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      Kissing Rohan Mitra, my delectable boyfriend of seventeen days, fourteen hours, and some miscellaneous minutes that I was above counting, was my new favorite addiction. Didn’t matter if it was a soft brush of lips, a quick, almost absent-minded peck to the corner of his mouth, a hot fevered embrace, or long, slow, drugged kisses like now, in a shadowy corner of Neon Paradise, our high bar chairs pushed close enough together for our knees to touch and one of Ro’s hands on the small of my back, pulling me toward him.

      We’d mastered the art form under a variety of conditions: stolen in the hallway of the chapter house, between the order and pick-up windows of a Starbucks drive-thru, hell, even high off a demon kill. Those were especially delicious.

      And sure, I’d been skeptical. Not being emotionally up for kissing anyone for over a year could do that to a girl. But Rohan Mitra was worth every second of waiting and more. I never wanted to break this kiss.

      Oxygen, that demanding element, had other ideas. I pulled back and draped my arms around his neck, ruffling his locks that fell like dark silk through my fingers. Planning on a quick lungful before going in for more.

      Then the darling boy spoke. “I didn’t think you’d be any good at kissing.”

      I slapped the tall, lacquered table. “Boom. Officially hitting pause.”

      Rohan raised an eyebrow. “On what?”

      “Your boyfriend status. What could possibly have led you to believe something so deluded?”

      He rubbed his nose against mine. “I figured the reason you were so dead-set against it was because of some deep-seated kissing insecurities. I was prepared to have to educate you on the subject. At length.”

      I clicked my tongue, though hours of kiss education with Rohan honestly didn’t sound so bad. “My mouth is a marvel, Snowflake. It would behoove you to remember that.”

      He leaned his elbows back over the top of his chair, pulling the fabric of his short-sleeved linen shirt tight around his biceps. “Behoove?”

      “Yes. Not only am I astoundingly kick-ass, I am also highly erudite.” I’d gotten this Word of the Day app that I was putting to good use, unlike the running app the Brotherhood made me download for training purposes. A little intellectual self-improvement never hurt. Besides, Rohan’s last girlfriend was a hair away from getting her Ph.D in physics and I didn’t want to lower the bar too much. “Reiterating the marvel part now since that’s what you should be focusing on.”

      His gold eyes crinkled in either confusion or amusement. “I see.”

      “You doubt me?”

      He rubbed his head. “One of those PDs we took out earlier really clocked me. My short term memory is spotty.”

      “Apparently, since you’ve forgotten that we’re now calling them half-demons, not Practice Demons, out of respect for Leo. Also, shame on you. Blaming those poor spawn for your own shortcomings.” Tsking him, I slipped my fingers into his belt loops and tugged him close.

      Five minutes later, I pulled away from his mouth with a nip. “Are my stellar abilities coming back to you yet?”

      Wearing a slightly glazed look, his chest rising and falling rapidly, Rohan nodded like he’d forgotten how to form words.

      I patted his cheek. “Good man.” I grabbed my emerald satin clutch off the table where it had fallen between his half-finished G&T and my glass of water and slowly edged myself out. Time for another circuit of the dance floor. “Be right back.” I pushed my water glass at him. “Drink this so you’re not all headachy tomorrow.”

      “Hey, wait.” Rohan caught my wrist, eyes hot and insistent. “Restart the clock, Sparky.”

      I smiled, then mimed smacking it again. He raised the glass in cheers. What a guy.

      Leaving the boy to regroup, I skirted the packed dance area. The floor pulsed from the baseline of Jamiroquai’s “Canned Heat” cranked to eleven, with everyone pulling out their best Napoleon Dynamite moves. Glittery disco starbursts illuminated arms thrown up in abandon, the dancers having a blast with the “hits from the 90s to today” that were on tap tonight.

      Along the far edge of the floor, pleated curtains framed by multicolored spotlights illuminated cozy booths. Suppressing a smile at the dismayed groan that went up from the dude-bro group over by the pool tables, I curved around the sleek bar, restroom bound.

      I charged into the middle stall, locked the door, and sank down in sweet relief. This rare night out was so precious that I’d stayed totally sober to remember every moment of it. But all the dancing I’d done had required copious amounts of hydration and I’d drunk an ocean of water tonight. I peed for so long I must have been pissing out stored reserves. On the plus side, I was so well-hydrated that my skin glowed like I’d been airbrushed.

      The marathon urination gave me a chance to catch up on the scrawled graffiti. In neat red ballpoint above the toilet paper holder, someone had written: You’re a solid 8. Underneath that in pink glitter pen it read: Fuck that. I’m a 12½. A sentiment I applauded. Red pen then chimed back in with: Your ego certainly is. To which glitter had replied: All women are a 12½ out of 10. At least.

      Black sharpie rounded out the exchange with: *fist pump* Sisterhood.

      If I was going to be stuck in a cubicle peeing like a crazy person, it was nice to be in one with a compatible philosophic leaning and not “all girls be bitches.”

      Someone else had drawn a wishing well in the center of the stall door. Responses alternated between lewd comments carved into the wood, initials drawn inside hearts, and requests of cash, designer clothes, and Hamilton tickets. It was all very silly, which was why I almost didn’t add the tiny snowflake to the bottom of the list.

      I flushed the toilet and exited, bladder de-stressed. Though I had to wave my wrist in front of the tap’s motion sensor about seventeen times before I activated it. Damn things never worked properly for me, and I kept feeling like I was a dead person or a ghost. Two women entered as I was lathering up and I peered at their reflection in the gold gilt-framed mirror. “Christina?” I squealed.

      “Nava! Where’ve you been, girlfriend? Campus is so boring without you. I have no one to ditch class with on mental health days.” Chinese-Canadian in her mid-twenties, Christina rocked a purple pixie haircut, a sequined one-piece romper, and an astounding example of cat eye eyeliner. When I attempted that look, I always came off as an Amy Winehouse drag queen who’d been crying while singing “Love is a Losing Game.”

      “Oh, you know. Life.” I rinsed off my hands, tearing off some dead tree from the dispenser. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Nava.” The woman next to Christina, her blonde hair scraped into a straight ponytail worn low on her head, gave me a brusque wave. I doubted there was a sports bra under that swank suit jacket, and her pencil skirt failed to resemble the nylon workout pants I was used to seeing her in. She’d changed, but her presence was still a giant ugh.

      I fumbled the toss of my paper towels, barely making the garbage can. “Naomi. You look–”

      “Like she has a stick jammed up her white ass,” Christina said.

      “Different.”

      “I’m articling now.” Naomi brushed some imaginary lint off her navy lapel. “That’s a position in a law firm.”

      She knew damn well that my dad, Dov, was a law professor at the University of British Columbia, since she’d had him for half a dozen classes. Clearly not much had changed besides the clothes. I jammed my hands into the pockets of my loose black trousers before either of them could see the spark of electric magic that jumped out of my fingertips. “You’re doing bitch work for the actual lawyers. Mazel tov. What are you two up to tonight?”

      Christina held up a vial filled with tiny pink crystals that glinted in the light. “Sweet Tooth. Perfectly designed to give you the all-night euphoria of every lush depravity you can think of. Want in?”

      “No, thanks.” There was only one thing I craved these days and it wasn’t some new drug. I rummaged in my small backpack purse for my hair clip to twist my sweaty locks into a loose chignon (and give Ro better access to kiss his way down my neck) when I noticed Naomi staring. “Yes?”

      “Nothing.” She turned away, reapplying her sheer lip gloss. “You said we were going for a drink. One drink.”

      “I lied,” Christina said. “You wouldn’t have left work otherwise.” She uncorked the vial releasing a burst of cotton candy scent. “One night to cut loose. ‘Life at Full Tilt,’ remember?”

      Ten bucks said Christina was fighting a losing battle. Naomi was buttoned up so tight, cracking Level Fun required a set of lock picks, a tire iron, and some WD40. I patted my hairdo, waiting for their debate to end so I could get Christina’s new phone number. Reconnect now that my life was a bit more stable, which funnily, even with the demon hunting addition, was true.

      “I’ve got to finish up some research for a court appearance.” Smug tone, nose in the air, Naomi hadn’t lost her infuriating knack of making everything she did sound sooo verrah verrah important.

      “Minor court appearance,” I muttered. She was articling, not trying grand jury cases.

      Christina tapped her finger against the vial a couple of times to dislodge powder from the sides. “Shut it, or I’ll key both your cars.”

      I mustered a smile. “All dropped.” Christina had always been good at follow-through. “Hey Chris, I don’t have your current–”

      “The lawyers are fast-tracking me to making associate. There’s every expectation of me making partner in record time.” Naomi ducked her head, her voice dripping with false modesty. “I don’t want to mess any of that up. I can’t. This is too important to me. Sorry, Chris.” The longing glance she shot at the vial was quick, but I caught it.

      I dug my nails into my skin. Here, I’d do my one good deed for the night. “It’s okay to relax every now and then.”

      “I’d imagine you’d know.” Naomi turned away from her reflection to peer at me with bullshit sincerity. “Still on a break from school?”

      Between the annoying men I hunted with and my mother, Naomi was amateur hour. My smile stayed in place. “I’m in the security business,” I said. Savior of humanity, me.

      “Like mall cop? Good for you.”

      Okay, so not so much savior of all humanity because if a curupira was trying to suck her brains out right now, I’d totally point out the best spot to dig in.

      My smile widened, teeth bared.

      Christina muscled in between the two of us, smacking my hip in warning. “You can finish all your lawyer work tomorrow.” She dumped half the crystals into her hand. “This shit is like the best fuck and best chocolate all at once.”

      “Careful Nava doesn’t steal it.” Naomi popped the cap back on her gloss.

      “Jesus, Naomi, get over it. I didn’t steal Sean. You weren’t dating him or even sleeping with him.”

      “I spent every weekend with him and I liked him.”

      “You spent every weekend with all of your weekend warrior group. Besides, it’s not like his flirting was subtle. If you’d had a problem with us leaving together that night, you could have used your words.”

      “As if you’d have listened.”

      “Enough.” Christina held a hand up. “Naomi is an uptight bitch and Nava is a party whore. Have I settled it?”

      “Like Nava limits the whoring to one area, but sure.” Naomi wiped a trace of gloss off the corner of her lip.

      My magic slid through my veins, whispering sweet nothings like eviscerate her. “You don’t know anything about me, Naomi, so shove your little digs up your ass.”

      “I know what I see.” She sniffed primly. “At least I have goals.”

      “Big deal. You exchanged flinging yourself off cliffs for flinging yourself into work. Real growth. Christina, gimme your new number.”

      She held up a finger and waggled the vial at Naomi. “It’s not addictive and there’s no hangover. I’ve done it a couple of times already so yes, I do know firsthand. It’s also way less dangerous than the shit you used to pull and you won’t have weird bruises to explain to your uptight firm. Merely a fun night that leaves you revitalized and ready to scale those lawyerly mountains. There, I’ve destroyed your objections, counselor.” She licked the drug off her palm. “Plus, it tastes like cotton candy.”

      Her PSA over, she reeled off her phone number.

      The second I had it, I dropped my phone in my clutch and snapped the clasp shut. “Excellent. I’ll call you. As for you, Naomi, I’m going back to my boyfriend and forget you exist.”

      Naomi actually snorted. “Who’d you steal this one from?”

      I gave her an icy smile. “Keep running on that hamster wheel. Maybe if you go fast enough and achieve enough, no one will realize you have absolutely no personality. Just an addict, held together by insecurity and rage, desperate for a rush to make you feel alive.”

      Christina gasped.

      Aw, shit. My eyes darted away from both their faces, my fingers fiddling with the diamante clasp. This was what happened when I let things fester. Spewage and emotional carnage.

      “Fuck you. You have no idea how hard I work.” Naomi’s voice trembled.

      Calvin Harris’ “This Is What You Came For” came on and I flinched at the memory that came with it. Christina, myself, and a few others had gone back to the apartment she shared with Naomi near campus to chill. That song had pulsed on low through the speakers and the air was fogged with the sweet smell of pot.

      It was the time of night when people got cozy and shared past experiences. I’d been telling them about my Lincoln Center debut back in high school. The whole room had been silent except for me and that song, and yeah, the shine of admiration in their eyes had eased the constant sting of hurt a bit. Tap had been such a sad topic for me during that period, and it had been nice that night to remember the highs and not just the lows.

      Naomi had burst in, eyes bright, loudly retelling some craaaazy adventure she’d just had. Like, the last one had been insane, but this one? She’d nudged me to the side so she could sit next to Christina, except there wasn’t enough room on the couch so she ended up half-squashing me instead. She’d sucked all the air out of the room, totally disrupting our mellow vibe and killing my tale. I’d never understood why everyone not only indulged her spotlight-hogging, but was so charmed by it.

      Keeping my mouth shut since speaking out against her was pointless, I’d reached for the joint in the ashtray and lit it.

      Naomi had waited for me to inhale. “Geez, Little Miss Gimme. Never enough with you.” This from the woman who had literally just interrupted herself mid-story about BASE jumping. Flinging herself off buildings, slacklining it across canyons, yes, it was cool, but she was such a hypocrite accusing me of being extreme.

      Her crew called themselves the Full Tilt Gang for fuck’s sake. Half the stunts they pulled were done illegally, so her moral high ground was built on quicksand.

      Christina had shot me a sympathetic smile but the others had snickered unkindly. Not ten minutes ago they’d thought I was the coolest person alive, and here Naomi had totally turned them against me. Naomi had smirked, taking her friend’s arm and monopolizing her in conversation, my existence forgotten.

      The same way she now clutched Christina’s arm, not so much possessively as in defeat.

      My gut twisted. I’d fired off a lot of smart remarks in the past, but my comment to Naomi now had been a bitch too far. I didn’t want to deliberately hurt others anymore. I was doing good in the world.

      I wanted to be good in the world.

      “Naomi, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be bringing up the past. But you do deserve a night off,” I said. “The earth will continue to spin. The lawyers work you to the bone and in return you get no interesting tasks, no praise, and no life. Besides, you’re ridiculously smart. I’m sure you can knock out the items on your minion list in record time. Do this stuff, don’t do it, but enjoy yourself tonight. Normal is important.”

      Naomi snatched the vial away from Christina, rolling her eyes. “I don’t need you to tell me how to have fun. I trademarked that shit.”

      So much for my genuine, heartfelt attempt at being friendly, Bellatrix.

      Christina squealed and clapped her hands while Naomi licked up the crystals. In her excitement, she failed to notice that when Naomi tossed the vial out, there was still some left at the bottom.

      A cautious good time on the menu, then. Whatever worked for her. As for me, I waved bye to Christina, catching the door and shouldering past a group of chattering women spilling in.

      Rohan waited for me at the end of the short hallway leading to the restrooms. His lopsided grin soothed my fraying edges.

      “Hel-lo,” Christina said, having followed me. “I could ride that boy into next week.”

      “Words spoken by many a woman with working eyeballs,” I said. “Yup, he’s all the catnip. But he’s also more than just a hot body.”

      Christina gave me a searching glance. “You know this how?”

      “That’s my boyfriend.”

      Naomi’s mouth fell open as she stared at Rohan. “No way. He’s dating you?”

      To be fair, his moss green shirt emphasized his broad shoulders and leanly muscled, V-bod. It was like his East Indian/Jewish genes had convened a summit at his conception to negotiate for maximum incredible. He was magnificent, but for me? His humor at 2AM blending me smoothies that he named after our demon kills–the Tezcatlipoca Mocha Blast was my fave–the effort he’d made getting to know Ari and Leo, and the steadfast belief in his convictions even as he helped me dig deeper into the Brotherhood, were even more attractive. I respected the hell out of him.

      “Way, baby.” I said. “We don’t match, but we go.”

      Rohan crooked a finger at me and all three of us sighed.

      “I underestimated you,” Naomi said.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “In more ways than one.” I hugged Christina goodbye with mutual promises to see each other soon and headed for my guy.

      Rohan slung an arm around me, glanced back at the women, then kissed the side of my head. “You okay?”

      I leaned into his steady comfort. “Perfect.”

      The opening notes of George Michael’s “Freedom” kicked in and he tugged me onto the dance floor, squirming past the other dancers into the center. He caught me around the waist, singing into my ear about roads to Heaven and Hell as we grooved to the music, all rolling hips and sinuous arms.

      I was lightness and air, anchored to this mortal plane by the rasp in Rohan’s voice and the gentle bite of his fingers through the thin fabric of my tank top. I caressed his cheek and he nuzzled into my hand. “Did you get yourself happy, Snowflake?” I asked, referring to the lyrics.

      “I did. I am.” Still, when he sang along about freedom, the insistence in his voice was more than emotive karaoke.

      “Is that what it felt like to leave the band? Like you got your freedom?”

      He pulled me to him, making me ride his hard thigh in the dirtiest of dancing. Cuntessa de Spluge was in Heaven. “I thought all heavy conversations were banned tonight,” he said.

      “Yes. Heavy conversations pertaining to current Brotherhood-witch shit are banned during date night,” I confirmed, my hips in a slow, syncopated slide with his.

      “But prying into my past?”

      “A total go.” My breath quickened, a spark low in my gut bursting into flame.

      “Nice try. Pool?” he asked as the song ended, taking away my happy motion ride.

      “You callous bastard.”

      He leaned in, his lips brushing my ears. “I want you desperate for me.”

      “Your arrogance isn’t doing it for me.”

      “Yeah, it is.” He waggled his eyebrows at me in exaggerated fashion.

      I shot him the finger and sashayed off the dance floor.

      We passed Naomi, currently the filling in a boy sandwich. She’d shed her jacket, leaving her in a lacy camisole. Good time evidently unlocked. Christina smiled at her from outside the plastered-together bodies, but her expression was a bit strained. I didn’t blame her. Naomi had gone from “no” to “wheeee!” in record time and she’d been known to ditch Christina when there were more interesting–or dangerous–things around to play with.

      I raced off ahead to snag a pool table, practically flinging myself bodily over it until Rohan caught up. I handed him a pool cue. “Answer my prying now. Was it a relief ditching Fugue State Five? You ever wish you had that back or some new version of it?”

      Were you going to run away soon?

      His expression turned distant. “Sometimes… It felt like I was living with a noose around my neck. Writing music, even performing again, it wouldn’t be like that. I wouldn’t be like that.”

      “What changed?”

      He pulled some balls out of the corner pocket, rolling them over the green felt for me to rack up. “Time. Heals all wounds, right?”

      Rohan had always had a dark side, which had gotten worse with the twin fallouts of fame and the demon murder of his cousin Asha. His personal demons had been front and center pretty recently on our mission in Prague and only intensified on his gig in Pakistan, so I doubted he was suddenly a paragon of mental wellbeing, but I nodded.

      He bopped the tip of my nose. “Don’t worry, Sparky. I’m not going back down any dark roads.”

      I wasn’t convinced of that either. Not given the single-minded focus Rohan had shown in unraveling the mystery of what certain Brotherhood members were up to these past few weeks. But that was part of tonight’s ban on serious Rasha topics, so I pushed those thoughts away.

      Maybe I was overthinking things. Besides, I needed my full concentration to kick his ass. Rohan was exceedingly competitive.

      The hour grew later, the music faster, the crowd drunker. Despite being jostled yet again by a stray elbow, I sank three balls in rapid succession. I chalked my pool cue, eyeing the eight-ball. “Need a safe word, baby? Because when I sink this and obliterate you for a second game, it might be more pain than you can handle.”

      Rohan slid his palm in a teasing glide along my belly. “Try me.”

      “My favorite dare.” I positioned my stick slightly off-center, and with a satisfying crack, sank the eight-ball. I handed Rohan my pool cue. “Does it chafe? Be honest.”

      He snapped both our sticks back into the mounted wall rack. “It’s a little raw, not gonna lie.”

      “Good. I want you to feel it in the morning. Remember who owns you.” I smacked his ass, laughing at the mock-scandalized expression on Rohan’s face.

      He caught my wrist, tugging me up against him and nipping my earlobe. “Isn’t this where you’re supposed to minister to me and take away the sting like a good girlfriend?” His voice ran over me like rivulets of honey.

      I mentally stomped on the memory of his ex, Lily, adjusting his scarf and quietly caring for him in a dozen small ways when we’d all been in Prague.

      Without having to be asked.

      In the Grease lens on the world, which was really the only  useful metric, Lily was Sandy and I was Rizzo. Rohan claimed to want Rizzo, so he should have known that the idea of me on some Sandy scale of good was laughable. I gazed up at him through half-lidded eyes. “Got something in mind, O wounded man child?”

      “Since you asked.” He motioned for me to fan him.

      “Yeah, right.”

      “So hot,” he whined, taking my hands and moving them ineffectually up and down. It was so humid in the club, my skin was sticky where he held my wrist. “I know these are the wilds of Canada, but don’t you people know about A/C?”

      Laughing, I blew air on him. “Poor pampered L.A. baby.”

      Motioning for him to follow, I unclasped the chain blocking access to a small stairway and led him up. At the top was a small balcony overlooking the back half of the dance floor and one of the bars. The door behind it had been jacked open to the summer night. A siren cut through the alley below, its flashing lights bouncing off the building walls.

      “Befriending bouncers has its perks.” I sat down on the bench, snickering as Rohan turned his face to the breeze wafting over us like a dog sticking its head out a window.

      “Bootylicious” started up, and oh yes, I sang along. Rohan scoffed, with a “Figures you anthem’d this,” but I didn’t stop my beauteous phonetic rendition of the song.

      That is until the chorus when Rohan spun, breaking into moves worthy of Queen B’s backup dancers. Shimmying, he wriggled closer until, keeping out of touching range, he canted his hips up in a long slow roll, running his hand down along the hard planes of his stomach. His shirt rode up, exposing a stretch of brown skin I wanted to lick. Lower and lower, his hand slid dangerously along his waistline, then lower still.

      I sat there, gaping.

      Rohan jumped onto the bench, feet planted on either side of me. He tossed his head, flicked off each shoulder, grinning. Clutching the burnished gold railing behind me with one hand, he twerked his ass lower and lower, his falsetto singing note-perfect.

      Fuck. Me. Where had he been hiding this?

      Rohan ground against me once, twice, and I lunged for him, our mouths crashing together. He tasted of anise seed and gin, his mouth cool from the ice he’d been crunching all night.

      I opened my eyes, seeking a deeper connection. Seeking affirmation that he was here and this was real and that the voices trumpeting disbelief that we were a we could go screw themselves.

      A flash of something caught the light from the club area below and I stilled.

      Rohan’s eyes fluttered open. “Hey,” he murmured.

      I craned my neck, twisting around him to peer down at the bar.

      The bartender wrestled a bottle away from Naomi. One of Naomi’s hands was curled like a claw, and her expression was frozen in a snarl. She relaxed for a second, her shoulders slumping. The bartender eased up too, which was when she swiped the bottle and cracked him upside the head. He stumbled back against the bar, a few bottles cascading over his shoulder and shattering on the floor in bursts of light.

      Pushing Ro off of me, I scrambled to my feet and shot down the stairs.

      Most of the patrons were still caught up in their own dealings. They hadn’t had my eagle-eyed view of the club and the press of bodies was too thick for anyone not in the immediate vicinity of the bar to have witnessed the attack. I impatiently shoved my way through the chatting, flirting masses until I broke through to the bar.

      The clean-cut bartender pressed a bloody rag to one temple, his body angled as far away as possible from Naomi. Shards of glass speckled his shoulders and alcohol ran down his shirt in sticky rivers.

      Naomi sat on the bar top, legs crossed, swinging one slender ankle. She tipped a bottle of Bombay Sapphire back, its blue glass streaked with neon, one side smeared with the bartender’s blood. After a single disturbingly long swig, she shook the final drops into her mouth with a couple of violent jerks.

      Then, to my horror, she bit into the glass, licking off whatever remaining gin coated its insides, oblivious to the blood streaming out of her mouth along her psychotic smile.

      I stood there frozen, heart racing. Clueless how to process this fucked-up tableau. Naomi’s smirk was loaded with memories of every time she’d ever made me feel inadequate. I’d dealt with shit way worse than this, but there was such a cutting intimacy in her look, like she knew exactly who I was and that I’d never gotten over my weaknesses, that my past self had taken control of my brain. I froze up.

      Somebody screamed right as the music cut out, breaking the spell and sending the dance floor into chaos. I ran for Naomi, but my friend Max, one of the bouncers here at the club, reached her first.

      Naomi wore a matter-of-fact expression on her face as she calmly explained to Max, curling her bloody tongue around a razor sharp part of the bottle’s neck to catch an errant drop of booze, that the bartender had tried to cut her off and that wasn’t very “Full Tilt.”

      Max had never been anything other than an ocean of calm, even when breaking up a stabbing outside the front door. So when this 6’4” brick wall of a man drained of all color, clutching his phone so hard he cracked the screen, my blood ran cold.

      But if he couldn’t handle it, who could? My spine straightened. The past was just that, the past. I was Rasha and a hell of a lot stronger now on every level. I gave myself a mental shake and snapped into action. I pried the cell from Max’s death-grip, and called 911. Then I tossed him the phone back with a barked, “Talk to them.”

      Light glinted off the jagged bottle neck as Naomi ran her thumb over it, her eyes not leaving mine, blood and gin dripping from her chin and meandering down her collarbone to stain her camisole in a gruesomely pretty bloom. “Nava, Nava, Nava. Always killing my good mood.”

      I couldn’t use my magic. There were too many people around. I swallowed, hyping myself up to step closer. “Naomi, put the bottle down.”

      She wrinkled her nose at me, waving the broken glass. I stepped back out of neck slashing range. She took another sip, but finding it empty, dropped the bottle on the floor where it shattered.

      Shards flew. One stung my ankle and I cursed.

      Undeterred, Naomi picked up someone’s abandoned pint of beer and chugged some back.

      I reached out for the glass, my body turned somewhat, so she wouldn’t see the new bouncer slowly approaching from her right. Max, still on the phone, kept a wary eye on us all. “Okay, fine. Then how about you share?”

      Her expression hardened. “Always gotta steal something, don’t you?”

      Screw this. I rushed her, jumping back as she vomited blood, swayed, and went down like a sack of rocks.

      The second bouncer caught her before she hit the ground, the beer mug rolling out of her hand onto the floor. “What. The. Fuck?” His pupils were dilated to the point of practically disappearing.

      I was willing to bet the answer to that was “demons,” because even with the fentanyl crisis ravaging my beloved Vancouver, this was too insidious to be human evil, but I needed proof.

      I left Naomi in Max and this other bouncer’s care and sprinted to the bathroom.

      Grimacing, I plunged my hand into the mound of wet paper towels in the overflowing garbage, praying that their sogginess was water-based versus something requiring a tetanus shot. I was fumbling in there shoulder-deep before my fingers closed on the vial. I pulled it out, relieved that despite it being uncorked there was still some of the drug inside. I twisted up some dry paper towel to use as a lid and sealed the drug in.

      Laying it carefully on the bathroom counter, I disinfected my arm with scalding water and a shit-ton of soap. By the time I hit the main part of the club again, the house lights were up and employees were directing confused patrons toward the front door, doing their best to keep them from rubbernecking.

      Two paramedics strapped Naomi’s prone form onto a gurney.

      Christina stood beside them, the orange shock blanket around her shoulders sliding half-off under the force of her hysteria. Rohan had his arm around her, his head close to hers, speaking. She clutched at his shirt front.

      I ran over, insides icy. Christina had taken the same drug Naomi had. The drug that had made her chew through glass and slice people. And Rohan was right next to her.

      When I reached her, I felt like an idiot. Christina’s eyes were hollow and wide, possessing none of the mania that Naomi’s had. She was just terrified and at the touch of my hand on her shoulder, she fell into my arms, sobbing and repeating, “I’m sorry,” over and over.

      “I’ll see if a paramedic will give her a sedative,” Rohan said into my ear.

      I gripped his hand. “Tell them she did Sweet Tooth. Let them know she can’t have anything that conflicts with it.” He nodded and I laced my fingers with his, giving him a quick squeeze. He gave me a sympathetic smile and left.

      Smoothing Christina’s hair, I absently registered him crossing the room to catch up with the first responders as they sped the gurney out. The gurney that had Naomi strapped to it. Naomi, who just an hour ago had been calling me mean names in the bathroom, who shouldn’t be lying there like this, motionless. “It’s not your fault.”

      It was both our faults. Lead twisted my gut. Bad enough that I’d encouraged Naomi to take the night off because I’d implied she had a stick up her ass, but to have mocked her for her past and driven her to do something she wasn’t sure of? I’d taunted the universe and the universe had kicked my ass.

      Christina turned her tear-streaked face to mine. “Why did it affect her and not me? What did I do to her?”

      Fine questions I didn’t have answers to. Yet. The one thing I was absolutely certain of? If this was some fucked up demon product, then I’d hunt it down and destroy the evil spawn with my bare hands. Cold comfort, but I’d take it where I could find it.
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      We didn’t get home for another couple of hours, between telling a harried Max exactly what I’d seen and driving Christina to the hospital to get checked out. Oh, and scrolling through her contacts to find her brother Henry’s number. Christina and I had hung out at university so I’d heard her talk about Henry, but we’d never met. I explained who I was and asked him to come to get his sister, since once the sedative she’d finally been given in the ER kicked in, my friend couldn’t do much more than sluggishly wave at her phone.

      Once he’d arrived, Henry assured me he’d get hold of Naomi’s family and keep me posted. I hadn’t been able to get any information out of the nurses about Naomi beyond “she’s in surgery and being looked after.”

      I practically staggered out the ER doors, wrapping my arms around myself against the wind lashing at my denim jacket. The silence of deep night would have been a welcome relief except the earlier thump of the bass at the club still pounded in my temples and rang in my ears. My shoulders were wound tight; fatigue clawed at my eyes and brain, making everything gritty and dull.

      I trudged across the parking lot. “I’m so tired that my feet don’t want to feet.”

      Rohan was a champ. He got me to his precious ’67 Shelby Mustang, settled me in, and cranked the heat.

      “Thank you.” I yawned, my head falling sideways against the window.

      “For what?”

      I pushed a dark brown strand of hair of out my mouth. “Sticking around.”

      Rohan started the ignition with a quick flick of his wrist. The motor roared to life, settling into a purr as he pulled out of the parking spot. His biceps flexed as he shifted gears. “Yeah, I was gonna go off and leave you. Dummy.”

      “Remember, you are a callous bastard.” I yawned again, my mouth opening so wide that my ears popped. “Can you swing by the house?”

      “It’s late.”

      “I know.”

      He shrugged, and ten minutes later, drove around a quiet residential block so we could check out Dr. Gelman’s sister’s place. Dr. Esther Gelman was the witch that had given me the magic ceremony to get Ari inducted and her sister Rivka lived here in Vancouver.

      Like every single other time that I’d come by, the place was locked up tight. No car in the car port, no change to the closed curtains. After I’d kind of broken in and damaged the place a few weeks ago, someone had set a new and powerful ward on the property. Anyone who got too close had the overwhelming urge to go elsewhere. It even affected me to some degree. I was overcome by a strong desire to go home and do my laundry. The ridiculousness of that idea generally reminded me it was magic at work and I could fight it, but damn, it was tough.

      I had to find a way to contact Dr. Gelman, but could only think of the same idea that I was loath to do. It would have to wait. The Sweet Tooth situation was the more immediate concern anyway.

      I rolled down the window to get some frigid air on my face and punched in the number for Brotherhood HQ in Jerusalem to let them know I had a case to investigate. The man I spoke to, older and with a French-Canadian accent, took the details about Sweet Tooth, assigned me a case number, and wished me luck.

      “Huh.” I looked at the phone after he’d hung up. “That was kind of anti-climatic.”

      Ro flicked on his turning signal. “Did you expect good fireworks or bad, phoning in your first mission?”

      “Not sure. But note that I’m the hunter of record in charge, Snowflake.” That was pretty cool.

      He sighed. “Such domination issues.”

      My chuckle turned into a yawn, my lids fluttering shut.

      I woke up to the emergency parking brake being engaged in front of Demon Club, the mansion housing the Vancouver chapter of the Brotherhood of David, that was located in the Southlands area of Vancouver’s west side. Trust me, now that I was the first female member of this secret society, changing the name was on my To-Do List, though given the rest of the shit on there, like exposing duplicitous rabbis on the Executive, it kind of lacked urgency.

      I stumbled up the front stairs. Heavy cloud cover obscured the few stars that could usually be seen. Without moonlight, the gardens were formless shapes. The house itself was quiet; no lamps shone out the beveled bay windows, no smoke escaped the multiple chimneys. The forest surrounding the house was still and dark.

      I kicked off my chunky emerald heels in the foyer, sighing dreamily as my toes flattened out against the cool tile. Rohan tried to steer me up the curving stairs to my bedroom, but I shook his hand off. “Not yet. Get me the hawkweed and meet me in the kitchen? Please?”

      My nap had only made my body realize how badly it craved sleep, and even slapping my cheeks as I shuffled down the shadowy hallway over the intricate inlaid wood floor failed to wake me up. I stepped through the arched doorway into the kitchen.

      The under-the-cupboard lights were on, casting warm lemon pools over the dark granite counter. The room smelled faintly of garlic, which got my stomach rumbling, which led me to the brilliant idea of protein as a pick-me-up.

      After placing my frozen meal of choice in the stainless steel microwave that matched the industrial fridge and glass-topped stove, I examined the vial with the remaining crystals. There was nothing special about the container. Made of glass, it had a label with the words “Sweet Tooth” written in script.

      The microwave went “bing.” I pulled my TV dinner out, puncturing the plastic wrap with a set of keys that I found on the counter.

      An aggrieved sigh alerted me to Rohan’s presence. “All the options open to you and you go for that.” He poked at the plastic tray like he was scared the contents might bite him.

      “I’ll have you know this is the finest Fried Chickeny Delight available in No Name Form.” I bit into a chicken leg. “Huh. You know what it doesn’t taste like?” I asked, munching.

      “Chicken?”

      I dropped the leg back on the tray. “Good guess. It’s chicken-esque.”

      “Technically, it’s chicken-y.”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure if ‘-y’ is a step up or down in the culinary world from ‘-esque.’” I crossed over to the fridge, pulled out the small jug of maple syrup, and doused the poultry-facsimiles like I was putting out a fire.

      “Please eat real food. I honestly don’t know how you’re still alive.”

      “Preservatives, obviously. And quit being such a food snob. This is real.” I tapped the jug. “One hundred percent real maple syrup, because I am Canadian and civilized.”

      “Half-right.”

      I took another bite. “Oh yeah. Way better now. Okay, gimme the spell stuff.” I licked off my fingers, wiping them on a piece of paper towel. Millennials–major factor in the demise of the napkin industry. True fact.

      Rohan tossed a Ziploc bag with a mixture of salts and chopped up bits of yellow Snowdonia Hawkweed onto the counter. The plant was incredibly rare, but what was scarcity when you had a boyfriend with a fat bank account from his rock star days? How fat, I had no idea. He’d assured me he didn’t have billionaire status, but I suspected that multi-millionaire was still within the realm of possibility. I mean, dude had been the lead singer of Fugue State Five, international chart-topping, emo band extraordinaire. That said, multi-millionaire in Vancouver would scarcely have bought this monstrosity of a chapter house we lived in, so I clearly was not with him for his money. Real Housewives of Vancouver had never been an aspiration of mine. Besides, Ro could have been poor as dirt and he’d still be a prime catch.

      I dumped the mixture in water, stirring it with the thin paintbrush that he’d thoughtfully brought. “Such a good sidekick.”

      “What happens when you use the ‘s’ word?” Rohan sealed up the Ziplock.

      “You tackle me.”

      He stuffed the baggie in his pocket. “And what happens when you admit that I’m Batman?”

      “You tackle me.”

      Rohan quirked an eyebrow. “That all?”

      I paused my stirring, perking up. “Ooooh, yeah.” His nerdy role-playing had a deliciously filthy narrative. “’K. I pick door number two.”

      Rohan snickered. “Phrasing.” I blushed from head to toe. “Don’t feel bad, Sparky.” He pushed my dinner to the far end of the island, ignoring my glare. “We’re two consenting adults with perfectly natural urges.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      Rohan opened the fridge, grabbing the bread, cheddar, and butter. “Except for that thing you beg for which is totally depraved.”

      “Don’t forget the mustard. And fuck you.”

      Rohan gave a smug lift of his right eyebrow, but pulled out the distinctive yellow squeeze bottle. “What? Again? Woman, you’re insatiable.”

      “You are never getting laid again.” I motioned at him to put more cheese on the grilled sandwich he was making me, and helpfully retrieved two plates from the white cabinets.

      Ro rummaged around on the fridge shelf. “Is there orange juice?”

      I pulled an unopened carton out of the cupboard holding the pots and pans and put it on the counter. “I hid this for you. Kane was sucking back the stuff like there was no tomorrow.” I poured it into a glass over ice.

      Once he’d chugged some back, I waved the vial in front of his face. “Thoughts. Go.”

      Rohan slid a generous pat of butter into the cast iron pan he’d heated, before reading the label. “‘Sweet Tooth.’ Catchy name. Branding and everything.”

      “It’s all about discoverability.”

      “Did they snort this?”

      “Licked it.”

      “The initial effects kicked in pretty quickly for licking it. Another point for a magic source.” He placed the sandwiches in the pan, spatula in one hand, then pulled out my paper towel cover and, sniffing the drug, recoiled. “Gross. Cotton candy. Could be worse.”

      “Yeah. Could be watermelon scent.”

      “Exactly. Swear that’s a demon invention.” He sniffed again, more cautiously and gave me back the vial. “No other obvious chemical odor. I’d say test it and let’s see what we’ve got.”

      I drummed the paintbrush against the counter. This was my first actual case and already I didn’t know how to handle this. I bit my lip and exhaled. “I’m not sure how to do the spell.”

      “Because it’s crystals, not something solid?”

      “Yeah.” The spell to test for magic signatures required the caster to paint a specific vine pattern on the object with the water/salt/hawkweed mixture. “There’s only a tiny amount here. The drug dissolves if it’s absorbed into the bloodstream, so if I add this liquid and the spell doesn’t work, we may lose what little Sweet Tooth we have to test.”

      He flipped the sandwiches. “You want brown or golden brown?”

      “Golden brown.”

      Rohan checked both sides, then plated my sandwich golden brown side up.

      We tossed out a few options while eating, like either of us ingesting the stuff and then testing ourselves for a magic signature. Dismissed that one pretty damn quickly, given what had happened to Naomi.

      Belly pleasantly full, I poured half of the remaining crystals into a bowl. That gave us a smaller sample size, but also gave us a second shot if need be. Dipping the paintbrush in the water mixture, I did my best to swirl the pattern onto the drug, then said “gallah” to invoke the spell.

      The crystals dissolved, leaving us with nothing for the spell to work its magic on.

      “Damn it.” I tossed the paintbrush onto the counter with a clatter.

      “Wait.” Rohan picked up the brush. The finely-bristled tip cycled through a rainbow of colors before settling into a pulsing blue. It had absorbed enough of the crystals to give us a result.

      “Demon magic for the win,” I said.

      “Too bad the spell can’t tell us which demon,” Rohan said.

      “You need the magic equivalent of a forensic chemist,” Ari said, padding into the kitchen in pajama bottoms and a faded blue T-shirt, in dire need of a shave. He rubbed a hand over his short blond hair.

      “What are you doing up so early?” I glanced out the window at the basketball court and press of dense cypress, arbutus, and Douglas fir beyond. My twin may have been a morning person but light was only barely leaching back into the world.

      “Up late reading while waiting for the storm to pass so we can get clearance to fly in. I’m going on assignment. With Kane.”

      There was a tense silence.

      “Kane? With you?” Rohan repeated. “Wow, headquarters sure has our best interests at heart.”

      It was scathing, but fair. Our friend and fellow demon hunter Kane Hashimoto and Ari were no longer exactly on speaking terms after a disastrous kiss a few weeks back. Not like their dysfunction would stop them from having each other’s backs, but the timing was awful.

      “No way,” I said, waving my hand. “I forbid this. Veto. No.”

      “Don’t worry, Nee. Even if the weather was fine, I still have a few more days here for obvious reasons.” He picked up an uneaten thigh. “Is that maple syrup? Awesome.” Dipping the chicken into the golden pool, he devoured half the meat in one bite.

      We Katz twins made it a point to be impressive.

      Rohan winced like he was in genuine pain.

      I hugged Ari around the waist, burrowing my head into his chest. My brother was the best. We’d had a bumpy few months what with me becoming Rasha during his induction ceremony, then our growing pains working together after I’d finally found a way to make him a hunter, but our “don’t mess with us” status quo was restored.

      “Quit smothering me.” Ari wriggled free.

      “What’s happening in a couple days?” Rohan asked.

      I snatched the paintbrush away from him using it to jab him in the chest. “There’s a countdown widget on your phone.”

      Rohan’s brows creased. “Are you sure?”

      “And a back-up countdown widget.”

      Rohan shrugged. “Not ringing any bells.”

      “The reminder taped to your dresser?”

      “Must have missed it under all the mess.” As if. Snowflake was anal-retentive tidy.

      I slapped my hand against the giant paper calendar pinned to the fridge with magnets reading Yeah, bitch! Magnets! The calendar contained a single entry. The large square for Monday June 19 was festooned with gold stars. “Nava’s 21st birthday! Commence adoration!!” was written in all-caps black sharpie. In smaller penciled letters someone had added, “And Ari’s.”

      “You do know the last person who joked about forgetting Nava’s birthday was never seen again, right?” Ari dumped the detritus of the meal in the trash.

      “Don’t worry.” I threw a pointed glance at Rohan. “I’ve already got the remote gravesite picked out should people fail in their duties. Back to this forensic chemist idea.” I motioned at Ari. “Expound please.”

      Rohan, eating his sandwich, nodded in agreement.

      “I’ve been thinking about it since I heard the gogota attacked you and your scientist witch,” Ari said.

      “Dr. Gelman. This isn’t a case of She-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named.” She’d gone off-grid after the attacks. Rabbi Mandelbaum, head rabbi on the Brotherhood’s Executive, maintained she was dead. While I was getting increasingly worried about her failure to surface, no way did I believe him. Dr. Gelman was a badass witch, and she was probably taking her sweet time getting back in touch just to annoy me.

      “Then those yaksas attacked the village in Pakistan. That makes the sites of the attacks crime scenes.” Ari always talked faster when it came to chemistry stuff. Hand gestures, intense eye contact, the whole nine yards–it was actually kind of adorable. “Essentially, with both the gogota and the yaksas horn fragment, you removed material from those crime scenes to cast the spell. A forensic chemist does the same thing at a non-magical crime scene; they work to identify material found there. The spell that you and Ro cast was like basic magic chromatography. It led you to the discovery of the purple magic signature on both. The initial identification. Now you need someone who can dig deeper and isolate the specific components.” He pointed at the vial. “Same with this. If a forensic chemist specializing in magic existed, that person might be able to tell you which type of demon was behind this. The specific component, so to speak.”

      My brother was a chemistry major. I’d bet a kidney he was dying to find a way to combine that passion with magic.

      “That would be extremely cool.” I finished up my sandwich, licking buttery crumbs off my fingers. “I wish I could do that.”

      “You have enough of a revolving list of powers,” Ari said dryly. “Electricity, magnetizing shit, however you’d oscillated your power to almost kill Malik. It’s weird.”

      “You’re jealous that I keep rolling out new tricks.”

      Rohan snorted, reaching for a napkin that he used to meticulously wipe off his hands. Fine. Maybe my magic was kind of weird, being variations on a theme rather than one ability gained all at once. But considering that all the other Rasha had ages to understand magic and what would happen when they came into their powers, and I was just mastering it on the go, I was acing the catch-up.

      “How do we know these magic forensic chemists don’t exist?” I asked.

      “Oh, I just asked Rabbi Abrams.”

      “Ari!” I jumped off the bar stool, my heart hammering.

      “Calm down, stress case, I didn’t tell him. But hasn’t he risked enough for us already? He deserves to know.”

      “Save your breath.” Rohan removed the canister of ground coffee from the freezer, slamming the door. “We’ve had this conversation a dozen times.”

      “And for the dozenth and first.” I stacked our dishes in the dishwasher. “I’m not saying anything until we know who’s responsible for the purple magic. The man is a billion years old. I’m not potentially causing him to stroke out based on supposition.”

      They turned identical scowls on me. Even Kane had been nagging me to bring the head of our chapter on board. I was terrified to tell the rabbi. Partially because I didn’t want to upset him, but mostly because he was the one rabbi in this entire Brotherhood that I trusted. How was I supposed to tell him the core of the cause that he’d devoted his life to was rotten? It didn’t matter that I wasn’t the one responsible, I knew what they did to messengers, and I wasn’t ready to give up the fond smile he bestowed on me whenever he saw me.

      “We don’t have a forensic chemist,” I said, “but we do have drugs with demon magic all over them.” I sealed up the remaining crystals in the vial once more.

      “What happened?” Ari asked.

      Letting me relay the events of the night, Rohan filled the coffee machine with a new filter and grounds, sliding the empty glass carafe onto the base. He flipped on the power switch, the machine gurgling to life.

      Ari squeezed my shoulder. “Geez. That’s rough. Sorry to hear it.”

      I didn’t even like Naomi, so why was I obsessively checking the clock on the wall to see if it was late enough in the morning to call Christina’s brother Henry for an update? I turned away from the clock with purpose. The only thing I could do to help right now was find the demons responsible.

      “We’re going to need a new paintbrush.” Since the crystals had dissolved into the brush and saturated it with demon magic, it was now officially useless for further spell casting. Thanks to the spell, it would forever remain the color of the magic signature.

      Generally, this didn’t matter, like with the gogota’s finger or yaksas horn, because we wanted that proof of the magic signature to remain, but sometimes it sucked. No amount of dry cleaning had changed the coat that I’d tested back to its natural pale green. I could have lived with a red coat, the color that Dr. Gelman’s witch magic had turned the fabric, but it looked like a bad dye job and was now unwearable.

      I was so done with my ongoing loss of clothing.

      I took a few deep breaths, letting the sweet burbles of the coffeepot melt away stress and tension better than any ylang ylang shit. Meditation with hippy oils was all well and good for people with no worries more pressing than destressing from their morning commute, but for those of us with hellspawn breathing down our necks on a regular basis, mainlining caffeine was a must.

      Rohan got two chunky ceramic mugs out of the cupboard and held up a third. Ari nodded at him. “Oh, hey. I got a lead from Christina while I was consoling her,” Ro said. “She said she bought the Sweet Tooth from some skater kid who lives on her block. Told me where he hangs out. We’ll start there.”

      “Leo and I have plans. As you very well know.”

      “Nava,” he said, all blustery stern. “You’re still going there?”

      “Rohan,” I mocked back in a deep voice. “We still need answers about the Brotherhood.”

      He sighed and passed me my coffee with its correct 3:2 ratio of milk to sugar and a sprinkling of cinnamon on top. “It’s not that I don’t believe you can pull it off.”

      I smiled at him. “I know.”

      Ari scrunched his nose. Initially he’d been hardcore Team Brotherhood, but after I told him the truth about nearly being killed by a modified demon, he’d come around to Team Nava. He still had some issues accepting that the organization he’d been a member of since birth wasn’t squeaky clean, but actually fixing the problem was much more important to me than sweeping it under a rug to spare my twin’s feelings.

      Rohan took a sip of his disgusting black coffee. “How’s Leo doing? Her midterms last week sounded rough.”

      I tipped my mug to my lips, watching him through lidded eyes. See? This. How many other guys would show compassion for a demi-goblin’s summer semester course load? “She’s good.”

      Ari dumped more sugar into his coffee. “Is there a Plan B for today?”

      “Yeah,” Rohan said. “Be careful. That’s also plans C through Z.”

      “Sweet boy.” Mug cradled in one hand, I headed out, swinging around the island for a quick pit stop. I rose onto tiptoe and kissed Rohan on the cheek. Damn. Even that gave me a short, intense rush of sunshine. “There’s only one Plan B. Don’t fuck up Plan A.”
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      Leonie and I braved bumper-to-bumper traffic along the highway and out over the Portman Bridge, its coiled steel cables stretching like sails above the cars.

      Eyes closed, she tilted her face toward the open window, her straight red hair streaming and her Sexy Ruby perfume scattering the scent of apricot and jasmine through the car.

      The cool nip of the morning summer breeze had burned away by the time the car bumped over the pothole-ridden dirt parking lot for Eddy’s Scrap and Salvage Yard, located out in the valley. Heat shimmered up in waves from the endless lines of cars.

      Throwing the car into Park and cutting the engine, I pushed my oversized, black vintage sunglasses up my nose and winced when I touched my cheek, flushed from the sun streaming on it during the drive. Damn. I really needed to remember to sunscreen or I’d look like a Coppertone toad.

      “You got it?” Leo scrambled after me, her flip flops thwacking softly.

      I popped my trunk and unlocked a small iron box. A blue velvet bag was nestled inside. “Curious to see what a cursed diamond looks like?”

      “Like that’s a question.”

      I turned away so the reveal wouldn’t affect me but at Leo’s “Whoa!” glanced back.

      The diamond was the size of a fat chestnut, uncut and flawless. I leaned in to admire it. To adore it, grateful that this puny being could bask in its splendor.

      Leo smacked me across the face, snapping me out of the gem’s compulsion. Good thing. I didn’t have time to rip her to shreds for ownership, which had almost happened with Rohan when we’d first retrieved it.

      I rubbed my cheek. “Thanks, you sadistic freak.”

      “Humans,” my half-goblin bestie scoffed. “So weak.” She put the diamond away, stuffing the velvet bag into her orange cotton sundress, and lovingly cupping her now oddly-shaped tit. “I always wanted a Cubist boob.”

      I snorted.

      We made our way to the entrance of the salvage yard, my Sketcher high tops becoming more black-and-brown than black-and-white. I scanned for any hint of motion. The zizu demon we’d come to see would sense the diamond’s presence any moment now and come for it.

      “Hi.” A cheerful middle-aged guy in a faded ball cap, his beer gut straining his dirty green coveralls with the word “Eddy” stitched in black across his heart, stepped out of a small trailer at the front gate. A wooden sign with “Office” painted on was nailed to the dusty aluminum siding. “Looking for car parts?” He chewed a toothpick between fleshy lips.

      If Eddy was the demon, he should have been acting twitchy, trying to get to the jewel, but he looked like the last time he experienced tension was being squeezed out the birth canal.

      “Transmission,” I said as Leo chimed in with “Engine.”

      Eddy’s brows creased, but he shrugged. “Well. Sounds like a car in need of some TLC.” He took out his toothpick and jabbed it at the lot. “Use whatever you need. Engine hoists, wheel carts, we have it all. Let me know if you need a hand.”

      The hoists, strewn around the lot, resembled primary-colored metal swing sets mounted on fat tire wheels. In the center of each was a lift secured with heavy chain and huge hydraulic pulleys.

      “Thanks,” I said. “It’s a bit of a project. Might take us a while to find what we need.”

      A boy and a girl, maybe five years old, both with wheat-blonde hair, barreled out of the office. The two stared at me with identical grave stares, dressed in gender-assigned T-shirts and shorts. Aw, the universal color-coding of fraternal twins.

      Then the girl whipped a red foam block at her brother. Yup. That was universal, too.

      Without missing a beat, he grabbed it, yelled, “Mine!” and ran.

      Memories.

      Setting his toothpick back into chew mode, Eddy grabbed the boy with one meaty hand, spun him around, and nudged him back toward the office. “Tony, Clea, cut it out. Both of you.”

      He herded them back inside and shut the door.

      “Hug right wall?” I asked.

      Leo nodded and we strode onto the lot. “Guess what?” she said. “I learned that pap tests can suck my dick.”

      “Mazel tov. My little girl is a woman.” I pressed my hand to my heart. “I’m all verklempt.”

      She elbowed me in the gut. “Laugh now, but wait till you have to undergo the vaginal probe. You’ll fry the poor doctor and end up locked in a military compound while they run tests on you as the Brotherhood quietly celebrates.”

      I shrugged. “A strong possibility. But maybe I’ll find that doctor to marry that Mom had always hoped for. I’d make a beautiful Stockholm Syndrome bride.”

      We snickered, clearing the first long line of cars, some parked intact, others flattened and piled in high stacks. Sweat ran under my breasts and down my back. I lifted my arms up, flapping them to air out my pits. “It’s four hundred degrees out here. Where’s the stupid demon?”

      We rounded the corner into the next wide row, trekking back the way we’d come.

      Someone giggled behind us. I spun around with a “Boo!”

      The two kids shrieked in delighted laughter.

      “Are you supposed to be out here? It’s kind of dangerous.” I held out a hand. “Come on, we’ll take you back to your dad.”

      The munchkins ran off. Also typical.

      “It’s fenced.” Leo fiddled with her silver eyebrow ring. “They can’t get out.”

      I was already dialing the office number. It went to voicemail so I left Eddy a message about his little Houdinis.

      We picked up the pace. “Here, zizu, you jonsing motherfucker. Come get the pretty diamond.” I glanced back in the direction the children had gone. “We need to wrap this up.”

      “Agreed.” She pushed me forward a few steps. “Stay in front of me. I’m pulling out the big guns.”

      “I hope you mean the diamond and not your boobs,” I said.

      “You’ll never know.”

      I slowed down, my shoulder blades prickling, dying to turn around and gaze upon the jewel.

      Leo poked me in the back. “Keep moving.”

      “Don’t drop the merchandise,” I said sourly. “I don’t have time to track down another flawless cursed diamond.”

      Rohan, Kane, Ari, and I had spent the past couple of weeks tracking the gem down using intel gleaned from David Security International, the Brotherhood’s public persona. Actually retrieving it had been a bitch of a mission involving oversized crab demons and a taste of being buried alive.

      I placed my hand on my head as a makeshift hat against the relentless sun.

      “You should have bought me a Popsicle,” Leo said.

      “Hand over the ten bucks you owe me and you can pick your flavor.”

      “A real friend wouldn’t have me pay up.”

      “Be sure to mention that when you find one.” I wiped sweat off my brow, silently chanting eyes front. “Renege and I start charging interest. I’m not a good person like Rohan is.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You have the best boyfriend in the world.”

      “I do.” I veered around the jagged edge of a rusted door that was sticking out of a stack of crushed minivans. “Plus, he knows I’m no dilettante.”

      “Okay, you need to stop with the app.”

      “Expanding my vocabulary is an interesting and useful endeavor.”

      “Nee.” She spun me around, the diamond behind her back, and turned her heart-shaped face up to mine, her brown eyes suffused with pity. “This isn’t your parents with Ari. It isn’t even Cole. Rohan doesn’t want a Lily imitation. He wants you.”

      Any heartfelt sentiment I was about to spew was kiboshed as an araculum, a spider demon the size of a kitten, skittered across my foot, training its creepy rows of eyes on me.

      I screamed, jerking back so hard I smacked my tailbone on an engine hoist. “Fuuuck!”

      Leo crouched down by the araculum.

      “Don’t touch it!” I yelled.

      “I’ve touched worse.”

      “That’s on you for hooking up with Drio.” I hissed through the burn, rubbing my back.

      The demon scurried off under a VW camper and I heaved a sigh of relief.

      Until he returned.

      With buddies.

      My first thought was “The kids!” then I had no time to think because dozens of araculum poured from the cars, swarming us. I burst into a full-body electric current, doing a cartoony jig so they couldn’t crawl up my legs. My normally ghost-pale skin turned blue, animated lightning bolts sliding over it as I slammed the monsters with everything I had.

      Only once I’d dispatched the last of my attackers did I see Leo’s blood-covered hands. She clutched an araculum and was exsanguinating the fuck out of it. The demon was literally deflating, its legs spasming, and its body shriveling in on itself. Its fur was so soaked, the demon resembled a bloody sponge. The run-off dripped over Leo’s wrists, falling with quiet plops on her cute blue pedicure and running into the dirt next to the velvet bag laying at her feet.

      Hot copper filled the air and my stomach heaved. Way to make me not care about the diamond.

      With a soft pop, the final araculum winked out of existence, sucked dry. Leo had activated the sweet spot to kill it.

      I forced myself not to step back and injected as much not-wigged-out cheer into my voice as I could. “Wow. Can you scent me when I’m on my period? Like a shark?”

      Leo’s eyes flashed red as she licked the blood off the inside of her wrist, dainty, like a cat. “No.”

      A tense silence fell over us, broken only by the crackle of Leo halfway unwrapping a power bar she’d stashed in the pocket of her sundress. Gotta love a dress with pockets. Even one with bloody fingerprints now dotting it. She crammed a piece of it into her mouth, barely chewing it before swallowing. “This is why I have to eat all the time.” I looked blankly at her. “The redcap goblin thing. If I don’t eat?” She ripped the rest of the bar open. “I crave blood. Probably have to rampage and pillage to satisfy it.”

      My eyes bounced around for a safe place to look because the savagery of her bloody hands and feet were an unnerving contrast to my adorable friend. “That would suck,” I said carefully. “Hard to fit that in to your school schedule.”

      “And work. Rampaging doesn’t give me extended medical.”

      “What happens if you do get all bloodlusty and don’t satisfy it?” I braced myself. I wasn’t going to electrocute my bestie but her eyes still had a slight red haze to them.

      She swallowed the other half of the energy bar and the haze faded. “I’d feel inclined to sport a hat kept wet with blood. The hottest accessory for any fashion-conscious redcap.” She twisted the torn wrapper, her bleak eyes at odds with her flippancy. “I’m scared one day I won’t make the right choice.”

      I’d never seen Leo’s goblin magic and she’d never volunteered, so I’d never pushed her on it before. Seeing my best friend vamp out didn’t even phase me in the grand picture of what my life had become. What did phase me was the grand picture of what my life had become.

      I should have reassured her that she’d always make the right choice, because at my continued silence Leo scooped the velvet bag off the ground and stomped off. “This is why I didn’t want you to ever see it. Because you can’t unsee it. Like that good-one-side dolphin we found on spring break.”

      I ran after her. “I shoot electricity, my twin suffocates people with shadows, and I’m dating Ginsu Man. We’re all freaks, Leo. You’re not a half-rotted aquatic mammal. You’re my best friend and I love you.” I pointed at her chin. “You got a little schmutz there.”

      Leo licked the blood off, her guarded eyes trained on mine.

      I yawned and cocked an eyebrow.

      A long, assessing look later, my bestie gave me a very shark-like grin that I swear involved too many teeth. “You scared of me?”

      “Little bit. Yeah. Happy?” We ended up in the back left corner of the lot, a large unused space that had been bulldozed into uneven dirt in anticipation of more car storage.

      “Yup.” She stuffed the wrapper in her pocket, then glanced at her hands. “It’s been way too long. I needed that fix.”

      “Don’t make yourself sick. If you need to, suck ’em dry, baby.”

      “I always do,” she said.

      “Phrasing.”

      She patted my cheek, leaving a sticky, bloody smear. “Should have set up a safe word.”

      I spun in a circle, sunlight winking off the cars and cooking me alive. No signs of zizu demon life at all. “Now what? Either the diamond is a dud or the demon isn’t–”

      More giggling from the two chubby, and now grubby, kindergarteners. Sunlight caught their baby-feather hair tufting off their heads. Wait. Zizu had feathers. These kids had been following us for a reason and it wasn’t because they were little dorks.

      Bingo! “Leo! Show the diamond!”

      She was already opening the bag.

      Tony and Clea giggled and ran off. Nope. I wasn’t playing hide and seek with a couple of demons.

      I chased after them, clouds of dust kicking up at my feet. They zipped around the corner and I put on an extra burst of speed to catch up. Closing the distance, I flung my magic at them, scooping them up in my electric net.

      “Kids!” Eddy skidded to a stop, his voice an anguished howl. He dropped his yellow tool box and sledgehammer.

      “Back off, demon,” I snarled at him.

      “Nava!” Leo’s face had drained of all color. “What have you done?”

      The kids thrashed and screamed in my net.

      Really terrified, really human screaming.

      I’d just attacked human kids.

      I carefully set them down on the ground with shaking hands, shutting down my magic. “I’m sorry,” I babbled.

      I’d been so sure.

      The kids were ugly crying with snotty sobs. Eddy ran toward them but Leo reached Tony and Clea first, trying to calm them down.

      I’d been so wrong.

      I ran my thumbnail hard enough over my cuticles to rip them off. Blood welled up in half-moons.

      Tony grabbed the diamond out of Leo’s hand, right as Clea kicked her in the shins. Leo yowled and ran after the little spawn, but they remained two steps out of reach.

      “You little assholes!” I blasted the kids, who’d morphed wings and were zigzag running trying to get lift-off. I whirled on Eddy, convinced I’d find papa demon, but he was still human, his expression glazed with pain.

      “You don’t understand,” he said. “They’re just children.”

      “They’re demons.” A ball of magic danced in my palm. “How about you?”

      He held up his hands, cautiously stepping forward. “They’re not evil. They’re just scared.”

      Was he for real?

      Leo snagged Tony by his leg, his blue outfit shredded over his bird body, and brought him crashing down. He tossed the diamond to his sister.

      “Riddle me this,” Leo said. “What’s up with the purple magic?”

      Tony snarled and called her a bunch of names that were troubling when said in a clear, high voice.

      Clea clutched the diamond to her chest and flew to the top of a bright green engine hoist.

      “Answer me.” Leo raised her bloody hand. Still struggling, Tony turned his still-human, little boy face to hers, his eyes pooling with tears. Leo hesitated and the demon yanked free.

      Eddy rushed me, knocking into me like a roaring bear. His ball cap sailed into the dirt.

      “Quit it!” I twisted left, stumbling over my feet and barely avoiding frying the guy, my magic going wild to scorch the hoist Clea was on.

      “Daddy!” Clea flew down to Eddy.

      Winding my current around the boy demon’s leg like a lasso, I swung him high into the air. Clea gasped but I only had eyes for Eddy. “Tell one of them to answer the question or they’re toast.”

      Eddy wrapped a protective arm around Clea, sledgehammer at the ready. “I’ll kill you before you hurt another feather on either of them.”

      I used every ounce of willpower to keep up my tough-girl bravado when with each of the little guy’s cries as he dangled there, my heart broke into smaller and smaller pieces. My expression hardened. “You sure you can?”

      Clea tugged on Eddy’s sleeve. “Make her put Tony down.”

      Eddy glanced down at her, seeing the diamond for the first time. He blinked and reached for it. “Clea, give that to me.”

      “No, Daddy.” She hugged it tightly, hopping away on needle-sharp talons.

      Eddy lunged for her so I shot the ground at his feet. “You. Stay.”

      The kidling demons were starting to molt in distress, blond feathers drifting down to the ground.

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. The demons were the only leverage I had, so I increased the voltage pouring through Tony. Silver-blue sparks danced through the air.

      He screamed.

      “I’ll answer!” Clea cried.

      I released my magic and Tony plummeted to the ground. He hit, rolled twice, and lay still. If I could see him, he wasn’t dead, but I still felt like a fucking monster.

      Panting, I brushed stinging sweat from my eyes. “Purple magic.”

      “Witch and demon magic,” Clea said a voice strung high with fear.

      “Thanks. I’ve used crayons before. A partnership or coercion?”

      “No true demon would willingly help a human,” she spat at Leo.

      “I’m special.” Leo waved a bloody hand at Eddy, who’d been edging closer to the diamond. “You really want to listen to your kids and stay back.”

      He stopped, holding himself in check with visible effort.

      “Less insulting my friend. More answering.” I planted myself over her brother’s body.

      “Forced,” she sneered. “Magic isn’t crayons, it doesn’t automatically combine. One magic must become submissive to the other for that to happen.” Interesting.

      “Binding demons.” I checked Tony’s chest. Still breathing. His eyes fluttered but stayed closed. “I want to know who, why, and how.”

      She inched closer to Tony. “I don’t know.”

      I blocked her. “You’re lying. You zizu are oracles. What have you seen?”

      “Let me be with my brother.” Clea trembled.

      Grr. I was the biggest fool in the world. But I was also a twin. I stepped aside.

      Clea knelt down and touched Tony, but he didn’t stir. Her eyes turned milky and her head jerked back.

      “Tick tock, goes the clock, blood to rule the might.” She spoke in a singsong voice that caused goosebumps to break out along my skin. “Tick tock, speed the clock, the lovers reunite.”

      Peachy. Creepy nursery rhyme prophecies starting with a clock metaphor always boded so well for a happy ending.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I braced a hand against a school bus, heat and magic overuse making me dizzy, but she didn’t answer.

      Whatever. I had at least a partial answer to my questions and we were all going to walk out of here alive.

      Eddy rushed Clea, swiping the diamond from her hand, and holding it aloft. His face was bathed in wonder.

      Leo and I both sprinted for him, but Clea got to him first.

      “Mine, Daddy!” She swiped the diamond away with one of her talons, slicing his flesh open. Blood was everywhere, on the ground, on the engine hoist, on dead husks of cars.

      Eddy paled, clutching his arm, and crumpled to the ground.

      Clea ducked her head. “Sorry.”

      Eddy started convulsing.

      “Poison.” Leo dropped to her knees beside Eddy, placed her hands on him, and shuddered.

      “What are you doing?” I said.

      “Drawing out the poison. Cool, huh?” She was sweating, a milky ooze bubbling out of his skin and over her hands.

      “Die on me and you’re so dead,” I said.

      She was coated in the toxin. Could there be residual effects for Leo? Some slow poisoning where we’d think she just had the flu and then bam! She’s dead? I had to trust she knew what she was doing, but I wanted to knock her aside and hose her down, because in the scheme of Leo versus this guy, there was no comparison. If that made me selfish, so be it.

      “All good,” she said in a shaky voice. “You should get your cholesterol checked,” she said to Eddy, scrubbing her hands with dirt to remove the toxins.

      He turned his head and vomited.

      I swallowed hard against the taste of metallic bile. Tony was still unconscious, his little boy features slack, and Clea, lip trembling, kept apologizing to her daddy. I couldn’t leave these demons alive. Human life trumped demon and Eddy had already had one brush with death.

      The more firmly I entrenched myself in this fight against evil, the more my moral compass was more of a moral tightrope.

      “Is Daddy going to be okay?” Clea asked.

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded and returned to her brother, trying to shake him awake.

      Coward that I was, I waited until her face was bent down towards Tony’s and I couldn’t see her eyes before killing her. The fact that I dispatched of both demons with two quick strikes was little consolation.

      Eddy cried brokenly, his entire body racked with sobs.

      “I’m sorry.” There was no forgiveness in the hate-filled glower he shot me. I picked up the discarded sledgehammer and stalked off.

      Waves of anxiety rolled off Leo, running beside me to keep up, the diamond clutched in her closed fist.

      I waited until Eddy could no longer see us, and then I wailed on the first intact car I found, obliterating its windshield and smashing its doors until they crumpled and broke off their frames.

      I tossed the sledgehammer away with a shriek, my chest heaving.

      Leo hugged me. “You had to do it. Him wanting to parent them, knowing they were demons? It wasn’t normal. It couldn’t work.”

      “What’s so wrong with wanting normal? Maybe he couldn’t have kids any other way? Maybe–”

      “No. We can’t obsess about maybe. This is the hand we’re dealt. Normal isn’t always in the cards and the sooner people face that fact, the better.” Her voice was steel. Someday I’d ask her how hard it had been to reconcile herself to being half-demon.

      “Eddy playing dad to demons may have been deluded,” I said. “But wanting that connection? Not because of proximity or adrenaline rush bonding or because I’m the only female option in his Rasha life, but an unassailable certainty that Ro’s mine and I’m his? I mean…” Fuck it. There was no way to recover from that Freudian slip.

      Leo blinked at me. “Wow.”

      “I’m just saying it wasn’t deluded of Eddy to try for everything he’d ever wanted.” I spun around and walked out of the lot.
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      Hastings Skatepark was located at the edge of the Italian Gardens on Vancouver’s east side. The whir of wheels on concrete overpowered the cascade of water trickling out of the faces carved into the ivy-wrapped stone pillars in the garden and running along tiled channels. However, nothing could drown out the screams from riders on the Hellevator or The Beast at Playland, the huge amusement park sitting smack dab between the gardens and the racetrack to the east.

      Rohan greeted me at the skatepark’s turnstile gate, sporting baggy cargos worn low on his hips and a T-shirt that had been washed so many times that whatever cool boarder logo had originally adorned it was now a vague suggestion of a line. His skateboard was tucked under one arm.

      “Cute disguise,” I said.

      His eyes hit my face for a second, needle-sharp. I’d splashed a small lake’s worth of cold water on my red-rimmed eyes at Leo’s before driving here but I guess it hadn’t been enough.

      I edged past him into the brightly tagged, multi-level skate park, with its checkered concrete. “No Mercy” graffiti was sandwiched between a painted cartoon bunny and realistic-looking bulldog on the main bowl, while traffic beyond the park provided a soothing white noise.

      “Hey.” He tugged gently on my elbow. “What happened to Plan B?”

      I stepped into his open arms, burying my head in his neck. His silky curls tickled my cheek and the scent of musk and iron enveloped me. Ro provided a safe harbor with his arms wrapped around me and my head tucked in under his chin. My breathing calmed and my tension rolled away like an outbound tide, my body resonating against his. He was my personal tuning fork, not for pitch, but alignment with the universe.

      He kissed my head. “Whatever went down, let it go.”

      I shook it off. Not in a boppy Taylor Swift way. In a “cram that sucker into the overstuffed, creaking box of things in my psyche I couldn’t deal with” way.

      I leaned on the large “No Graffiti” sign bolted to the chain link fence and filled Rohan in on when and how magic combined and that I’d been right about demon coercion. “But wait, ladies and gentlemen. Order in the next fifteen minutes and we’ll throw in a prophecy, absolutely free! ‘Tick tock goes the clock, blood to rule the might. Tick tock speeds the clock, the lovers reunite.’ Judging from the first part, I’d say a witch or group of them used blood as a binding agent.”

      “You got the how on the purple magic.” Rohan high-fived me. “The timeline and lovers don’t mean anything to me, though.”

      “Too bad we don’t have an Acme Corp gadget to spit out the answers to all our questions.”

      “That’d be more Wayne Enterprises technology,” he said.

      “You are such a nerd.”

      “It’s common sense. Acme is low-tech. You’re talking major computing power.”

      “Super nerd.” I poked him in the chest. “And don’t bother to deny it, guy who insisted on wearing a different superhero costume every day in grade one.”

      Rohan knocked his hip against mine. “It was endearing.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “Your precious Ro-mantics are the ones that called it ‘endearing.’ You do read your fan boards. I knew it!”

      “Do not.” Rohan dropped his board onto the concrete. “There’s only one person here reading my fan boards, and it’s not me, sweetheart.”

      “It’s not me either,” I backtracked. “Leo told me.”

      “Uh-huh.” He got a pious expression. “My mom reads them and shares the good stuff.”

      “You lie like a rug. How’s it going with the dealer?”

      Rohan nodded at some skinny kid riding the lip of one of the bowls. “That’s him. Elliot. I’ve been working on getting his source.”

      “He’s good.”

      “He’s okay.” Rohan’s critical expression matched his tone. “He’s got decent tech but no gnar.”

      I shot him a blank look.

      “No style. You wanna have both when you skate.”

      “Whatever, Tony Hawk. Go. I’ll hang out, watch the park. See if I can spot any other deals going down.”

      Rohan kissed my nose. “Put on sunscreen. I put some in your purse this morning.” He pushed off, his body one with the board as he carved a lazy semi-circle.

      I blinked. I didn’t know he could skate.

      He rode up a graffiti-tagged curved ramp, hovering on his back wheels at the top for an impossibly long moment. Right when gravity had to make him its bitch and a wipe-out was imminent, Rohan popped his board up, catching it mid-air in both hands briefly before reversing directions. Riding halfway back down, he jumped his board onto the railing beside the ramp, skating down the edge with effortless grace and nailing his dismount.

      The showoff then had the audacity to wink at me.

      Twice in two days Rohan had pulled out a talent I’d had no idea he had.

      Irritating, old-timey music on a loop grew louder as a colorful ice cream van pulled up to the curb. I jogged over, waiting patiently for the group of teens ahead of me to get their bounty, and ordered an orange Popsicle, since Leo had been a brat about me getting anything when we’d stopped at the store on our drive back to her place.

      “I should get my boyfriend something.” Wallet in hand, I scanned the menu board tacked up next to the order window while the bubbly blonde manning the truck flaked off her mint green nail polish.

      I had no clue what Rohan liked.

      He knew pretty much everything about me but the reverse wasn’t true. Admittedly, our couple status was new but it wasn’t like our relationship was. We’d been dancing around each other from day one. I was closer to Rohan than anyone other than Ari and Leo but how well did I really know him? How well was he letting me? We’d fought together, he had my back, but some of the basics were blank spaces. Cole and I had known everything about each other before we started dating, and Lily was well versed in Rohan 101.

      I knew the stuff that mattered, didn’t I? And I could make educated guesses on the rest of it. I scanned the menu for the most boring ice cream I could find. “A Revello, please.” I collected my change and the purchases, heading back toward the park.

      “Hey!” Rohan rode after a fleeing Elliot.

      Stuffing my wallet back into my pocket, I unwrapped my orange Popsicle and took that first sugar-infused taste. Mmmm.

      Elliot skated by and, without missing my next lick, I kicked him in the kneecaps. He flew off his board and crashed onto the grass, rolling twice. The board shot forward, pinged off a lamppost and rolled into the gutter. Elliot groaned, flopped out on his back.

      I pinned him in place, leaning my scuffed-up sneaker on a pressure point on the side of his left calf, immobilizing him.

      He choked out a pained gasp.

      Rohan arrived, kicking his board up to stop. “Nice.”

      “Thanks.”

      Rohan squatted down. “Where did you get the Sweet Tooth?”

      “Fuck. You.”

      “Listen, Elliot,” Rohan said. “I’m not here to narc you out. But this shit is dangerous and I want it off the streets.”

      Elliot’s cheek was all road-rashy from the fall. His shaggy hair hung in his eyes in sweaty clumps. He was stinky, clearly in pain, and not about to talk.

      “Ro,” I said softly, shaking my head. My Vulcan immobilizer trick wasn’t doing it and we couldn’t seriously hurt him. Even if he was sixteen and dealing drugs, I was full up on menacing the underaged.

      Rohan stood up, reaching for his wallet. “We’ll pay you for the info.”

      “I don’t need cash,” Elliot boasted.

      “Because you’re a drug dealing little shit,” I said. “No surprise there. What exactly do you want?”

      He eyed me speculatively. “Lemme see your tits.”

      I leaned harder on the pressure point.

      “Fuuuuck!”

      “I’d say that was her counter-offer. Is that ice cream for me?” Rohan asked.

      “Oh yeah. Revello good?” I handed it over.

      “If there’s no Cornetto? Sure.”

      There. I could figure Ro out, no problem.

      “Tits,” Elliot ground out.

      I lifted my foot off of him. “You useless cliché. No. But I will give you jerk-off material.”

      Elliot scrambled to his feet, smartly keeping half his attention on Ro, who munched on his Revello with the blandest of all poker faces.

      I teased my lip to the tip of the Popsicle. Rohan raised his eyebrows, his gold eyes dancing, but my focus was absolute. I gave the Popsicle the best ten-second blow job in the history of mankind.

      Rohan barked a laugh. “I knew Lolita was still in there.”

      I popped my lips off the icy sugar stick and stuck my orange tongue out at him.

      “Dude,” Elliot said, holding out a fist bump to Ro.

      “Excuse me?” I bit into the Popsicle and Elliot flinched. “Why does he get the fist bump? He is in no way responsible.”

      “Her mouth is a marvel,” Rohan added.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      Rohan fist bumped the kid, winking at me. “Dealer. Name. Now.”

      “Candyman,” Elliot said. I boffed him across the top of the head. He rubbed it. “I’m not shitting you,” he said. “That’s the only name I know.”

      “Too bad.” Rohan’s voice was cold.

      “Bad for you.” Elliot pulled a switchblade out of his pocket, flicking it open. “We’re done.”

      Rohan laughed, but it was dark and held no hint of humor. He disarmed Elliot in a flash, dancing the blade over his knuckles while the kid was still gaping at him. “Not ’til I say so. How do we find him?”

      Elliot swallowed and stepped back from Rohan. “I’m waaay too lowly to be allowed in his presence. I deal with middle management.”

      “Great.” Rohan flipped the knife into his hand, blade casually pointed at Elliot. “Describe this middle man and where we can find him.”

      “That’s sexist,” Elliot said. “He’s a she.” He threw me a chin nod, like he’d just earned some level of solidarity with me.

      “Hashtag feminism.” Idiot.

      Five minutes later, Rohan released Elliot with a promise that if he continued dealing, their next meeting wouldn’t go so well.

      “Do I get my blade back?” Elliot held out his hand.

      Rohan smirked. “You wanna take it from me?”

      Elliot fled.

      Ro snapped the blade in half. “What a piece of shit. Guaranteed that kid would have stabbed himself with it.”

      Our middle woman, Aida, was a wreta, a demon with a crescent-shaped birthmark that was mostly likely the same wreta we’d met back when we were tracking Asmodeus. She’d been close to killing off some poor guy thanks to this highly addictive hallucinatory secretion of hers. I doubted her discharge was the basis for Sweet Tooth, but there were plenty of other crimes she could answer for.

      Since this demon liked to come out at night, we had a few hours to kill.

      I threaded my arm through Rohan’s. “Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      I pointed up at the roller coaster visible from the skatepark. “It’s one of the few remaining wooden coasters in the world. You shouldn’t miss it while you’re here.”

      “Okay.” Not exactly the “I’ll be around for ages and we can ride it any time” answer I’d been hoping for.

      We cut through the gardens, looping around to Playland’s colorful front gates.

      “Where’s the diamond?” Ro asked.

      “Locked up tight in the trunk.” We’d give it to Rabbi Abrams to dispose of.

      We agreed that we needed to learn if this witch or group of witches involved in binding demons was being coerced by the Brotherhood or acting of their own free will. Given the Rasha fingerprint on the metal spine that had been used to modify the gogotas that had attacked us in Prague, there was definitely a connection with our organization.

      The line-up for the coaster was fiendishly long, and we couldn’t exactly discuss demons and secret societies, which was fine by me. I continued paying up the bet I’d recently lost, and recounted more of the fanfic I’d written about Ro’s band, while forced to listen to all the factual details I’d gotten incorrect. He delivered them in the driest, most professorial tone imaginable, with his editorials on the sex scenes particularly hilarious. The time flew by, and soon we were safely ensconced in the front seat of the car.

      Though in Ro’s opinion, “safely” may have been a bit of a stretch. He tugged on the slender metal bar across us, the only thing keeping us from cannonballing out of the coaster. “It’s not even flush against us.” He shot me a suspicious glare. “Is this going to be like that damned mini-train in Prague?”

      I snickered. The car moved forward, clacking against the wooden rails in a familiar rhythm. Slowly, it bumped its way up the first big incline, taking us higher and higher above the park. Riders on the swings flew out as if to greet us, while The Beast ride soared and dipped by our heads.

      I flung my hands in the air as the car paused on the precipice. It hurtled down the tracks and I screamed, wind streaming over me. My body half-pitched over the bar, my stomach dropped into my toes, and my ass lifted off of the seat.

      “Fuuuck!” Rohan gripped the safety bar, his eyes screwed closed, but his grin wide with glee.

      Over and over, we climbed and plunged, every part of me bouncing and rattling. The coaster curved sideways and I slid into Rohan, jabbing his side with my hip bone.

      I didn’t stop laughing until the coaster finally slowed with a jolt that snapped our heads back. I hopped out, pulling Rohan onto the platform with me. “Didja love it?”

      “Not one bit,” he said, hustling me back to the start of the line.

      We went three more times, until our bones clanked as badly as the coaster. I cracked my neck, inhaling axle grease and hot concrete, and pointed to a nearby trailer. “Now you may buy me mini donuts.”

      “I’m gonna need a second job to feed you,” he groused.

      We stepped up to the cash. “Two bags,” Ro said to the young employee. He glanced at me and added, “With extra cinnamon and sugar.”

      I squeezed my boyfriend’s arm. “You’re working out just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      We drove back separately that evening, Rohan beating me back to Demon Club. By the time I pulled in, he was already parked, sitting on the hood of his car, Skyping with someone.

      “Your mom threw that shirt out years ago.”

      I pulled up short at the Indian-accented man’s voice coming out of Ro’s phone.

      Rohan clutched his T-shirt possessively. “She can keep thinking that.”

      His dad laughed. “Coward. Are you coming home for the golf tournament?”

      Another man, this one with a mild Irish accent chimed in. “We need you, son. Don’t leave me alone with Dev.”

      “You can’t get enough of me, Liam,” his dad replied.

      “You play golf?” I whispered. How many secret talents could one guy possibly have? Was this all rock stars or just Rohan being an over-achiever?

      Rohan looked up from his phone. “Badly, under protest, and only for charity events.”

      “Who’s that?” Dev said.

      I pointed from myself to the house, trying to tiptoe away. Rohan grabbed my hand before I could escape, but I refused to be pulled into visual range.

      “Nava,” Rohan said. That was a nice neutral answer, right? Nothing to tip off who I was to these people, when I had yet to meet anyone from his family because it was waaay tooo soon.

      “The girlfriend!” his dad announced in glee. There was a chorus of “oooohs” from the men.

      I ducked my head to hide my hot blush. Ro had told them about me?

      “You’re embarrassing yourselves,” Rohan said. “Please stop.”

      “Put her on,” Dev demanded.

      Rohan laughed at my impersonation of a fleeing cartoon character, legs pumping. He dropped an arm over my shoulders and pulled me in front of the screen.

      I smoothed down my hair and waved at the camera. “Hi.”

      “You’re even lovelier than your photo,” Dev said.

      I blinked. Ro had sent a photo? “Thank you. I see where Rohan gets his good looks.” His dad, mid-fifties, was incredibly handsome with his twinkling brown eyes, nice biceps, and dark hair shot with gray at the temples.

      My boy was going to age well.

      Dev shook his head from side-to-side. “I’m generally considered the better looking of us.”

      “In your dreams, old man,” Rohan said.

      “I see it,” I said, nudging Ro’s hip with mine.

      “You, I like,” Dev said. “Him, not so much.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Liam,” I said to Ro’s godfather, and the source of his middle name.

      Liam pressed a hand to his heart, cramming Dev to one side of the screen, a sliver of golf course visible behind them. “Ah, sure look it, she knows who I am. Nava, I too, have a son. A wonderful Irish boy with eyes like the Emerald Isle itself. He’s a doctor, working with the less fortunate.” He threw me a “what do you think?” wink and a nod.

      I laughed, instantly taking to this man with his crazy shock of pale blond hair and smattering of freckles.

      “Faith and Begorrah, but you’re slathering it on, Liam.” Rohan deadpanned in an Irish accent.

      I grinned at him.

      Onscreen, the two men nudged each other. “I like how she looks at the lad,” Liam said.

      I screwed up my face, barely resisting the urge to hide behind my hair.

      “Maya will be sorry she missed meeting you,” Dev said.

      I praised all the gods and goddesses I could think of that I hadn’t gotten an impromptu first meeting with Rohan’s mom. That shit was going to require epic preparation. And possibly Ativan. Maya Mitra was one of my idols. An Indian-Jewish woman who’d smashed through the music industry boys’ club to become a top music producer. Whether being her only child’s girlfriend was going to make her less or more enthused about me remained to be seen.

      “Is my son treating you well?” Dev fixed an expectant eye on me.

      Rohan tilted his head, trying not to smirk.

      “He is,” I said brightly. Then, for Rohan’s ears only I added: “Dependent on his remembrance of certain cosmically important imminent events.”

      “Maybe when Rohan comes back for the tournament, you can accompany him,” Dev said.

      “Great idea,” Rohan said as I gave my best non-committal smile.

      The other men laughed. We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      I facepalmed. Then groaned and rubbed my face. “I can’t believe you let me meet your dad and godfather with cinnamon sugar on my nose.”

      “Relax.” Rohan tugged my hand away from my face. “They loved you. I know it was unexpected, but thank you for being so nice.”

      I brushed the remaining sugar off my nose. “I wasn’t being nice. I liked them. Hanging with them is probably like watching a comedy routine.”

      “Too true. Thanks, anyway. It means a lot to me that you get along and you don’t mind sharing me with them.”

      Sure, harmony between the girlfriend and the parental units was a good thing but his words fed into the low-grade ball of unease churning me up these days. Ro had whole-heartedly always embraced who he was. It was an amazing quality and a lot of why, as a rock star, he was so passionate and such a great singer-songwriter. He’d owned every inch of his identity.

      Then he’d walked away cold turkey. Yes, he’d been messed up after Asha’s death and he’d become Rasha, and those were both valid reasons, but it was like he’d totally shed something essential about himself for something else. He was a rock star until he wasn’t. Then he was a hunter. Now he was inviting me to Los Angeles and really pleased that I got along with his family. That was super sweet, but I was terrified that with his faith in the Brotherhood crumbling, our really new relationship was his latest extreme, because damn, he was just going all in at warp speed.

      I fixed my ponytail. “I’m gonna take a shower before we go demon hunting. Then I’ll make us both dinner. There’s still some Chickeny Delight.”

      “Yum.”

      I waited.

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      I waited some more.

      Rohan pushed me toward the house. “Yes, I’ll make us dinner.”

      I blew him a kiss, braced myself, and headed inside to pick up my show and tell. After today’s zizu visit, Dr. Gelman didn’t get to be off the radar anymore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wiped my palms off on my shorts and knocked on Rabbi Abram’s office door on the ground floor.

      “Hello?” His voice floated out from Ms. Clara’s office.

      I switched directions and pushed her door open. My Jewish Dumbledore was ransacking Ms. Clara’s desk drawers. He wore one of his many black suits, a kippah bobby-pinned to his thinning white hair.

      Ms. Clara’s office was a shrine to order and symmetry, from the striking framed photos of Vancouver that were never even a millimeter crooked to her custom-made drawer organizers. “You mess up her desk, Rabbi, and she’ll kill you.”

      Our resident administrator moonlighted as an in-demand dominatrix, though if Rabbi Abrams didn’t know that about her, I wasn’t going to enlighten him. Ms. Clara was currently in Jerusalem, ostensibly at a meeting of Brotherhood admins. Wild, unfulfilled sexual tension with Tree Trunk, a.k.a. Baruch Ya’ari, weapons specialist and my adored mentor and friend who was based there at Brotherhood HQ, was a totally secondary agenda.

      Rabbi Abrams stroked his longish, white beard with gnarled fingers. “Help me find my Kit Kats, Navela. A good Kosher treat.”

      The faint smell of butterscotch wrapped around him so he’d already dipped into the candy today. “No way. I got the run-down. Diabetes runs in your family.”

      “Et tu, Brute?”

      I dropped my glance to my feet, ashamed.

      “What’s wrong?” He squinted at the hard cannonball saxophone case in my hand, containing all my evidence that I’d retrieved from upstairs. “What is that?”

      I perched on the edge of the seat across the desk from him and motioned for him to sit. “I have some stuff to catch you up on.”

      He lowered his ancient, frail body into Ms. Clara’s Aeron chair. “And you think I need to be seated?” He chuckled, his laughter dying off at my somber expression, and nodded for me to continue.

      I lay the large sax case across my lap, fiddling with the clasps.

      “Tell me.”

      So I did. It wasn’t exactly Once Upon a Time, but there were plenty of monsters. It had all started when we’d been in Prague tracking Samson King to prove he was a demon and not just an A-list celebrity. Rabbi Abrams had confirmed that Ari was still an initiate but the regular Brotherhood induction ritual hadn’t worked so he’d told me to contact Dr. Gelman, also visiting the city for a physics conference.

      Dr. Gelman had a way to induct Ari and we’d had a couple meetings. During one of them, she’d slipped me a swirled green glass amulet, fairly unremarkable except for the etching of a hamsa on the inside.

      Soon after, I’d been attacked by a gogota demon sporting the spiffy new modification of a metal spine. Kind of like stegosaurus spikes attached to its back that made it harder to hit its kill spot. The demon had been gunning for me, crying “Vashar!” which I later learned was the amulet’s name. When I went to see Dr. Gelman, her hotel room was trashed and gogota slime crusted the curtains. She’d gone off-grid after that, contacting me once via letter with the instructions for the induction ritual. I’d been trying to find her ever since.

      Demons weren’t team players at the best of times, and they certainly weren’t going to aid and abet the Brotherhood. The only way the gogota had come after me was because it was bound and forced to do someone’s bidding. I’d still had to prove it though, so I’d traded a demonic dog collar for the actual gogota demon that had attacked Dr. Gelman, since I’d killed the one that had gone after me. Then I’d tracked down a spell to test for magic signatures. Magic came in three colors: red for witches, pink for Rasha, and blue for demons and this spell let the caster determine which had been used on an object.

      There were no traces of magic on the metal spine, meaning the modification had been manual not magic. However, Rohan had dusted the spine for prints and come up with a partial print matching a Rasha, now deceased, called Ferdinand Alves. When we’d tested the gogota itself, however, the spell revealed purple magic.

      The spell also turned a yaksas horn that had come from Rohan’s Askuchar mission in Pakistan purple. That assignment had been brutal with the entire village being slaughtered and the Brotherhood ordering Ro and the other Rasha to burn the bodies and destroy the evidence. The attacks hadn’t made sense; gogota were simple demons who wouldn’t think big picture enough to care about an amulet that stopped Rasha induction rituals, and the yaksas’ assault had been too targeted and out of their normal hunting ground to fall within a normal pattern for them. Factor in a witch binding demons, however, and you got a simple, plausible solution.

      Rabbi Abrams listened without interruption to my story, his face growing whiter than his hair.

      I faltered a couple of times, concerned the man was going to croak, but I continued through to the grand finale of the ticking clock prophecy. I’d opened the sax case and spread the spine, the gogota’s fingertip, and the fragment of horn out on the desk. “Rohan already has the name of the Rasha whose print it was. He’s investigating that angle but I need to find Dr. Gelman. I need her help to figure out who this witch is. I was hoping you’d talk to her sister and find out–”

      “You think my Executive is behind this?” Rabbi Abrams touched his finger to a metal spike with a shaking hand. “That they would deliberately send demons to destroy an innocent village? Demons that need no encouragement to be bloodthirsty?”

      I bit my lip. “I didn’t say–”

      He spun his chair around, his back to me.

      I waited, hoping he just needed a moment to digest all of this, but no, I’d been dismissed. Out in the corridor, I pressed my forehead into the cool plaster, wondering if I’d just made a horrible mistake.
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      “What a dump.” I rubbed gum off the bottom of my shoe, standing in the doorway to the empty back room in the run-down diner that Elliot had sworn was the only place he’d ever met up with Aida.

      As we stepped into the main part of the restaurant, my stomach lurched at the smell of rancid frying oil. Two guys in blue mechanic’s overalls sat in one of the booths, but the rest of the ten tables were unoccupied. Faded B-movie posters hung on beige walls in need of repainting.

      The grizzled cook flipped pancakes. “Help you?”

      Rohan marched up to the counter. “We’re supposed to meet Aida.”

      “She’s not here.”

      “When’s she back?” I asked.

      He shrugged, scraping some black grease off the edge of his metal spatula, and not bothering to look at me.

      I rapped on the laminate counter. “I asked you a question.”

      It wasn’t so much the tone of my voice when I spoke as the fact that he saw the crescent-shaped birthmark on my cheek that made him jump to attention. Painted-on, but he didn’t know that. If wreta didn’t enthrall you with their secretion, they enjoyed a good intimidation. I was counting on him having experienced the latter firsthand.

      “She’s not coming back. Told me last night she was wrapping things up and leaving.”

      “Where to?” Rohan said.

      “No clue.” He wiped his hands on his grimy apron.

      I strode around the counter and the cook shrank back against the grill. “Got a home address for her?”

      One of the men glanced our way but the customers were more interested in shoveling food into their mouths than being good Samaritans.

      The cook held the spatula out against me like a shield and shook his head. “No clue. I swear.”

      We patrolled bustling downtown thoroughfares, sketchy alleyways reeking of urine with men and women shooting up next to dumpsters, upscale clubs with ESL students from the numerous schools in the downtown core dancing in large groups, and those bars you only went to when you were already really drunk and couldn’t get in anywhere else. There was no sign of Aida.

      Or any other demon.

      “I refuse to believe that every demon in the city simultaneously took the night off.” The scarcity of evil spawn was troubling. There hadn’t even been any sign of those demons that flew at your face in a blur in the summer twilight that most people mistook for asshole wasps, who sucked seconds off your life as they zipped past. I seriously hated demons.

      I plodded along like the walking dead, my head woozy and my shoulders weighted down like a lead jacket, passing two dudes in Henleys, ripped jeans, and distressed buckle boots, who’d probably spent way too many hours playing Guitar Hero. They screamed drunken obscenities at each other, their faces inches apart, spittle flying, as a group of girls in miniskirts, arms thrown around their crying, raccoon-eyed friend, weighed in on the relative assholery of one of the men.

      Watching the heartbroken girl, sobs wracking her slender frame, was physically painful. I reached for Rohan’s hand.

      The guy on the right stumbled back, his hands outstretched to the crying girl, his expression pleading as he told he loved her.

      She dashed away her tears with short angry jabs. “You love the idea of me.”

      Rohan squeezed my fingers; I’d let go of him.

      The couple held a look that bore no sign of recrimination from either of them, just tragic acknowledgment of an ending. My heart twisted; a black-and-white bad guy would have made this easier.

      He half-raised his hand in a wave. The girl nodded, and her friends sprung into motion, ushering her away and leaving him alone in the middle of the street.

      Rohan pulled me tight against him as we turned off the bright lights and noisy crush of the Granville strip. “Let’s not ever be them, okay?” He blinked too slowly, bleary-eyed and unshaven. “Nava?”

      I slid my arm around his waist matching my strides to his. “Of course not.” I looked up at him. “Want to call it a night?”

      “Yeah.”

      We blasted the A/C and I made Ro sing along to my dad’s favorite shitty soft rock station to prove he was still awake while driving. After the third 70s power ballad about imploding love, I changed it to talk radio and feigned a deep interest in the state of toll bridges here in the Lower Mainland.

      Back at the mansion, I flung my clothes off and collapsed into Rohan’s bed. This was my second night of a lack of sleep and I hadn’t had the energy to climb my stairs. The boyfriend had refused my reasonable request to carry me, so his bed it was.

      I stared up at the ceiling, hating this entire day. “You think Rabbi Abrams still likes me?”

      “Yes.” Rohan turned off the lamp, moonlight streaming in through his blinds. He motioned for me to turn on to my side, then spooned me. “He won’t sic the Brotherhood on you.”

      Ro shifted to let me stuff my feet between his legs and I twisted my hair up tight so it didn’t attack him.

      I pulled his arm across me. “I know none of what’s happened is my fault, but it’s all blowing open because of me.” I sighed. “He’s not answering my calls.”

      “Mine either. But he needed to know.”

      “And if he didn’t, it’s too late now.” I rubbed my eyes, taking the edge off the curl of fatigue that clawed behind my eyeballs. Tossing and turning, I sank into a sweaty sleep.

      I woke up an hour later by myself in a cold bed. The thin red file folder on Rohan’s dresser with the little bit of information he’d amassed on Ferdinand Alves was gone. I threw my “Karma is like 69. You get what you give.” T-shirt on over boyshorts and crept through the house towards the voices filtering out from the library.

      I peered in at Kane and Rohan from the safety of the shadows by the door. Through Kane’s pink mesh tank top, I glimpsed the black wings tattooed on his back, though not their flame-licked tips or the scorched feathers fallen to the base of his spine.

      Rohan twisted the folder. “His print was on that damn spine. There’s got to be something we can follow up. Look again.”

      I winced. Wrong tone, Snowflake. Ro knew better. He was a performer; he could read his audience no problem.

      Kane planted his hands on his denim-clad hips. “I have looked. Date of birth and current status listed as deceased. There was a list of his missions and all the chapter houses Alves was assigned to, with Los Angeles as the one on record for the past year. Standard info. That’s it.”

      “Impossible. I’ve never heard of him. It’s a lie.”

      “Then it’s a lie. Look, I’m sweaty, tired, and this pink body glitter itches. So–”

      “Sure. Wash off. Sleep. Don’t let some Rasha’s betrayal interfere with you fucking your way through every guy in Vancouver.”

      The scent of salt that flooded the air was so strong that my eyes watered. Kane’s skin turned iridescent purple, coated with his magic poison. “Come again?”

      Rohan stepped back. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry, man. I just–fuck.”

      I pressed against the wall, letting the shadows cover me as Rohan blew past, headed downstairs. He was bound for the Vault to blow off steam. Again.

      I crawled back into bed but sleep was a long time coming.

      Waking up Sunday morning was a painful experience. I stomped into the kitchen, prepared to snarl at anyone that got between me and coffee. I flung open a cupboard, grabbed a mug, and did a double take.

      The paintbrush on the counter was back to its original color.

      “I’m guessing you heard our little chat?” Kane braced his hands at the top of the door-frame, leaning into the kitchen. His lime green pajama bottoms slid a tantalizing smidge down his hip and his bare chest showed off his perfect six-pack and the barbell jewelry in each nipple. His spiky hair was a bed-headed snarl. “Stop objectifying me. It’ll only depress you that you can’t have any of my magnificence.” He slapped his rock-hard abs.

      I mustered up a weak smile, worried that my relationship with Kane had been damaged by Rohan being a jerk. “About last night. I’m–”

      Kane plucked my empty mug out of my hands, effectively shutting me up. “Ro’s his own person. Just because you’re dating doesn’t mean you have to apologize for him. You’re not responsible for him.” He poured himself coffee.

      Wasn’t that what happened when you were in a couple? You apologized for the other person? Or had that just been me for my ex, Cole, especially near the end? I had all of one whopping teen relationship to draw on, and given how strong a personality Ro was and where we were in our lives, it wasn’t much of a guide. “I’m not sure how responsible he is for himself right now.”

      Kane took a stupid long time hogging the sugar. “He’s hyper-sensitive about anyone failing him. Don’t care. We’ve all got our hot buttons. He doesn’t have to keep repeating the same script.”

      Mature me did not point out his hypocrisy as he went into week three of not speaking to my brother. Besides, antagonizing him wasn’t going to get me the sugar any faster. I dumped a splash of milk in my coffee, then stood pressed up against him until he got annoyed enough to hand the green-glazed sugar jug over.

      I finally got that first delicious taste of caffeine, picked up the paintbrush, and ruffled my thumb through the bristles.

      “What’s so fascinating, babyslay?”

      “Last night this paintbrush was blue.”

      “Blue how?” Kane snagged a banana out of the bowl on the counter and unpeeled it.

      “Signature spell.”

      “It should still be blue.” He swallowed about half in one bite while I limited my inappropriate thoughts to a scant dozen or so.

      I sipped my coffee. “You’d think.”

      Ari walked in, already dressed in black on black. Shocking. “Morning, Nee.” His eyes flicked over Kane’s chest for the barest second.

      Kane didn’t react. Or greet him. But his eyes lingered on my twin.

      Sexual tension and simmering frustration, not a combo I ever wanted to experience again.

      “Good morning, Ace.” I poked Kane in the hip. He swatted my hand away.

      Ari swiped my coffee away, took a sip, grimaced, and shoved it back into my hands.

      I shook sloshing java off my fingers. “I was enjoying that.”

      “No, you weren’t. You get a new paintbrush?”

      “Nope. Wait here. I want to see something.” Making a big show of clutching my coffee to my chest, I retrieved the last of the Sweet Tooth from my bedroom and brought it back to the kitchen.

      I slapped the vial into Ari’s hand. “Check it out. It’s not pink anymore.” No more crystals either, just a fine white powder.

      “I see that.” He inspected it. “Looks like corn starch.”

      Kane slow-clapped him.

      I muscled in between them. “Quit being assholes. You guys have to keep each other alive in a couple days.” I dipped the tip of my pinky into the powder and licked my finger. “Corn starch it is. Whatever magic element was combined with it to make the Sweet Tooth is gone.”

      Kane held the vial up to the light. “If the magic has a short shelf life, that makes this stuff more valuable. Limited supply.”

      “He’s right. Oh, shut up,” Ari said at Kane’s gloat.

      “Gawd,” I muttered. I snagged a croissant from the bag on the counter and went in search of Rohan.

      He’d set up shop in the library and dragged the whiteboard upstairs from the conference room. On it he’d scrawled a list of demons with any type of toxin or hallucinogen. His cramped writing covered the board.

      Rohan was sprawled on one of the sofas grouped near the fireplace. Big chunks of the floor-to-ceiling bookcases were empty, with half-open books strewn over chairs, the long table that ran along the window, and the Persian carpet. “It’s the list that won’t quit,” he groused.

      He read my “Karma is like 69” T-shirt and laughed, resting his head back against the top of the sofa. “A joke for every occasion.”

      “I’m a regular walking comedienne,” I said waspishly. Snarky comments were the last thing I needed from him right now.

      “You are. You’re always ready to laugh shit off. I need that.”

      Oh. He wasn’t being sarcastic. I plopped down next to him, resting my head on his shoulder as I perused the database entry on his laptop. Lavellan: a poisonous water shrew.

      “Fun new development.” I told him about the evaporating magic. “Could that help knock some spawn off the list?”

      “Not sure. I doubt anyone did tests on how long any of these poisons last.”

      “Because they’d rather kill the demons producing the poison than study them.”

      “Even so.” Rohan settled a pillow behind his back. “How short is this shelf life? A day? A month?”

      I pulled the laptop over. “Let’s hope that Aida hasn’t skipped town.”

      “At least we know wreta demons aren’t responsible for Sweet Tooth.” Wretas needed to be present for their drug to be consumed. The user generally sucked the secretion straight off the demon, though they could just fling prismatic drops at you to get you hooked if so inclined. It was possible that the demons had found a way to anchor their secretion in corn starch, but Sweet Tooth didn’t behave the way the wreta’s hallucinatory bliss did. Wreta secretions were powerfully addictive–Christina couldn’t have done it a couple of times and walked away. She’d have been emaciated, sucked dry, seen her hair fall out, and also be most likely dead now.

      My fingers flew over the keyboard. Our lunch detritus ended up shoved to one end of the library table, and I took the occasional pull of the bottle of Coke at my elbow despite it having gone flat, warm, and gross about an hour ago.

      Our digging did yield a few notable facts about wretas: they tended to live in groups and if they didn’t secrete on a regular basis, they stank like a noxious sewer. This resulted in them living close to waste-producing industries.

      “Got something like that in Vancouver?” Rohan asked.

      “We do actually. There’s this slice of land down by the water on the east side. Houses both a chicken rendering plant and a waste reduction plant. When the wind blows the wrong way?” I plugged my nose. It smelled like Satan’s sweaty sneakers and death.

      I opened Google Maps.

      Rohan peered over my shoulder. “Look for places with lots of bamboo planted.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re excellent for filtering out formaldehyde, which is a byproduct the wreta produce. And they grow tall, allowing for privacy.”

      It was extremely slow going but we eventually narrowed down the possibilities to a handful of places. It took a bit of finagling to get the equipment we needed without Ms. Clara here to facilitate everything for us, but she worked her magic from Jerusalem.

      The first address we went to had been demolished since its Google Maps images had been taken and the second was home to a sweet old Italian man who shared large juicy cherries right off his tree with us.

      The third house had freshly-painted cream trim and stained-glass windows. We drove around back. The man wearing thick garden gloves to protect himself from the salt boxes he was stuffing into the trash aroused our suspicions; the crescent-shaped birthmark on his cheek confirmed them. The wreta didn’t pay any attention to the white van with the pest control logo on the side that slowly cruised by.

      We added gloves and face masks with respiratory filters to our yellow chemical suits, piled out of the van and entered through the back gate.

      The demon was crouched chanting on the lawn next to a salt circle that ran the perimeter of the fence and continued around the side of the house. He paused at our approach. Big mistake.

      “Where’s Aida?” Rohan growled, stabbing the wreta’s shoulder with his finger blades. The blades should have cut through the protective gloves. But that was a part of Rohan’s magic: all of the knives without any of the clothing loss. Much to my dismay.

      The demon froze. His body ran slick with his secretion, drops slashing everywhere. We would have been tripping balls if not for these handy dandy protective chemical suits.

      When his drug failed to take us out, he burst into a flurry of fists and kicks, wrenching himself loose. I tackled the wreta, but he fought hard, demanding we let him finish the ward. It took both of us to pin him in place.

      I elbowed the demon in the face. “Aida. Where is she?”

      This just set him off again, thrashing and going on about the stupid ward and how it was coming.

      “What’s coming?” I said.

      The wreta’s panic escalated into full-blown hysteria. He grabbed Rohan’s hand, using Ro’s index finger blade to slice his own wrist open. Rohan rolled the demon sideways before any blood could hit the salt line and set the ward.

      We didn’t know what the ward was meant to do, and we couldn’t be caught in unknown magic, but part of me was certain we’d regret our decision to leave the property exposed.

      Rohan leaned his weight on the demon. “Where’s Candyman?”

      “Answer him.” I kicked away part of the salt ward line.

      The wreta stared helplessly at it, then grabbed Ro’s finger and rammed it into his eyeball. His kill spot. He disappeared, dead, leaving only an oily puddle that seeped into the dirt.

      Rohan punched the ground, his expression a feral snarl.

      “‘Choose death’ isn’t a popular slogan in the demon lexicon.” I nervously scanned the backyard. “What the fuck is coming?”

      Rohan put a finger to his lips and motioned to the back porch. We crept up the stairs and I eased open the kitchen door.

      A scuffed navy backpack filled with cash sat on the kitchen counter next to a cell phone with no security code on it. Gotta love demon arrogance. There was no one listed in the contacts, and no data plan to check the browser history, but we found a text chain about some kind of drop in two days’ time, along with a time and place. I tried calling that number but it was disconnected.

      I tossed the phone into the backpack and tiptoed down the hallway, grateful that the shag carpet muffled the tread of our heavy work boots. I hit the living room doorway and recoiled, the reek of hot copper and rotting meat thick even through my respiratory filter.

      I’d stopped so suddenly that Rohan slammed into my back and I had to grab the doorframe to stop myself from stumbling inside the room.

      The floor was slick with blood. Demon viscera glistened under the LED overhead lamp.

      Two wreta sat there, unmoving. Or well, one sat there, oblivious to the puddle of piss at his feet. The other one had been ripped apart like a chicken carcass and what was left of the five and a half foot demon was being funneled into a giant gaping maw.

      The demon eating the wreta had an amorphous blobby body with skin like an oil spill, and a smaller egg-shaped head that brushed the nine-foot-ceiling. The head was featureless except for that mouth which took up most of the real estate, a massive pit sucking back its victim.

      The hungry demon turned, revealing a single, perfectly formed right human arm and hand. Its nails were painted bright red. It popped the wreta’s head in, its throat convulsing, and swallowed the head whole into its body that was expanding to accommodate the meal.

      I’d always thought No Face from Spirited Away wasn’t that scary a villain, but this demon was making me reconsider that stance.

      Next, the demon grabbed a wreta thigh, like one would a Chickeny Delight drumstick, and feverishly crammed it into its mouth.

      We should have let the wreta set the damn ward. I pulled a crackling ball of magic into my palm and Rohan pushed past me, his feet squelching on the bloody tile, but the demon was faster. Slurping down another wreta foot, the demon disappeared.

      The remaining wreta slumped over as if released from a trance. He was hyperventilating, repeating the same word over and over again.

      Oshk.

      Since that was all we could get out of the wreta, we killed him. There were no other demons in the house.

      The stench and violence of the kill was pressing in on me, an almost physical presence lingering in the room. I grabbed the backpack and shouldered out the back door. The second I was outside, I ripped off my facial gear, breathing deeply. I itched to rip off my work boots too, because they stank from the blood coating them. Grisly bits were stuck to the soles.

      “We have to clean up in there,” Ro said.

      Damn. I’d managed to avoid clean-up duty so far and it figured it’d be a bloodbath that broke my lucky streak. I had no problem pulling my weight, so long as I didn’t puke and make things worse.

      He’d brought cleaning supplies along in case we’d needed to scour off any wreta secretions. We didn’t want any humans who eventually came around to check out the residents’ disappearance getting hurt. Unlike Sweet Tooth, the wreta’s hallucinogens lasted indefinitely.

      It took liberal amounts of sodium peroxide mix to remove all the bloodstains. Everything from the mops to our chemical suits would have to be burned.

      “What’s an oshk?” I scrubbed at a stubborn patch of something dark on the wall, unconvinced my thick rubber gloves were enough of a barrier between me and the goo. Clean up duty was exactly as awful as I’d anticipated. “That thing that ate the demons?”

      Rohan placed a fresh bucket of water on the floor. “No clue. But if something that scares demons is in town? Something that had them all hiding last night?”

      “Fuuuuuck.”

      “Yeah.”
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      If the library had been a disaster before, it was ten times worse after our pointless search for any information on the oshk.

      In theory, I was now recording all the serial numbers of the cash so Orwell, the Brotherhood intel department so nicknamed by Kane, could track its source. In practice, I was keeping a wary eye on Rohan and his string of Hindi-English cursing that had risen from a mutter to a couple of stages away from a roar.

      I ruffled the bills. “Did you know that there are one hundred hundred dollar bills in each bundle?”

      No response.

      “I’ve got a cool half a mill here.” I shook the backpack. “I’m thinking a quick Google search on countries with no extradition treaty, book a flight, and we’re living large on a beach with umbrella drinks by happy hour tomorrow.”

      Holding this much cash was so surreal that it almost lost all meaning. Not gonna lie, I was tempted to rip open the bundles and roll naked on them, but considering we’d commandeered the cash from a demon home, refrained.

      Rohan flung a book on the table; it bounced and crashed to the floor.

      “Okay,” I said, retrieving the book–and the laptop for good measure–and placing them on the far end of the table, “you’re done.”

      Rohan turned glittering eyes on me, clearly wanting someone to fight with.

      I spread my hands. “We’re in a holding pattern and getting mad at your people isn’t going to change that.”

      Expression thunderous, he left the room.

      I zipped up the backpack, setting my list of serial numbers on top, and leaned back in my chair, my chest tight. Work, relationship, saving the world–for Rohan and I, it was all tangled up. We even lived at Demon Club. There was no space for us to breathe.

      My ex, Cole, had recently told me that when my snapped Achilles had destroyed my tap dance dreams, he’d had no idea how to comfort me. He hadn’t felt like I was in the relationship. I didn’t think that about Ro, but the fear of watching someone I cared about revert into bad behaviors and shut me out was all too real these days.

      If we didn’t live up to Rohan’s relationship expectations or I became the fallout in the implosion of his feelings around the Brotherhood, his pattern would be he’d dump me without another look back and waltz into whatever new identity he crafted for himself. There would be no fighting for us or working through things. We’d be us and then we wouldn’t be anything.

      I exhaled, hard. There might not be a way out of the pressure cooker we lived in, but maybe there was a way to alleviate some steam. I pulled out my phone and started researching my brilliant idea, leaning my elbows on the library table. This was supposed to be our honeymoon phase and honeymoon it we would.

      “Sorry.” Rohan reappeared in the doorway, sounding genuinely contrite.

      “That’s– juggling.” I squinted at the four red balls in his hands.

      “Yeah. One of our roadies got me into it as a stress relief.”

      “I can see how hot and cold running tour sex wouldn’t have the same appeal.” That earned me the ghost of a grin. “All those nights in the Vault. You’ve been juggling?”

      “No. I’ve been beating the shit out of the bag.” He switched up his moves, catching the balls underhand. “But I figured that if yelling wasn’t going to help, then storming off wasn’t either.”

      “Progress.” I crossed the room and settled into one of the leather club chairs, my legs tucked underneath me. “You’ve unleashed a lot of talents on me in the past few days, Snowflake.” I ticked the items off on my fingers. “Dancing, skateboarding, juggling.”

      “The dancing I learned to help with my stage presence, the skateboarding was from growing up in L.A., and we had a lot of downtime on tour. I’m also the undisputed champion of Crazy Eights.”

      “A true renaissance man. Or was that renaissance nerd?”

      He threw a ball up, spinning to catch it behind his back. The tension in his body eased a fraction. “Admit it, you’re impressed.”

      “I am.” I bounced a ball of electricity in my hand, then divided them into two.

      “Cute.”

      “You think?” The two balls became four, and I let them swivel on their own around my head while I scanned the page on my phone. This would do nicely. A couple of clicks and some expedited shipping and things were put into motion.

      Ro laughed, the happiness I’d hoped for back in his eyes. “You’re a total shit. What are you looking at? Why the smug grin?”

      I put the phone away and powered off my magic. “My other boyfriend wants to hook-up.”

      “Great. I’ll call mine. Girlfriend,” he clarified, rolling his eyes at my crestfallen expression. “You’re so predictable.”

      “You said it. Lots of downtime, a bus full of horny guys. Do the math.”

      “That’s not–” His phone buzzed. Ro caught all of the balls one-handed, pulling the phone from his pocket. He scratched his jaw, reading the text, his expression cautiously optimistic. “Pretty up, Sparky. We’re going out.”

      “Pretty is a step down for me, buddy. Wow. You really blew a compliment opportunity. Your other girlfriend can keep you.”

      “Don’t want her,” he said, grabbing me in a headlock to kiss the top of my head.

      “Ack.” I elbowed my way free. “What kind of pretty does the situation demand?”

      “Mahmud’s in town.” Mahmud was the Rasha who’d recruited Rohan for the Askuchar job. Rohan quickly typed a response. “Told him to meet us at Lotus.”

      Last time Rohan and I had eaten at Lotus, we’d had an incredible meal and a disaster of a conversation. The knives had come out on both sides. Whatever could I look forward to this time? Mahmud was Rohan’s friend, not just a fellow hunter. Had he told Mahmud he was dating me? Or had he left it out, since this was a professional meeting and not a personal one? What kind of look would even be appropriate for this dinner: badass girlfriend or hot comrade-in-arms?

      Fuck appropriate. I jumped to my feet and snapped out a salute. “Prettying up, sir!”

      “Hey.” He swung me back toward him, his eyes serious on mine. “I’m not going to break us, okay?” He stroked his thumb over my hand, radiating sincerity and the depth of his affection for me. This mattered so much to him. I mattered so much to him.

      Rohan was an all-or-nothing kind of guy and getting the full weight of his absolute attention and care made me feel like I could reach for the stars. I was living the cheesiest of clichés where he was the first person I wanted to see in the morning and the last person I wanted to talk to at night. Rohan wasn’t my other half. I was a twin. I knew what other halves felt like.

      He didn’t complete me; he complemented me and that was a zillion times better.

      To be ripped from that would destroy me.

      I cupped his cheek. “I believe you.” Well, I believed he believed it.

      Fingers crossed that would be enough.
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      The outfit I chose was a curve-hugging black sheath with cap sleeves and a hemline that hit just below the knee. It looked almost demure until I turned around to reveal the plunging back, the fabric draping softly at the base of my spine. I paired it with red lips and red heels.

      Rohan gave me a wolfish grin when I flounced into his room. He prodded me backward until my legs hit his mattress. “Show me how it comes off.”

      “None of that.” My stomach fluttered; my push against his chest was more insistent. “I want you desperate for me.”

      He nipped my bottom lip, his hand sliding over the stretchy fabric to cup my ass, and pressed his erection against my belly. “Done. Take it off.”

      I allowed myself one inhale of his spicy, musky cologne with the underbite of iron that was all Ro, before sidestepping him. “Good and nope.”

      I picked up the bluish-gray tie, similar in color to my eyes, that he’d laid out to go with his turquoise shirt and slid it around his neck. Fussing over my man, a quiet intimacy. It was nice.

      “Nava.” Rohan gasped, his skin getting a tad purple and his eyes glassy.

      I fumbled at the choking knot that got tighter the more I worked at it. Damn ties. My dad always made putting these on look so easy. What the hell was the stupid trick? Over, under–no. I tried again.

      Rohan pushed my hands away, extended the blade on his index finger and sliced the thing off. The tie fluttered to the ground. He frowned. “I liked that tie.”

      I opened his closet and, pulling out an identical one, thrust it at him. “Please. You buy your ties in pairs.”

      He strung the tie around his neck. “Good ties are hard to…” He paused, his knot half-formed. “Did you snoop through my closet?”

      I patted his cheek. “Of course I did.”

      He slid the tie down through the loop he’d created and pulled it tight, making the whole “over/under” thing look like anyone could learn it. Shrugging into his suit jacket, Rohan escorted me out of the room, his hand on the small of my back. “Try not to gape too much when you meet Mahmud.”

      “Is he horribly disfigured?”

      Rohan shot me a what-is-wrong-with-you look. “No. He’s your type.”

      “I have a type?”

      He laughed.

      I was determined to prove him wrong, but when we entered Lotus and Mahmud stood from his table to greet us? Yeah, I checked my chin for drool.

      Tall, hot bod, suit tailored like a second skin–those were basic Rasha-issue. But his dark brown skin, intense black eyes, goatee, and black hair scraped back into a messy ponytail, all coupled with these full pink lips whose evolutionary function was to be sucked on? Let’s just say that other than Malik who’d had a couple thousand years to perfect tall, dark, and sexy, Mahmud, despite only having maybe thirty years to cultivate his hotness, was the first man to make Rohan look a little plain.

      “Hi. I’m Nava.” I stuck my hand out for him to shake.

      His grasp was firm, warm. “Mahmud.” His husky voice curled inside me like syrup.

      “Pleasure,” I squeaked out.

      Rohan snorted.

      To be fair, my recovery time was pretty fast. This was work after all. Plus, the boyfriend standing right there.

      Rohan pulled my chair out for me, and from Mahmud’s assessing look, he got our status.

      The waitress came to take our order. Slender, with dark curly hair, dressed in a crisp white shirt and black cigarette pants, her dimpled smile lit up her whole face. Given that the majority of other customers were middle-aged couples and a couple of groups of business men, serving us was hitting the jackpot. Well, serving the men.

      “I’m Olivia. I’ll be your server tonight.”

      “Hi, Olivia.” Rohan turned his rock fuck grin on her. Power to the chick for staying upright.

      I kicked him under the table. He covered the flinch pretty well, his knee brushing against mine, remaining there, connecting us. He trapped my hand loosely against his thigh as he told her which dishes we’d decided to share.

      “So, Nava, what was your first impression of the Rasha?” Mahmud said.

      I sipped my green tea. “You want the honest answer or the polite answer?”

      His eyes twinkled as he leaned in. “Oh, now I definitely need the honest answer.”

      I entertained Mahmud with my initial meetings of Baruch, Kane, and Drio, while Olivia brought out sumptuous sushi rolls plated on daikon and fat pieces of melt-in-your-mouth sashimi.

      Mahmud’s single failing was that he was hopeless with chopsticks. Sushi wreckage was strewn across his plate. He licked off a couple of grains of rice that were stuck to his finger. “I’m a disaster. Apologies.”

      “You’re fine. But you might want to hold the chopsticks down farther.” I held mine up to demonstrate.

      He adjusted his grip and tried again with slightly better results. “Not that I’m not always delighted to see your hairy ass, Mitra, but I get the sense you invited me for more than my good looks.”

      “Oh, he invited you for that too,” I quipped.

      Mahmud laughed and Rohan kicked me under the table.

      “Askuchar,” Rohan said. With that one word, all levity at our table fled. He topped up all our sake, serving himself last.

      “What about it?” Mahmud’s expression was bland.

      I gripped my chopsticks, my eyes darting to Rohan’s.

      A flash of impatience darkened his face. “Don’t play politics. This is you and me and no bullshit. There was no logical reason for those yaksas to have trekked from Nepal through India and into Pakistan. Why Askuchar? Conveniently isolated for burying evidence? That mission was all kinds of wrong, man, and you know it.”

      “Yeah.” Mahmud scrubbed a hand over his face. “I keep seeing those villagers ravaged. Yaksas are bloodthirsty, but that? It was like they’d gone berserk.”

      Or they’d been forced to attack. I shook my head at Rohan, willing him not to voice our suspicions.

      “How did you hear about the four Rasha that had originally been killed looking for the demons?” Ro asked.

      “Got a call asking me to track. They were missing, not yet confirmed dead at that point.” Mahmud held out his sake cup for Rohan to refill.

      “Who called?” I expected him to say Rabbi Mandelbaum.

      “Ferdinand Alves.”

      Rohan jerked the sake back so sharply that alcohol sloshed onto the white linen tablecloth. I blotted it up, grateful for something that would keep my head down and not reveal how all the color had drained from my face.

      “You know him?” Mahmud asked.

      “Not personally,” Rohan said. “Heard he died.”

      “Yeah. While we were still in Pakistan. Car crash outside L.A.”

      “Demons?” I asked.

      “Don’t think so.”

      Rohan was staring at his plate, his tuna sashimi untouched, his brow furrowed.

      “Do you know if he was in Prague in early April?” I said.

      “No idea.” Mahmud’s gaze flickered between us. “You want to tell me what’s really going on?”

      “Just trying to understand how it all went balls up,” Ro said.

      “Okay.” Mahmud warred with a piece of ebi sushi, sighing as it fell apart on his plate.

      “Nava?” Rohan’s voice was pitched low for only me to hear.

      The more people in the Brotherhood that found out, the more likelihood there was of the wrong people finding out. Except our team was stymied. Kane had done all he can, my brother wasn’t plugged in enough, and Rohan casually asking guys he trusted about Ferdinand was pointless. He’d restrained himself out of concern for me, because when shit hit the wall–and it was when not if–I’d be the first one the Brotherhood came after.

      I’d told Rabbi Abrams and he hadn’t exactly embraced my ideas. I still didn’t know where I stood with him anymore or if he’d reported my suspicions to Mandelbaum. Mahmud seemed nice but he was a total unknown to me. Was the risk of confiding in him worth it? I stirred wasabi into my soya sauce, turning the liquid cloudy. “Tell him.”

      Rohan’s hand tightened on mine under the table.

      I didn’t take my eyes off Mahmud’s face as Rohan filled him in, searching for a single clue as to his feelings, but he gave away nothing, listening to the tale without interjection. I clenched the linen napkin, my heart stuttering to a stop when, at the end of Ro’s tale, Mahmud trained a dangerous, glittering smile on me.

      Was he going to blame me? I let my magic reach my eyes, knowing he’d see the lightning dancing there. “Yes?”

      “We’re going to bring these fuckers down. Whatever you need. However I can help. I’m yours.”

      “Phrasing,” Rohan said, breaking the tension. “Jeez, Mahmud, don’t steal all the beautiful women in the restaurant. This one’s mine.”

      Mahmud winked at me. “I’m all yours,” he said. He picked up some sashimi without having to stab it onto his chopstick, then blinked at it, surprised. “All right then.”

      Mahmud didn’t have much other information to give us. He hadn’t known Ferdinand, but he had known a couple of the dead Rasha and swore there was nothing suspicious about them. He promised to follow up with their families in case there was anything to learn there.

      Rohan insisted on paying for the meal. We walked Mahmud outside and he signaled for a taxi.

      As the cab pulled up to the curb, Mahmud turned to Rohan. “There’s one person who might be able to tell you about Ferdinand. Same peer group and shit. Zahir.”

      Rohan gave him a searching look. “You sure?”

      Mahmud shrugged. “I wouldn’t name drop me, but yeah. Try him. Last I heard he was based in Paris.” Mahmud opened the back door to the cab, then kissed my hand. “Delightful Nava, I look forward to our next meeting.”

      “You charmer.” I grinned at him. “Thanks, Mahmud. Really.”

      He rolled his shoulders like it was nothing. “I always believed that being Rasha meant having each other’s backs.” Something flickered over his face and he raised his troubled eyes to Rohan’s. “I just didn’t expect the enemy to be so close to home.”
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      Rohan couldn’t stop stealing touches all the way home.

      At a stoplight, he’d sneak his hand from the clutch to just barely on my knee. At a crosswalk, he’d ghost it up. And up, and up. As the sun set and turned the glass condo towers gold, his nimble fingers edged around the line of my underwear. When we only barely missed a very angry old lady crossing a residential street, I decided that vehicular manslaughter via horny boyfriend was not, in fact, something I needed to experience.

      “Who’s Zahir?” I said, smoothing my dress back to a pristine sleekness.

      “Mahmud’s dad. They haven’t spoken in about five or six years, but he’s Rasha too. In his fifties and still kicking around.” Fifties was old age in our line of work. It was too depressing to contemplate.

      Ro glided his hand along the base of my bare spine.

      I twisted away from his touch, but the persistent boy failed to take the hint and leaned into me while still driving, so I scooted closer to him, prioritizing our collective safety. Also, I was weak and wanted those fizzy shivers as he stroked my skin. “You think he’ll have any insights into Ferdinand’s death?”

      Rohan stopped the car at Demon Club’s front iron gate, set into a stone fence, to be scanned. He leaned across the gearshift and, cradling my head between his hands, took my mouth with the force of tossing gas on a fire. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him to me, feverishly kissing him. Ro bit my bottom lip and I moaned. He grinned against my mouth. “I like how we fit together.”

      Dizzy, I clutched at him but only got empty air as he gunned the car up the drive.

      “You were saying?” he said with a smug grin.

      I was? His smugness amplified. I couldn’t let that stand so I racked my brain and eventually found where I’d left off. “If Ferdinand had been killed on a mission, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But a car crash? I don’t like the timing or coincidence of it.” I had personal experience with the Brotherhood masking suspicious deaths with car crashes à la Samson King in Prague.

      Rohan parked, cut the engine, and turned to me, his eyes hot. “Know what else I don’t like?”

      I licked my lips, remembered that wasn’t an answer and shook my head.

      “Making me sit through dinner, watching you in that dress. Cruel.”

      “You’ve been copping feels all the way home.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      I snickered, but when he slammed his precious car’s door in his haste to get me inside, I may have set a new record for speed-walking in heels.

      We barely made it into his bedroom before, mouth on mine, he pressed me back against the wall. His teeth dragged over my lower lip before his tongue slipped inside. He trailed his finger blades over my shoulder and bare back, just enough to leave faint marks that I’d shiver staring at in the bathroom mirror later.

      Sliding my hand under his shirt, I skimmed my fingers along the ridges of his sculpted abs. He retracted his blades and I broke the kiss to draw his fingers into my mouth, my tongue swirling around each one in turn. Pinching his nipples with my other hand, I rubbed my bare thigh up his leg. His sigh rumbled over me.

      A furious ache built to a throbbing pulse inside me.

      Rohan sucked on my neck and I tilted my head to give him better access to the sensitive skin. He caressed my cheek with the back of his hand, pinning me with this filthy eye-fuck that made my stomach flutter. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      The position left Cuntessa flush against his hard cock, my dress hiked up around my waist. I thrust against him with a blissful moan, pushed my fingers into his hair, raking back his dark wavy locks, and slanted my mouth over his. His answering kiss was hot, hungry, and knifed straight into my soul.

      I rocked my hips, my head thrown back against the wall.

      “Slow down, sweetheart.” Rohan ran his fingers idly along my spine, his touch sizzling against my bare skin. “On your knees.” His voice was low and dirty.

      I played with the soft dusting of hair on his chest. “You want something?”

      “Yes,” he growled. “You. On your knees.”

      “Whatever would I do there?”

      Rohan’s eyes were a gold haze, his “please” strained.

      I ran my hand over him, feeling his cock jump. “If we ever break up, you’re going to have a bitch of a time explaining to your new girlfriend that you have to come see me for blowjobs.”

      “Only you,” he murmured.

      My cold, dead heart grew two sizes larger. “You sure you deserve it?”

      He gripped me by my waist. “I’m desperate for you.”

      This gorgeous, wonderful man, with his pants half off his hips and a piratical smile playing on his lips, was hard and wrecked. For me.

      I slid off him, dropping to the ground and taking his trousers and boxers along for the ride. The planks were cool under my knees and Rohan was hot silk in my mouth. My lips buzzed with magic. I ran my tongue down his shaft, sucking his balls into my mouth, inhaling the sharp smell of his arousal.

      He gave a content hum, but he didn’t stop touching me: fondling my breasts, curling my locks around his fingers, running his hands over my shoulders with soft exhales and low groans.

      I teased his dick between my lips, slowly taking him in, curling my tongue around the head. Grabbing him by his ass, I pulled him close, taking his cock deeper.

      His hips started rocking, his fingers biting into my shoulders. His back arched off the wall. Salty pre-cum hit my tongue.

      My nipples puckered and grew achingly hard. Cuntessa was dripping wet and demanding attention. I moaned and Rohan pulled free with a soft pop. “What?” I said. “I was deep-throating like a champ.”

      There was enough moonlight to make out the amusement in his eyes, even through his fringe of thick dark lashes. “Not complaining, Sparky, but this party was about to be over before it started.”

      “Allow me to help you put on the brakes.” I stood up, grasping the hem of my dress to pull it off but he stopped me, brushing my hands away.

      Rohan inched the dress up me, feasting on every newly exposed inch, his gaze almost reverential. “Sometimes I can’t believe we’re finally here.”

      “Me too.” It seemed too good to last, my dress bunched in Rohan’s hands as he clutched my hips, my curls brushing his chest, and my head bowed close enough to his heart to hear its staccato rhythm. It was fragile and intense and perfect.

      And for the moment, it was mine.

      He kissed the pulse fluttering under my jaw, still working the dress off in the world’s slowest striptease, until he had to release me to pull the fabric over my head. He dipped his head, assessing me through heavily fringed lashes. “On the bed.”

      I scrambled to do as I was told, on my back, leaning against my elbows, my legs falling open.

      He stood over me, still erect. I felt the weight of his hooded gaze like it was the rough glide of his tongue along my curves. He sucked on his lush lower lip.

      My heart was in my throat waiting for him to touch me.

      He ran a hand up my thigh, tracing the path with his lips. Ro hadn’t shaved in a few days, and his stubble chafed the tender skin on my inner thighs. He ran his tongue under my bikini underwear. So near and yet so far. I wriggled out of them, pitching them across the room into the shadows.

      He flicked his tongue to my clit.

      My breath caught. I curled my fingers into his locks. “More.”

      He did it again, a million tiny licks that set me aflame but did nothing to quench the clenching grip of desire. I canted my hips.

      Pinning my knees in place, Rohan set his head between my legs.

      I teased my nipples, increasing the pressure of my pinches.

      “Fuck.” Rohan groaned, his mouth wet and glistening. He covered my hand with his, making me knead my own sensitive flesh. I writhed on the sheets and begged for more in an unintelligible jumble of sounds. “Like that, do you?”

      He slid a finger inside me and I moaned, that delicious familiar tension swelling and coursing through me. I tugged him up.

      “What?” he said, lust glazing his eyes. “I was eating you out like a champ.”

      I laughed and couldn’t help kissing him again, quick and hard. “Fuck me, Snowflake.” He reached for the drawer of his nightstand but I stopped him. “Ro. Can we…?” I licked my lips nervously. “I’m on the pill and I’m clean.”

      “I’m clean, too.” We’d both been tested by Dr. Sousa, the Rasha-approved doctor who’d dug a bullet out of my shoulder a while ago. Ro sat back on his calves, his hands resting on my legs. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never gone bare with anyone. Not even Cole.” I needed him to understand everything I was trusting him with. I swallowed thickly. “I don’t want anything between us.”

      Rohan brushed a strand of hair out of my face. “I don’t either.”

      He pressed me into the mattress, still sitting back on his calves. I cupped the nape of his neck, drawing him down to my mouth, bracketing his face in my hands. Our tongues tangled; the tip of Rohan’s cock pressed against me.

      Rohan remained between my legs, not yet entering me. Our bodies molded together, hands caressing, mouths insistent. We pulled back, our gazes caught.

      I caressed his cheek, his stubble tickling the pads of my fingers. “Hi, you.”

      Rohan gave me a wide-open smile, equal parts tenderness and soft vulnerability. “Hi, yourself.” Oh lordy. Heat rolled under my skin and my heart danced a furious tarantella. “Whatcha up to, sweetheart?”

      I skimmed my hands down his side and shrugged. “Hanging out.” I sucked the hollow of his neck and he hissed a groan. I wrapped my legs around his waist. “You?”

      “Making my girlfriend orgasm her brains out. Think it’s a plan?”

      I nodded. “A very sound one. So long as you enjoy yourself as well.”

      He rubbed his nose against mine. “Thank you. I shall.”

      I waved a hand. “Proceed, good man.”

      Rohan glided his hand up my calf. “I’ve never gone bare with anyone before.”

      My chest swelled with happiness at being his first this way and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face.

      Rohan brushed the sweetest kiss on my lips and plunged inside me.

      I arched into his touch with a sigh, my eyes drifting to his. “I didn’t know it could feel like this.”

      “Me neither.” Ro’s eyes gleamed in the darkness, a million shades of gold from the purity of flickering flame to the darker edge of the final intense burst of sunset.

      A bead of sweat trickled down my chest to my stomach, his body pressing mine into the mattress. We were wrapped in the tangle of our heat, his heart racing, pulsing against my rib cage. I tightened my legs around him, wanting to keep us here forever, savoring this new experience of being so intimately joined.

      “Can I move now?” he asked.

      “Oh my God, yes, already.” I thrust against him.

      I gripped his clenched biceps as he propped himself up over me, thrusting with a slow roll of his hips. His heart tattoo on his left bicep peeked out between my splayed fingers.

      Rolling us over so that I was riding him, he gripped my hips, his thrusts harder, rawer. He fumbled in the drawer by the bed for the lube. A squirt later, he slid his finger into my ass.

      He rewarded my wanton moan with another finger. I’d never felt so full, so complete.

      “You good?” he asked.

      “Y-yeah.” I raked my nails down his chest, shivering every time I bottomed out. Having him inside me like this, took our lovemaking to a whole new realm. We were physically and emotionally as intertwined as two people could be. I couldn’t have handled this before now, and especially not with anyone else. But with Ro?

      I clasped his face in my hands and kissed him.

      “You’re my supernova.” Rohan curled up, dragging his lips over my belly, his scruff scratchy, and swirled his tongue into my navel.

      I giggled and pushed him back, leaning over to capture his lips again, my hair drifting down along the hard planes of his abs. “What about you? You want anything else?” My voice was breathy. I was drowning in the twin tempos of his fingers and cock.

      Rohan traced my swollen lips with his tongue. “Just you.”

      My orgasm raged through me, my back arching. A supernova swallowed me up and for a moment all I could do was let myself be consumed.

      Rohan’s expression was fierce. He drove into me, his entire body bucking, adding to my blissful aftershocks. With a hoarse cry, he came.

      I flopped onto the mattress and he rested his head on my chest. I stroked his hair. “That was… almost too much and not nearly enough.”

      “I know.” He pressed a gentle kiss to my hip. “I’ll get a towel,” he said, and slipped from the bed. The water in his bathroom ran for a moment and then Rohan cleaned us both up with a cool, damp cloth. He’d even brought a dry facecloth to cover the wet spot.

      The covers rustled as he got back under, gathering me close against him. When he high-fived me with a dead-ass solemn expression, I laughed until my stomach was sore.

      I fell asleep in a spill of moonlight and a warm arm around my shoulders. And despite my best efforts, the last thing flickering through my mind was Rohan’s raspy voice playing over and over again:

      Just you.
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      The morning light was a soft filter, my body boneless and half-dozy. Our limbs were entangled with my head on Rohan’s chest and his stubble itchy against my forehead as we listened to rain pattering against the windows.

      I traced lazy circles on his abs and he hummed, content, in a voice thick with sleep. I craned my neck to see the tiny strip of gold beneath his half-closed lids. “Last night was amazing.”

      “Yeah.” Rohan tensed for the briefest second. My expression hardened. “Cool down. It’s not morning after freak out. It’s fine.” He scratched his jaw. “I’d just better… shave.”

      He was staring at my chin which, come to think of it, stung. I darted out of bed to his mirror and let out a wail. “What have you done to me?” The skin along my jaw was rubbed raw, like I’d spent the night cuddled up with a sandpaper pillow.

      Rohan sat up, the sheet pooling at his hips. “This is not all on me.”

      I touched my chafed red skin. Whimpered.

      He grinned at me. “Want me to kiss it better?”

      I opened his bathroom door. “No. I want you to never kiss me ag–”

      The door slammed shut, Rohan bracing his hand against it. “Say you don’t mean that.”

      “Obviously,” I grumbled.

      He kissed the tip of my nose. “I’ll shave.” He bent down to retrieve the turquoise shirt he’d worn last night, but I snatched it away from him and put it on. If our relationship had escalated to physical wounds, then I got to wear his clothing.

      I inhaled, letting his scent seep into mine. The fabric was soft and contoured nicely to my body, hitting mid-thigh. “Keeping this,” I said.

      He gave a resigned nod and stepped past me into the bathroom. Only when I heard the shower go on, did I remember what day it was.

      I pounded on the bathroom door to get my “Happy Birthday,” but Rohan was singing under the spray and didn’t hear me, even when I jiggled the knob two or seven times. I searched the bed, but there was no gift hidden under my pillow. Hanging off the mattress to check underneath only gave me a crick in my neck, raiding his drawers yielded nothing more interesting than the fact he folded his underwear, which was old news, and rifling through his closet was a bust unless you counted the lint-covered roll of butterscotch candy the sneak had hidden in his leather jacket. It was like expecting a trip exploring the coral reefs and instead getting the toilet he’d flushed his goldfish down when he was nine.

      I still took the candy with me, unclenching my chokehold on the closet doorknob. This was the boyfriend who had taken Lily to Paris for dessert. He’d sure as shit remembered her birthday. Between the two apps and the back up paper reminder, he knew what today was. Was forgetting an honest mistake having just woken up, or a sign that I was once more with someone who was going to throw me under the bus emotionally and walk away?

      As I gathered up last night’s clothes, my phone tumbled out of my pocket onto the floor. There was a notification with my new word of the day.

      Insouciance. Noun. An uncaring attitude, lack of interest.

      I stuffed it into the middle of my clothing bundle. Rohan had probably gotten up early, and made me a fancy breakfast where he would gift me with the most amazing present ever, after he crawled back under the covers and pretended to wake up next to me.

      Could happen.

      I yanked the bedroom door open, ran down the hallway to the kitchen sniffing like a coke addict, and skidded to a stop at the sight of Drio dressed in raggedly cut-off sweats and a T-shirt, his feet bare, chugging back a glass of water at the kitchen sink. The sweat from his workout had caused his blond hair to plaster to his forehead, but it also made his olive skin glisten so it wasn’t all gross. “When did you get back?”

      Grimacing, he jerked a finger at my face. “What’s happened to make you look like that?”

      “I look fine.”

      Snorting his disagreement, he dumped the glass in the sink, his green gaze flicking over Rohan’s shirt that I wore. “He’s awake?” he asked in his sexy Italian accent, his face lighting up.

      “Yeah, fanboy. He’s in the shower. Hurry and you might get to soap him up.”

      Drio gave me the hand-to-arm Italian gesture of “fuck off.”

      “Happy birthday, younger and uglier twin.” Ari strode into the room and jerked back at the sight of my chin. “Jesus. You’re not supposed to really be uglier.”

      “All right, already.” I hugged Ari back, even though he didn’t deserve it. “Happy birthday, older and stinkier twin.”

      Ari held up a badly-wrapped, lumpy gift. “Took you long enough to wake up.” I jumped for it but he held it out of range. “Where’s mine?”

      I gave another pointless swipe. “Upstairs.”

      “That better not be your new look for your new age,” Kane said, entering. He poked my chin.

      “You can all bite me.” It was too much to hope that my fellow Rasha would be adult about my stubble-burn and not mention it. Ari gave me an exaggerated shudder of disgust and actually walked out.

      He was so not getting his present.

      Kane helped himself to coffee, scratching his bare belly. “Were you kissing a lizard?”

      “If you’re gonna insult me, at least caffeinate me first.” I reached for his coffee but he held it out of reach.

      “I only speak truth,” Kane said.

      “It’s disgusting,” Drio said.

      I flicked his arm.

      “What? This is a truth circle. You look like you went a round with a windigo. And lost.” Drio waved a hand at me. “Fix yourself.”

      “It’s not–he’s shaving–” I threw my hands up in the air. “I don’t need to explain myself to you, you big jerk.”

      Drio grinned at me.

      “Love’s not supposed to hurt, but when it does?” Ari sauntered back in and placed a tube in my hand. “Polysporin.”

      “Ha ha. Are we done taunting the vulnerable female now? Can we return to business as usual?”

      “That is business as usual,” Drio said.

      “Walked into that one, babyslay.”

      “Go back to Rome,” I said to Drio. I opened the oven. No waffles lovingly prepared by my boyfriend. I cracked my knuckles, nostrils flaring.

      Ari waved my gift at me. “Upstairs. Move it.”

      There was a bit of a doorway tussle with free-ranging elbow jabs, but I got inside my room first and did a brief gloating wriggle dance. I grabbed his gift off the dresser and on the count of three, we switched presents.

      I tore mine open. Inside was a multi-colored candy necklace, a huge pink candy diamond in a purple plastic setting, and a black sleeveless shirt covered in sparkles. Smack in the center of the shirt was a horned demon head made of silver crystals. It sat in a pink crystal circle with a slash through it. Ari had been responsible for many of my best T-shirts over the years but he’d outdone himself with this one.

      I hugged my “No Demons” shirt to my chest. “You’re the best.”

      “Not so bad yourself.” Ari read the back of the jewel case for Inside, one of those moody puzzle videogames he liked so much.

      As I adorned myself with my candy jewelry, Kane stepped in, holding a plastic bag.

      “Still not a good look,” he said.

      “Says the man with the worst fashion sense in the history of mankind.” I poked his leopard-print shirt. “What are you, a middle-aged divorceé? This, on the other hand?” I modeled my candy gems. “They’re beeauutiful traditional gift items.”

      I bit off a red candy bead.

      Ari swallowed the Coffee Crisp chocolate bar he had stuffed in his mouth. Wafer layers stacked with a coffee mousse and covered in milk chocolate, this exotic Canadian delicacy was the first of the six full-sized bars that comprised the other part of his gift. “Did you need something?” he asked Kane in a frosty tone.

      Oy vey.

      I muscled in between them. “You can’t throw away a lifelong friendship.” Yes, Ari had kissed Kane after being turned on by–and yeah, attracted to–Malik, this hot marid demon. And yes, Kane felt used and angry, and it probably wasn’t the best circumstances for Ari to initiate a first kiss with the dude. But come on.

      “I’m pulling birthday rank and demanding that you two work your shit out already.”

      “It’s my birthday, too. And I’m older, so…” Ari crossed his arms.

      “Your insouciance doesn’t fly.”

      “I already got you a non-refundable gift,” Kane said to me. “You can’t have both.”

      “I don’t need material goods. I want you to make up.”

      He pulled a slim cream envelope from the bag and held it up. The word “Miraj” was written on the outside in distinctive red script.

      “You got me a gift certificate to the hammam?” This Turkish spa was deluxe. I’d heard about it from my mom but had never been able to afford it myself. I grabbed the envelope, and hugged him.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Kane pushed me off him.

      I tried to peer inside the gift bag that Kane held. “Is that Ari’s gift, perchance?”

      “As if,” Ari said.

      Kane glowered at him, thrusting the bag stiffly out.

      Ari took it like it might explode in his hands and pulled out a hardcover manga with a slick red and black design. “This is the limited edition.”

      “So?” Kane’s chin tipped up a couple of notches higher.

      “It’s not even available in North America.” Ari opened it like he was holding a priceless artifact. My brother had developed a love of manga around his tenth birthday–inexplicable at the time, since none of his other friends were into it–that had remained strong and ongoing. Not so inexplicable now. “There’s a backlog on it everywhere.”

      Kane rubbed the back of his neck. “I got my cousin in Tokyo to get it. It’s not a big deal.”

      Ari leafed through the book with an undecipherable expression.

      “Ari,” I hissed. “Thank him.”

      He and Kane stared at each other for a very long, tense, mutual idiot boy moment. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Kane pivoted and left the room.

      Ari put the book back in the shopping bag and unwrapped the second Coffee Crisp. “What did Ro get you?”

      “That was pathetic. Get lost. I have to get dressed.”

      He paused, the chocolate bar halfway to his mouth, darting a glance after Kane. “When do you wanna leave later?”

      “Five?”

      He threw me a thumbs up, busy devouring bar two, and left, shutting the door behind him.

      I ate three more candy beads.

      The phone rang with Leo’s special Flight of the Conchords ringtone. “I’m twenty-one!” I said in greeting.

      Leo sang me Happy Birthday.

      “Are you coming to the parents’ house tonight?” I unbuttoned Rohan’s shirt and tossed it on the bed.

      “Of course.”

      “Will I be getting a present?” I rooted around in my underwear drawer for a bra.

      “Perhaps.”

      “Did you know Drio was back?”

      “He didn’t go straight from the airport to Demon Club, that’s for sure. That boy took everything out of me and then some.”

      I ate another couple of candy beads. “You greedy monkey.”

      “I heard zero complaints. He even gave me this gorgeous hand-printed scarf he’d bought in Rome.”

      He’s buying her gifts? Holy shit! “Next time get cash,” I said, trying to hang on to my phone as I shimmied into my bra. “Though I guess the scarf looks more impressive than a lonely five bucks.”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      “The no kiss thing wasn’t a problem?” I threw on my new shirt from Ace and tugged up a pair of black booty shorts.

      “Not yet. I’ll break him.” She snickered. “I plan to have my hands full with repeat performances from the Italian Stallion. Keep milking him dry.”

      I twisted my hair into a bun. “Ew. You know how easily I’m traumatized by visuals. I’m a delicate flower.”

      She snorted. “What did rock star get you?”

      I squirmed and even though she couldn’t see it my freaky friend sensed it.

      “He didn’t start your day with a gift?” she demanded. “And he lives?”

      “His living is conditional to what happens when I next see him.” I sank down on the bed. “We went bareback last night. First time. Ever.”

      Her shocked gasp was actually kind of gratifying. Her “you love him,” not so much.

      “No undying pledges involved.”

      “That was insensitive of me. Okaygottarunschmugs.” She hung up.

      I stared suspiciously at my phone. Ten seconds later a phone rang in the hallway. I was out the door and ripping it out of Drio’s hands before he’d finished his greeting of “Pronto.”

      “Gossip and die,” I said into the phone.

      “Hmph,” Leo said, and hung up.

      I handed Drio back his phone. “And you.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      He jutted his chin out. “Che cosa?”

      “Milked you dry, did she?”

      He actually ducked his head, his cheeks flushing. His embarrassment was a rare and beautiful gift.

      “Polysporin.” I handed him the tube I’d grabbed when I’d heard his phone ring. “For when love hurts.”

      Cheered up immeasurably, I flew down the curved wooden staircase, the railings glowing with a high-gloss gleam and the scent of lemon polish.

      Ro wasn’t in his room. His bathroom was still steamy and his damp towel lay crumpled on his counter. Maybe he was lying in a coma somewhere. Or suffering from battle-induced amnesia. Neither of which excused the lack of a present since all gift provisions should have been made by now, but would temper my judgment on his lack of proper birthday greetings.

      No such luck. He wasn’t anywhere on the main floor and the downstairs offices were empty.

      I poked my head in Rabbi Abrams’ office, hoping I was still persona grata to him. He hadn’t come in. No problem. I’d see him later at our birthday dinner.

      Hopefully.

      I stomped down the stairs into the basement with its wide, well-lit corridors, and slapped my hand against the scanner to open the iron door to the Vault. The light changed from red to green and I threw the door open. It bounced off the concrete blocks that made up the walls in the basement, leaving a black mark on the white paint.

      Rohan wasn’t in the Vault either. I crossed the blue padded flooring and checked inside both the small iron room where we occasionally stashed demons and the weapons room. No sign of him.

      I didn’t hear any music coming from the small room down the corridor that I’d turned into my tap studio, but it was the last place to check before I searched the grounds. Or got a shovel to start digging his grave.

      Sparks crunched between the soles of my feet and the floor as I stalked toward the room. Even if he hadn’t gotten me a present, some guys just sucked at birthdays. It had no bearing on Ro’s feelings towards me. This wasn’t a test.

      I stopped short of the doorway, anticipation prickling my chest, and stepped inside.

      Empty.

      I forced my slumping shoulders back, my chin up–

      –And saw the shoe box with the fat yellow bow sitting on the lumpy sofa. I flung the lid off.

      Ro had bought me custom-made, red leather tap shoes. There was purple leather at the toes and heels, like saddle shoes, and a red leather heart at the back of each shoe. Purple laces completed the look.

      I clutched the heavy shoes to my chest and kissed the leather hearts, basking in how well Rohan knew me. He paid attention to the small stuff. I, on the other hand, wanted to have all his likes, dislikes, and idiosyncrasies downloaded into my brain already. Ro was nowhere near the open book I was, but I intended to carefully read his every page. I didn’t want him to ever feel like I was taking him for granted.

      “Sparky?” Booted heels neared.

      I gave each heart one more kiss.

      Rohan came over to me. “Finally found them?”

      I shook a shoe at him. “You are playing a dangerous game, son. Gift contact didn’t occur until an hour into Nava Day. One hour.”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Is that a national or international holiday?”

      I cuffed him upside the head. “It offends me that you have to ask.”

      “You put two countdown apps on my phone in the assumption I’d forget your birthday. That insult to my honor could not go unchallenged,” he said. “Like them?”

      I danced the shoes through the air. “They’re only the greatest gift ever.”

      “They are.” Fine. He’d earned that smug grin. “Do they fit?”

      “Don’t know yet.” Sitting down, I stretched out my leg and handed him the shoes. “How did you know my size?”

      Rohan sat down beside me and slid the shoe onto my left foot. “I got a pair of worn out taps that your mom said still fit and sent them to the shoemaker.” He laced up the shoe. “How does it feel?”

      I put on the second shoe, and stood up, testing my weight. They were heavier shoes than I’d had in a while but adjusting to the increased weight would give me sound advantages.

      I kissed him with everything I had. Rohan cupped the back of my head, but I ducked his hold. “I have to test them more,” I said. “For quality assurance purposes.”

      He sank onto the sofa, elbows braced on his knees, watching me. I’d never tire of the enrapt expression on his face while he watched me dance.

      I broke the shoes in with a time step one of my instructors used to call the West Coast Bounce. Throwing on some dreamy ambient, I double timed my steps: open thirds, drawbacks, riffs, and a flurry of shuffles on my right foot.

      “You look like you’re making two sounds but five come out. How you move your feet that fast is beyond me.”

      I fought past my first impulse to joke it off. “This was basically my life for fifteen years.” I nodded in satisfaction at my balance on my toe stands. “These shoes? Their weight wouldn’t have worked if I was a Broadway tapper, but for rhythm tap?” I rapped a staccato percussion of heel stamps, taking in their deeper, warmer sound. “These have groove, and I’m a hoofer at heart.”

      An instrumental version of the jazz classic “Sunny Side of the Street” shuffled onto my iPhone next. I smoothed out my steps, my improvisation as light as a feather.

      “Nava.” I stopped mid-pullback at the serious tone in his voice. “I told Drio we wanted to talk to him.”

      As far as the wrong people knowing went, Drio was pretty damn wrong. “Did you.”

      I sat down on the couch, unlacing my shoe with a sharp jerk that only made a knot.

      Rohan took my foot and unraveled the laces. “You greenlit Mahmud knowing, and Drio’s good at getting information.”

      “Torture will do that. I also wouldn’t put it past him to kill any Rasha he thinks are on the wrong side of this.”

      Like me.

      “Drio’s on our side. He wouldn’t kill you.” Rohan considered it. “Maim, maybe. Maiming, he definitely would do. But I hear having all your body parts is highly overrated.”

      I got my second shoe off without mishap. “It’s not funny. Drio hates demons. He lives for the Brotherhood. Best friend or not, you can’t predict how he’ll react.”

      “I can. Drio lives for killing demons,” Rohan said. “It’s not the same thing.”

      “Are you going to tell me what the deal is between you two?” Rohan shook his head. “Stubborn. What if you pulled back on investigating this from the Brotherhood angle? Let me try and step things up with the witches.”

      “Like that’s safer?” He squeezed my hands. “I’ll be careful.”

      “Promise?”

      Rohan pressed his mouth below my earlobe, his whispered “I promise,” making me shiver.

      I sighed. “Let’s get this over with.” Twenty-one had been my best birthday ever. Too bad I wouldn’t live to see twenty-two.
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      Drio stood at the kitchen counter applying Crazy Glue to a machete grip as Rohan warmed up with the Sweet Tooth case. Drio was framed by the window, the trees outside bent almost double and rain lashing the glass. When he heard what had happened to Naomi, his hands tightened on the handle so hard that he cracked it again.

      I slipped the box of Kosher salt out of the cupboard. If Drio was mad about the drugs, a quick ward might be in my best interests when we got to the actual topic needing to be raised, since The Flash over there was holding a literal machete.

      “You think this oshk is looking for Candyman as well?” Drio said.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Rohan said. “The wreta might have known.” He shrugged.

      “We need to stop that shit hitting the streets. Addictions never end well.” There was an uncharacteristic edge to Drio’s voice.

      “Never with demon drugs, but humans can beat addictions. If they get treatment in time…” I trailed off at the look of disdain Drio leveled at me.

      He turned to Ro. “You want my help?”

      “Nava?” Seated at the table, Rohan twisted around to look up at me.

      I shifted from side-to-side.

      Drio smirked. “You look uncomfortable. I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “Tone down the delight,” I said. “This is um, really, really not to be shared.”

      He sanded the handle. Its wicked blade glinted in the harsh kitchen light. “You know,” he said, “it’s unhealthy to keep things inside.”

      I swallowed, standing behind Ro with my hands on his shoulder for support. Drio didn’t like having enemies. Between the torture, the flashstepping, and the fact he was a little murder machine capable of striking fast and dismembering painfully slow, he was a formidable ally.

      But that was only if he took my side. We’d been through a lot together. We’d survived Prague and nearly hooked up, sure, but I didn’t kid myself for a moment that I couldn’t see the coldness creeping into Drio’s eyes.

      “Tough,” I said, rolling the die. “Some secrets are meant to be a poison in your soul. So sit back and enjoy the rest of your truncated life. Welcome to Knowledge Club.”

      I kept the Kosher salt close and Ro half in front of me as a handy shield for the entire sordid tale. I may not have been convinced that I could set a ward faster than Drio could move, but Drio wouldn’t hurt Ro to get to me.

      Given how Drio had reacted when he’d learned the Brotherhood had its first female Rasha, I didn’t think he’d be particularly fond of witches. Especially ones that were binding demons with blood magic.

      Silent fury rolled off his tense frame, so I wasn’t wrong. But he was as incensed about the possibility of the Brotherhood being on the wrong side of the fight as Rohan had been.

      I edged that much farther behind Ro.

      “You know I could kill you before you laid down a single grain of salt or hid fully behind him, yes?” he said, twisting the machete to examine the handle.

      Eep. I jutted my chin up. “Good thing I decided to trust you then.”

      Rohan crossed his arms. “Drio, come on. Put the machete down.”

      “I knew something was going down in Prague. Why didn’t you tell me then?” He leveled a glare at me.

      “Our mission with Samson–”

      “You didn’t trust me.”

      I looked away.

      “When did you decide to trust me?”

      “Ten minutes ago,” I mumbled.

      A muscle twitched in his jaw. He tossed the machete onto the counter with a clatter, making Ro and me flinch, and marched off.

      Rohan pinched the bridge of his nose. “That went well.”

      I hurried to catch up to Drio and tugged on his sleeve. “I’m sorry.”

      Drio’s strides grew longer, forcing me to jog up the stairs behind him.

      “You’re honestly only mad that I didn’t tell you? Why aren’t you disputing my theory or blaming me or something?”

      “If it comes to it, I’ll assign plenty of blame.” His eyes glinted. “But not to you. You don’t blame someone for wanting to know the truth.”

      “You’ve come a long way from wanting me dead.”

      “Oh, I still want you dead, bella.” He chucked me under the chin. “Just for different reasons.”

      “Should I consider you helping me as my birthday present?”

      “No.”

      I clapped my hands. “Because you bought me something?”

      “No.” He turned his back to me and resumed climbing. “I’d have to like you to spoil you.”

      “Like Leo.” I stuck out my tongue. “Yeah, yeah, I know all about your ways, Mr. Hand-Printed Scarf.”

      He stopped in the doorway of his bedroom, momentarily stunned. “What?”

      I saw my chance and took it. “If exposing corruption in the Brotherhood isn’t helping me, what would you call it?”

      Drio’s features twisted with pain for a moment and I held my breath thinking that I’d finally get some insight into what made this guy tick. He was such a mass of extremes, but he kept having my back.

      I caught his hand. “I’m really truly sorry.”

      He stared at our connected hands like they didn’t compute, then gently shook free. “Forget it.”

      He shut the door. One way or another, I was going to get to the bottom of the mystery that was Drio Ricci. And make it up to him for hurting his feelings, since I now resided in the bizarro-world where his feelings mattered.

      “Nava?”

      At the sound of Rabbi Abrams’ voice, I hustled back downstairs, pathetically happy he’d called but equally worried he’d told Mandelbaum and I was now going to be forcibly rehabilitated for my own good. “Yes, Rabbi?”

      “Esther wants to see you.”

      “You talked to her? Not the Brotherhood?”

      “Navela.” Even his myriad of wrinkles frowned at me. “I didn’t speak to the Brotherhood about this. I wouldn’t endanger you and everything you’re doing to get to the bottom of this.” He sounded supremely cranky.

      I rolled onto the outsides of my feet, a smile breaking free. “I didn’t doubt it for a second.”
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      The hospital ward fluorescents cast a cold, grim light over the pale green walls, painted with sunflowers in some misguided attempt at “cheerful.” The strained manic grins on their flower faces only achieved “constipated,” pairing well with the stench of antiseptic and misery permeating the place.

      A warning sign in electric yellow proclaimed that the patient inside was in isolation and listed the conditions of entry, such as no flowers or fresh fruit.

      I donned the scrubs and gloves that the sign instructed me to don. The thirty-something black nurse in pink floral scrubs checked me over then pushed the door open, watching me through the window in the door. I smiled at her until she turned away and headed back to the nurse’s station.

      Dr. Gelman was a fragile waif in her hospital bed. Her black hair was shorter and patchier with more white streaks in it then the last time I’d seen her, while her olive leathery skin was red and angry like it was sunburned, making her look a decade older than her mid-sixties.

      I dug my nails into my palms because tears were really a threat and she’d kill me. Adopting my snarkiest pose, I tsked her. “You don’t call. You don’t write. You neglect to give me the heads up about evil witches.”

      “Snippy.” The oxygen mask over her mouth made her Israeli-accented voice harder to understand, though the face mask tied over my mouth muffled my words as well.

      I sat down in the chair beside her bed, trying not to focus on the bank of monitors and medical equipment surrounding us. “You okay?”

      “I’m still alive, so yes. Thanks so much for asking.” Her sarcasm was sharp enough to sting.

      “You were the one that so thoughtlessly crashed her immune system and didn’t return my calls.”

      Her laughter died, coughs racking her body. I poured her some water from the carafe on the table by her bed, and holding the plastic cup to her lips, kept one hand on her back to prop her up. She was light as a feather. This woman who had single-handedly teleported me into weird caves below Prague just for funsies. Who had the most knowledge of magic of anyone I’d met. Who, right now, was shaking in bed, coughing violently into her hand as the nurse glared daggers at me through the door window for possibly bringing in some unknown contagion.

      Was it possible for this to get more shitty?

      “Damn chemo,” Gelman said, another coughing spasm overtaking her.

      “I can come back another time.”

      She shook her head, pushing the cup away. She placed her hands on her chest like she was helping her ribcage expand. “What’s so urgent?” I hesitated and she snapped at me. “I’m not dead yet. Speak.”

      I caught her up on everything about my witch and Brotherhood suspicions in a matter-of-fact voice. Hoping if I didn’t get emotional, I wouldn’t raise her blood pressure too badly. “Do you believe me?”

      None of the monitors blared. Go me.

      The door opened and the same disapproving nurse came in, now wearing a mask and gloves. She switched out Gelman’s empty IV bag for a full one. “Visiting hours are over.”

      “This is Nava,” Gelman rasped.

      “The one and only,” I added.

      The nurse closed the curtains around the bed, even though there were no other patients in the room. “Good job getting Esther attacked by a demon.”

      Gelman shot her an unimpressed look. “Play nice.”

      “I never meant for that to happen,” I said.

      “Uh-huh,” the nurse said. Gelman poked her. “Fine. I’m Sienna.” Another poke. “Old woman, you’re annoying me.” Sienna tugged her gloves off, loosening Gelman’s hospital gown so she could tug the front of it down. The skin on her chest was dry and flaky.

      Sienna placed one hand on Gelman’s heart and the other on her back. “What do you want now, Rasha?”

      “Perhaps as a witch,” I said, “you could be a bit more supportive of the first female hunter? Sisterhood and all that.”

      Sienna threw me a mocking smile. “Aren’t you a special Snowflake?”

      I swallowed my snarky retort. Choked on it, but swallowed it. I needed Dr. Gelman’s help and antagonizing her fellow witch wasn’t the way to do it.

      “A witch is binding demons,” Dr. Gelman said.

      Sienna whistled. “You sure?”

      “We are.” Gelman’s tone left no room for doubt

      Relief swam down to my toes. “Who has the ability to do that?” I said.

      “No one now,” Gelman said.

      “The witches who knew how to do that are long dead. Which you’d know if you had a clue about magic,” Sienna said.

      “Even I only ever heard of one in my lifetime. Millicent Daniels. Died half-crazed with her obsession,” Gelman said.

      “Did you know her?” Sienna asked.

      Dr. Gelman shook her head. “I’d only heard stories.”

      “Addictions never end well.” I watched Sienna because she didn’t seem to be doing anything except standing there touching Gelman, which was super creepy. “What are you doing? Because that was not on the sign’s allowed activities.”

      “I’m trying to heal her.”

      I nodded. “A nurse, healer magic. That makes sense.”

      “You really know nothing.”

      “About witches? Call me Jon Snow,” I said. Sienna frowned. “Game of Thrones? Seriously? How have you missed one of the hugest cultural phenomena in recent history?”

      “Luck. All witches can heal.”

      “Infusion and elimination,” Gelman said. Her eyes were closed but she breathed easier.

      “Then why don’t you just cure her?”

      Sienna slapped her forehead. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Our magic has grown weaker,” Gelman said. “Sienna can’t cure me but this helps.”

      “You’re too stubborn to die,” Sienna replied in a fond voice. “They don’t even want you in isolation anymore.”

      “Magic,” Gelman prompted.

      “Witches’ magic is based on the premise of infusion and elimination.” Sienna removed her hands and shook them out. Gelman’s skin was a bit rosier. “That’s ‘adding to’ and ‘taking away from.’”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I have a Word of the Day app.”

      “With your generation, I assume nothing. When you kill a demon, you eliminate its life force. If I pin you in place?”

      I jerked against the chair hard enough to snap my head back, an invisible band pushing against my chest like a vise.

      “I eliminate your ability to move.” She released me, but only after much flailing of my hands and an order from Dr. Gelman.

      I rubbed my chest, peeking down the front of my scrubs and T-shirt reading “All I care about is my coffee and like 3 people” to confirm that there was bruising. “So if you changed me into a frog, you would be infusing me with frog essence–Oh, come on!” My voice came out in a throaty croak. It went well with my bumpy green skin and the flipper protruding from my left arm pit.

      Dr. Gelman laughed. If looking like Kermit was the price of hearing her laugh again, then I’d pay it.

      “Infusing you with frog essence makes you a ridiculous looking human,” Sienna said, “not a frog.”

      “Dr. Gelman,” I rumbled. Gelman waved a hand and undid the froggy damage. I patted myself down to make sure I was properly restored.

      “You witches really did just give us Rasha a fraction of your power,” I said.

      “Rasha were only given that one sliver of our elimination magic relevant to killing demons.” Sienna opened the curtains around the bed once more. “Even that was too much.”

      “Our magic is pretty cool,” I retorted. “Electricity, human blades, super speed, poison skin, shadow manipulation.”

      “Flashy super powers.” Sienna keyed in something on one of the monitors. “Rasha should never have been allowed to exist.”

      If her attitude was what I could expect from the witches, any hope of co-operation was hooped. “It’s not just super powers. We can cast spells.”

      Sienna and Dr. Gelman laughed. “Spells are the training wheels of magic,” Sienna said. “Cast a ward, do a ritual, glamor an object, big deal. Inherent magic is where the real power is and the only inherent magic you Rasha have is that little bit to kill demons.”

      “Spells are like the channels you get with basic cable,” I said. “Got it.”

      “My analogy was better,” Sienna said.

      “No, because anyone with a TV can get basic cable. Just as anyone affiliated with the magic world can cast a spell. Rabbis cast spells and they have no inherent magic. Inherent magic are the specialty channels. The good stuff.” I appealed to the nice witch in the room. “Can you find out who’s behind the binding? Kind of a magic forensic chemist?”

      Even Sienna looked to Gelman for her answer.

      “No,” Dr. Gelman said. “That’s not possible. I’ll put out feelers about the binding, but it will take time.”

      “It’s a fool’s errand.” Sienna toyed with the blue bead on the end of one of her short dreadlocks.

      “Let’s go for a little optimism, shall we?” I squeezed Gelman’s hand. “I’ll come see you soon.”

      “Try not to get yourself killed,” she said.

      “Try not to cough up a lung.”

      “Insolent child.”

      I grinned and said she made me seem easygoing by comparison. “Don’t disappear on me again, okay?”

      “I won’t.” She gave my hand a final squeeze and I left.

      Rohan was going at this from the Brotherhood angle, I’d taken the witches. Neither were delivering any kind of immediate results. That left one other party: the demons. And one demon in particular who was powerful and plugged-in enough to possibly help me get some answers.

      Malik.

      The only problem with Malik was that the last time I’d seen him, I’d almost killed him. The marid was ancient and probably had perfected the art of holding grudges, so payback was pretty much inevitable. Not looking forward to it. Plus, it would freak Rohan the fuck out.

      He wasn’t the only one.
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        * * *

      

      The admissions desk had informed me that Naomi had checked out, and after a quick text to Christina to make sure both she and Naomi were doing okay, I headed back to Demon Club to get ready for my birthday dinner.

      While I bathed, Ro, shirtless, shaved at my bathroom sink, singing along to the Motown playlist streaming off his phone to my speakers.

      I rinsed out the last of my conditioner, a goofy grin on my face at our domestic coziness, and stepped onto the bathmat, drying off.

      Ro tilted his chin up for me to inspect. “Did I miss a spot?”

      I trailed my fingers over his skin then planted a kiss to his jaw. “Nope.”

      He rinsed out his razor, washing away all the little hairs in the sink. What a keeper.

      Make-up applied, underwear and bra on, and a bright orange towel wrapped around my head, I opened my closet to select my clothes. The jangling first notes of “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” struck up. The Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell version, which Ro proclaimed to be the only version. I’d been getting quite the musical education dating this boy.

      Ro struck a pose for Marvin Gaye’s opening line, then the two of us were grooving around, strutting in circles around each other, and striking poses on the bed, all while singing our hearts out in a sassy duet. I used my fist as a mic and Ro grabbed it, pretending to share with me. We built to the final crescendo, jumping up and down, belting it out.

      As the last notes died away, Rohan spun me and dipped me.

      Silence reigned. My towel fell to the ground, forgotten, our bond, intangible yet absolute, stretching between us to envelop me.

      He set me back on my feet. “Get dressed. Don’t want the birthday girl to be late for her own party.”

      Given the choice, I’d have blown it off, stayed here, and wrapped myself in him. Drunk him in like an elixir.

      “Can’t have that.” I shimmied into a short-sleeved blue shirt dress, sweeping my hair up. “Zip me, please?” He zipped up my dress, and I straightened a bend in his stiff collar. “New shirt, just for me?” I teased. “Want me to pick your tie?”

      “Tieless today.”

      “Scaredy cat.”

      He shrugged into a blazer. “First time seeing your parents as the boyfriend instead of just your co-Rasha. Need to find the balance between ‘make a good impression’ and ‘stop trying so hard.’”

      I fiddled with the decorative buttons on my pockets. “You’re going to be fine.” Or run screaming, but what was a relationship without a few tense family moments here and there?

      Rohan’s eyes narrowed, but Ari rapped on my door, interrupting further conversation.

      “Ready?”

      Rohan studied the lightweight pink sweater Ari wore and then my blue dress. “I’m guessing that’s not coincidence.”

      “Nope.” Ari smoothed a hand over his V-neck.

      “It was our rebellion at age seven at the gendered stereotyping of our clothing.” I pulled my damp hair into a high ponytail.

      “More like Nava pitched a fit that year that she didn’t get to wear this red poufy dress our grandma had given her, because we were always put in blue and pink. Mom insisted we wear what she’d bought us, so Nava gave Mom exactly what she wanted.”

      I grabbed my purse and led the boys out. “She didn’t specify who had to wear what.”

      “We all know how you love your loopholes,” Ari said.

      Rohan chuckled. I elbowed him and he caught my hand. “Your brother insults you and I get wounded. So unfair.”

      I interlaced our fingers. “Ari looked adorable in the pink sundress Mom had chosen for me.”

      My brother nodded. “I really did. Nava just looked like an ugly boy.”

      “I really did.”

      We snickered.

      “This is going to be some party,” Rohan muttered.

      He had no idea.
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      Cars clogged the curb in front of my parents’ house.

      “Two o’clock,” Rohan said. “We’re being glared at.”

      Mrs. Jepson’s curtains twitched, but not before we caught a glimpse of her trademark floral apron.

      I nudged Ace. “Twenty bucks says she finally has an aneurysm about the cars blocking her curb.”

      Ari snorted. “She’s been promising that for years. We’re not that lucky.”

      The cedar and stained glass front door was ajar. We stepped inside, a loud hum of chatter and Céline Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On” swamping us, and were immediately approached by a caterer bearing a tray of champagne.

      “Why yes, thanks.” I helped myself to a flute. Ari, Rohan, and I clinked glasses. “Get Dad off music duty.”

      Ari grabbed one more champagne flute. “On it.”

      Two other servers circulated with hors d’oeuvres. I examined their offerings before committing to the order of appetizer consumption.

      “Your birthday dinner is catered?” Rohan said.

      “But of course.” My parents always used the same caterers. Their cheesy zucchini mini quiche were a special treat and I helped myself to two. “I’ll make it up to you later.”

      “For what?”

      “So many things.” I laughed bitterly. “Just remember that I have no expectations of you playing nice with my family.”

      “How bad could this be?”

      “It’s like being disemboweled. You expect it’ll be bad, but until you’ve experienced it you can’t actually fathom its awful depths.” I ran my hands down his arms. “I appreciate you being here.”

      “Sparky, be it demons or family members, I’ve got your back.”

      I exhaled. “Okay. Game time.” I dragged him through the foyer, down the hallway past the grids of framed family photos, and into the living room, opened for this momentous occasion.

      The crush of people helped a bit with the room’s general soullessness, though most of them wore black, so they kind of blended into the black-and-white brocade wallpaper.

      One of the caterers cleared away the drinks and empty small plates strewn over the modular coffee table.

      “Whoa.” Rohan slowed as the packed room turned and stared at our entrance.

      “Wait for it,” I muttered. “Blue rinse on your nine.”

      “Nava!” A tiny freight train of a woman with a blue-tinted perm barreled toward us. She air-kissed my cheek, bestowing birthday greetings, and then turned her gossip-attuned eye on Rohan. “Are you one of the security boys that Nava does secretarial work for?”

      I choked on my quiche.

      Rohan patted my back with one hand while extending his other to shake. “Rohan. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Ellen Tannery. I’m Associate Dean of Dov’s Law Department.”

      I wiped my mouth with the cocktail napkin. “Rohan’s my boyfriend.”

      “Really?” Another women turned with a prim sniff. Awesome, my mom’s aunt Alexia had arrived. Ro got full credit for only giving the mildest startled blink at her overly made-up face with her botoxed forehead that wouldn’t move with a dynamite blast to the face, and her collagen-injected lips that she swore were merely “good genes.”

      The Michael Bolton song playing cut out, replaced by Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You.” Praise unto Ari.

      Alexia waved at Rohan with an asparagus tip. “This handsome young man is really your boyfriend?”

      “Will wonders never cease?” I said in a tight voice.

      Thus began the Parade of Making Nice, involving Rohan and me circulating from group to group while I smiled through a litany of backhanded insults on my professional status from my parents’ faculty friends and blatant disbelief on my love life from my family members. No, that’s not fair. There were family members that combined both, like my half-deaf great uncle Moishe, holding court in Dad’s recliner, who repeated his slights in a voice only slightly quieter than a stadium announcer’s.

      Ro was shell-shocked by the time we’d navigated the room once. “These people are horrible.”

      “Yeah. Come on, Snowflake.” I tugged on his hand. “You’ve done your time. I’m pronouncing you officially freed for good behavior. Leo will have corralled our friends in the TV room. You’ll be safe there.”

      I led Rohan past the charcuterie table first so he could load up on protein because his left eyebrow was twitching, generally a sign he was starving. Though it might also have been PTSD. I shoved a small plate into his hands then waved discreetly at Ari, his elbow caught in a death grip by one of mom’s co-workers. He had the same pained expression on his face he always did when she tried to set him up with her douchebag son. I tipped my head to the door to let him know we were making our escape.

      Leo, bless her heart, took one look at Ro and stuffed her highball into his hand. “Start now and keep up a steady intake,” she said. “It’ll make this night go much easier.”

      He tossed the drink back. “Can’t we just go fight demons?”

      “What do you think we’ve been doing for the past hour?” I grabbed another champagne flute from a passing server and chugged it down.

      “Going to greet the parents now?” Leo asked.

      I shoved the empty glass in her hand. “Wish me luck.”

      I caught my dad sneaking back into the home office, his phone in his hand. He’d dressed up for the occasion, which meant replacing his sweater vest with a plaid button-down shirt that had been ironed to within an inch of its life. “Freeze.”

      He stilled mid-reach for the docking system plugged into the house-wide speakers. “You don’t even know what I’m going to play.”

      “Steve Miller’s greatest hits.”

      He blinked owlishly at me. “Are you psychic?”

      “I can see your screen.”

      “They’re classics.” He huffed. “Besides, you don’t have time to worry about music. Go talk more with all your guests.”

      “Oh, sure.” I planted my hands on my hips. “Should I go slip into my Handmaid’s Tale robe now? Because secretary at a security firm, really, Dad? Uncle Izzy already mansplained how I need to find a nice Jewish boy and get married now that all my dance mishegoss is done with. Haven’t heard that one since last Hanukkah, so it was just swell to be told that if I found the right Executive to work for my M.R.S. was assured.”

      “Sweetheart, no one was going to believe the girl who spent the past year racking up temp jobs was hired for any type of actual security position. Be logical.”

      I logically wanted to brain him with his phone. I placed my hand on my diaphragm, using a breathing technique from tap to calm the fuck down. “Happy birthday to me.”

      “Always. What does a clam do on his birthday?”

      I exhaled, rolling back my shoulders and visibly bracing myself for the groaner to come. Dad said so many of the wrong things, but he was the first one with a joke to make light of a situation.

      I was my father. Kill me now.

      “You ready? Can you take it?” Dad asked.

      “I’ve been training. I’m in pretty peak freaking shape. Hit me. What does a clam do on his birthday?”

      “He shellabrates. Ba-dum. Tshh.” He mimed hitting a drum set.

      “Wow.” I was totally telling that to Ari.

      He kissed the side of my head. “Go find your mother. Someone spilled Merlot on her blouse and she’s having a clothing crisis about what to change into.”

      We exchanged wry grins. Mom didn’t cope well with on-the-fly decisions.

      “Going. Stay away from the music or you’ll remember what magic powers I do have.”

      I knocked on my mother’s bedroom door before pushing it open with an “All hail the birthday girl.”

      Mom stood in a black pencil skirt and black camisole, a variety of tasteful black blouses arrayed on the bed. She frowned at my blue dress, running a hand over her honey-blonde bob. “Really, Nava. Haven’t you and Ari outgrown that ridiculous show of petulance?” She dropped her hand. “Dear God. What happened to your chin?”

      I blushed, cupping my hand over it. I’d thought the ton of concealer I’d used had done the trick since no one else had commented, but Mom had X-ray vision when it came to finding my flaws. “Demon,” I mumbled.

      She tsked me. “What’s done is done.”

      I kissed her cheek. “Lovely to see you, too, Mom. What’s the problem? Having trouble choosing between black and slightly less black?”

      “I had a perfectly good blouse, but your cousin Shauna spilled wine on it.” She fiddled with her tasteful gold chain. “I swear that women has nothing better to do than hold a grudge.”

      I flung her closet door open. “Since it’s a party…” In theory. “Here.” I pulled out the brightest shirt I could find: a jade green number with its tags still on.

      “Your father bought me that.” She raked a critical eye over it. “I think the color would make me look a bit… desperate.”

      “You’re right. If you put it on, everyone would be like ‘cougar it down a notch.’”

      She laughed. “You’re the payback my mother warned me about. Go enjoy your party. I’ll be down momentarily.”

      Duty done, I fled back to the TV room.

      Rohan patted the seat next to him and I gratefully sank into his embrace. “You want another drink?” he said.

      “Yes, but no. My mom has enough ammunition for tonight.”

      Leo sat down on top of me. I sniffed her neck for her Sexy Ruby perfume. “Ooh, smell me, baby.” She draped her arms around my neck and smooched my cheek.

      Ro put his hand on my knee. “That’s mine.”

      Leo made a raspberry noise. “I pre-date you.” She swung her legs onto his lap. “But if you’re good, I’ll share.”

      Rohan winked at her. “I’m very good.”

      Leo leaned back against me. “How good? On a scale of one to ten with one being a pleasant foot massage and ten being Ricky Whittle banging me senseless on the glass elevator going up the outside of the CN Tower?”

      Ro cough-laughed.

      “What?” she said. “TMI?”

      “More oddly specific,” he replied.

      I tugged on Leo’s hair. “Plus, I’m the only one you’re supposed to objectify tonight.”

      “Right.” She mouthed “We’ll talk later” at Ro.

      “Can I get you ladies anything?” he said. Leo requested some more goat cheese-stuffed figs and Ro left.

      “You didn’t invite Drio?” I asked.

      “I did. He said he was too jetlagged.”

      Or was he still hurt? I didn’t say anything to Leo because I didn’t want to make her mad and have her drain me dry. I pushed her off me. “Your free trial of my goods has ended. You want me to put out? Sign up. Very attractive lease rates.”

      “Eh. I’m gonna shop around.” She hopped up and straightened her silver velvety sundress, her plethora of silver jewelry tinkling. “Wait here.” She skipped off, returning a moment later carrying a large gift.

      I ripped open the envelope to find a little kid’s card. A “Now you are 2!” button fell out. Leo had added a “one” in red crayon. That explained the button Ari had pinned to his shirt. Inside the card, she’d written “About time you were my friend again, dummy.” She’d covered one side of the card in heart stickers.

      “I love you, Leo.”

      She nudged my shoulder. “Love you, too. Open it.”

      I tore into the gift. “No way. You remembered.”

      Leo and I used to go see movies all the time, often at this odd little mall downtown that most people only went to for either the theater or the Japanese dollar store. But there was also this art gallery featuring a lot of local artists that we’d hang out in while waiting for our movie to start. The art was weird and wonderful, from pastel portraits of cute monsters to vivid paintings involving fractured fairy tale tableaux. My favorite artist was Camilla D’Errico, who painted these doe-eyed anime girls. One had an octopus hanging off her head, another painting featured a unicorn-horned girl emerging from a Technicolor sea.

      Leo had bought me one of D’Errico’s framed prints of Neo New York, this Blade Runner-type cityscape. A girl with a hot pink umbrella stood downcast in the midst of the hustle and bustle of the city. I’d always said I’d buy it as soon as I had my own place.

      I tackled her in a hug until she proclaimed that I was suffocating her, then I slid the painting behind the sofa so no one spilled anything on it. “Hey, can I ask you a work question?”

      She pinned my button on me. “I haven’t heard anything about Candyman.”

      “Not that. Ever heard of an oshk?”

      Leo laughed. “Where’d you hear that urban legend?”

      “Not so legendy. I saw one.”

      Leo looked skeptical. “Oshk is the bogeyman of demons. It’s what mommy and daddy demons tell baby demons when they’re bad. Bad in the wrong ways for demons.”

      “I never thought about demon parenting,” I said.

      “It leaves a lot to be desired.” She scratched her cheek. “Shit. That might explain why some of the demons in town seem to have disappeared.”

      “I’d noticed. Eaten?”

      “Or took off.”

      “Do oshk hurt people?”

      “It’s only the one. The oshk is a Unique. But no on the hurting people. Not that I’ve ever heard.”

      I hoped this wasn’t a first-time-for-everything scenario.

      Citrus perfume teased my senses as a woman pressed into my side. My cousin Yael, my favorite family member after Ari. “Who’s the hottie?”

      I pushed aside her explosive corkscrew curls that I’d envied most of my life to kiss her cheek. “Which one?”

      All three of us looked at Ro, Ari, and Kane, chatting in a corner. Rephrase. Ro was chatting with them both. Ari and Kane were standing stiffly in the same general vicinity.

      “Start with the one Ari is obviously desperate for.”

      Leo laughed and stood up. “Good to see you again, Yael.”

      My cousin beamed up at her. “You too, pipsqueak.”

      Leo went to join the guys while I examined my cousin. “How do you make middle-age look so hot?”

      “I’m thirty-three, asshole.” She ran a hand over the gray tank dress she wore. “Also, I have good genes.”

      I shuddered. “You better hope you didn’t inherit those, because you’ll be playing tetherball with that rack of yours when you hit fifty. Where’s the monster?”

      “With the sperm donor.” Her expression darkened at the mention of her ex.

      “I bet you have photos.”

      Yael pulled out her phone so fast, she almost brained me with her elbow. She scrolled through each of the hundred photos of her seven-year-old daughter, complete with detailed explanation of what Rachel was doing in each one.

      I lasted for about eighteen photos before smothering myself with a pillow.

      She pulled the phone away. “You made it through about four photos longer this time. Wow, you’re all mature and shit.” She elbowed me. “Now spill.”

      That was all the prompting I needed to give up the gossip between Ari and Kane. Yael knew the truth about what Ari and I did, had known even before he’d hidden out at her place to avoid a repeat of another demon getting to him before his powers had become active.

      She rubbed her hands together. “I’m going to make him miserable. But first I plan on interrogating your boyfriend. The one you failed to mention you were dating.”

      “Ari. That rat.”

      My brother must have heard us because he smirked and raised his glass in cheers.

      Yael stood up, and I scrambled to my feet. “What would it take to keep you away from him?”

      She’d terrified Cole with her inquisition. Granted he was young and nowhere near as arrogant as Snowflake, but I didn’t want Rohan to freak out.

      She stroked her chin. “You really like him, don’t you?”

      “No shit, considering I’m dating him.”

      “More than that. Okay. I’ll stand down. For now.” She broke into an evil cackle.

      “You’ll also give me my present.”

      Her cackle got eviler, but she handed me a small gift bag.

      I peered inside. “Smutty fridge magnet poetry. How thoughtful.”

      “Since you’ll soon be old enough to have sex for the first time,” she said. I snorted. “I’m imparting the sage wisdom of how important communication in the bedroom is.”

      I flipped the box over to check out the example tiles. “‘Body spank want wet.’ Yes, I anticipate this facilitating mature and reflective conversations around intimacy.”

      We cracked up.

      My mother entered in one of the black blouses to announce that dinner had been laid out in the dining room. The green one would have really lit her up. Why did I bother? The laughter died on my lips.

      Yael nudged me. “Not worth it.”

      “Damn straight.” I pasted a smile on my face.

      The meal went by without incident. Since it was a buffet, people were free to eat anywhere, so I loaded up my plate and went back into the TV room.

      I’d been stopped by more people wanting to say hello, so I was the last one back. Someone had arranged the seating into a loose circle around the coffee table. I took the last empty chair between Leo and Rohan. Yael sat sandwiched between Kane and Ari on the sofa.

      “You know.” Kane stabbed at a piece of rotini in pesto-artichoke sauce. “You two being born today makes a lot of sense.”

      I swallowed my grilled salmon. It was covered in a mustard-maple syrup vinaigrette I was considering getting a dipping bowl full of, next go around. “Why? Because we’re Geminis and twins?”

      “Laaaame,” Leo said.

      “No, smarty pants.” Kane smirked. “Because every Gemini I’ve ever known has been stubborn as hell.”

      “So true! These two especially.” Yael scooped up some roasted fingerling potatoes. “The stories I could tell.” Which of course she did, though thankfully they were the tame ones.

      Ro caught my eye during the tale of me at age six telling my dad that I “rejected his rational opinion in favor of my own.” “I find that so hard to believe,” he said.

      “I know.” I pushed the plate away, rubbing my full belly. “I’m so easygoing. You’re truly blessed with my low maintenance.”

      “For which I give daily thanks.” Ro helped himself to the remaining rib on my plate.

      There was a lot of laughter and silly small talk. It was so different from last year when the only person I’d had here for me had been Ari. I didn’t know Rabbi Abrams or any Rasha, not that the hunters had been invited. Even Yael hadn’t come, in the midst of her horrible divorce. Leo and I hadn’t been speaking and there hadn’t been anyone else I was close enough to want to invite.

      You couldn’t pay me to go back to that existence.

      Finally we got to my favorite part: the cakes. Everyone sang “Happy Birthday” as caterers brought in the desserts: a “balls inside” St. Honoré with the cream puffs both inside the sheet cake as well as on top for Ari and a super deluxe chocolate for me. Each had twenty-two candles because there had to be the one for good luck on each.

      “Make a wish,” Leo called out.

      I looked at Rohan, closed my eyes, and blew.

      “One boyfriend,” Yael said.

      I opened my eyes but she wasn’t talking about my cake.

      Ari muttered for her to shut up and blew his last candle out. Silly boy. Might as well have waved a red flag in front of a bull, because Yael grinned and said, “Let’s make a list of candidates!”

      Rabbi Abrams had snuck in during the singing, so I brought him a slice of the “balls inside” which Mom always made sure was Kosher.

      “Thank you for getting me to Dr. Gelman.”

      He took a bite with a happy sigh. “You’re welcome.”

      I stood there a moment, fidgeting.

      “I’m not mad at you, Navela, but this is a sad situation.”

      “I know.”

      “You will keep me in the loop on all of it from now on, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. “Happy birthday. You are a good Rasha.”

      I gave him a watery smile and headed into the powder room down the hall in search of tissue.

      “Everything good with Rabbi A?” Rohan held out a piece of chocolate cake to me.

      I nodded, throwing my damp tissue in the trash. I hadn’t actually cried which was a total win. “I already tried both kinds.”

      “Yeah, but you want seconds of the chocolate.”

      I really did. We went and sat on the hallway stairs with our legs nudged together, me occasionally feeding him bites since it was a two-person piece. Fine, it was sharing-sized only because I’d already had two pieces and couldn’t plow through this one alone.

      I put the empty plate on the stair beside me, braced my elbows on my knees, and dropped my head in my hands.

      Rohan rubbed my back. “Talk to me.”

      “I want a do-over on today.” I was rubbed raw. I’d woken up and nearly had a heart attack over Rohan making me think he hadn’t given me a gift, I’d seen Dr. Gelman, checked up on Christina and Naomi, and Sienna had told me I was dumb. I’d had more people ask me when I was going to start doing something useful and having kids than I wanted to count. Even the word of the day for today was awful.

      Some things were good. Rabbi Abrams believed in me. But my own dad didn’t. No one in my family, except for Ari and Yael, thought I had what it took to actually do something cool with my life. My insides were a jagged jumble and any birthday happiness I’d accrued lay broken and battered on their sharp edges.

      My mom walked past, her heels clicking on the tiles. “Nava, why aren’t you mingling?”

      I tensed up.

      “She needs a break,” Rohan said.

      “Your concern is very nice, dear, but Nava can’t just selfishly hide away when all these guests have come to celebrate with her.”

      “Be real,” I said. “Four, maybe five of these guests came to celebrate with me, and they’d all understand. The rest came for you and Dad.”

      “It’s not fair to your brother to put this all on him.” Her “as usual” was unspoken but very much implied.

      “God knows Ari’s feelings must always come first.”

      “There’s no dealing with you when you’re like this.”

      I straightened up with a snap. “Like what?”

      Rohan stopped rubbing my back. “How about we go outside and get some air?”

      “No, Ro. I really want to hear her answer. I’ve been putting up with insults all night at this sham of a birthday that has nothing to do with me, because in my entire fucking life it’s never been about me where she’s concerned. So tell me, Mother Dearest, how I should be behaving?”

      “I’m not going to make a scene in front of your guests, no matter how much you want me to. I apologize for my difficult daughter, Rohan, but it was nice to see you again.” She turned away. “Now I need to speak with the caterers.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Mom, I’m not being difficult. You’re being a bitch.”

      She flinched like I’d slapped her. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” She strode off, holding a hand up to Ari, who’d arrived.

      I muttered a curse, curling in on myself.

      “You want to go after her?” Rohan said.

      “No point right now,” Ari said.

      I spread my arms wide. “Lay it on me, bro. I’m a horrible daughter.”

      Ari nudged my foot. “No, you’re not. It’s been a long time coming. Take her home?” he asked.

      Rohan nodded.

      “Happy birthday, Nee,” Ari said, over his shoulder, already heading back into the fray. “There’s no one I’d rather share it with. Even if your sense of timing sucks.”
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        * * *

      

      Rohan hung Leo’s gift up for me. It looked perfect against the raspberry walls that he’d helped me paint. Now I had the Gregory Hines tap dancing photo on one side of my bed and this print on the other. I’d also tacked up photos of the important people in my life: Leo and me glammed up for a night out, Ari and I at our favorite gelato place, Ms. Clara with a plate of cookies in one hand and her dominatrix whip in the other, Baruch and Rabbi Abrams drinking tea at a café in Jerusalem together, and Kane and Ari mugging with a basketball. Then there were the selfies of Ro and me: us in Prague, here in Vancouver beat up and triumphant throwing devil horns after a nasty demon kill in Stanley Park, and laying on his car at dusk with our best rock star faces on. Ro wore an unbelievably arrogant smirk that made me laugh every time I looked at it, while I’d affected my best sultry pout. I’d get a photo of Drio now that he was back from Rome and stick that up, too.

      Rohan tucked me into bed. He wore my “Tap Dancers Need Wood” shirt that was too tight and short on him, fussing over me as he plumped up pillows to go behind my back.

      He was amazing.

      “I have one more gift for you,” he said.

      I traced the line of his abs down to his waistband. “Is it R-rated?”

      He picked up the acoustic guitar he’d brought in, his hand curved possessively around it, rummaging through the pocket of his shorts for a pick. He had dozens of them scattered about his room, but he pulled out this matte purple one that, according to his fan boards, was his favorite type.

      “Did you write a new song?” I’d recently heard the finished version of the theme song for “Hard Knock Strife” and he was writing music again but, even though he was always willing to play for me while I danced, it was either Fugue State Five songs or covers. He hadn’t let me hear any other new songs.

      Ro put his finger to his lips to shush me and I folded my hands in my lap like a good little listener.

      “It’s called ‘Slay.’” Head bent, a lock of hair falling forward, Rohan’s first notes were as rich as aged whiskey. The opening melody wove around me, low and clear.

      Sucker-punched by a cherub wrapped tight in barb wire

      You skirted the shadows

      taught me how to soar higher

      It started a game

      stand one night on its head

      My fallen angel’s my home

      stack our days end to end

      Words poured out of him, his eyes on mine weaving a spell, a story of us, that I wrapped myself in snugger than any blanket. He kept one foot planted on the floor, keeping time, the other bent to support the weight of the guitar.

      I listed toward him, drawn in by the warm pull of his smile. My blood heated to a slow drift and my heart kept time with the bass.

      His strumming kicked up, his heel driving the rhythm and his voice ringing out for the chorus.

      Slay all your demons

      I’ll slay all of mine

      Light up the darkness

      you’re my bottom line

      Let’s slay all our demons

      I’ll lay down my knives

      For you, I’ll lay down my knives

      Why don’t you slay?

      Come on, just slay,

      You know I’ve been slain.

      Rohan danced his pick over his knuckles, swallowed, and pursed his lips. “It’s pretty rough. I mean, I haven’t been writing for a while and I might need to edit some parts, but that’s pretty usual and–what?”

      My boyfriend had written a song for me. The best song in the history of all mankind.

      Pressing my palms against the mattress, I rose up and kissed him. “I love it.”

      He set the guitar down. “You needed your own song. For the new album.” He tossed the pick on the nightstand. “I wouldn’t even be writing again if it wasn’t for you.”

      I kissed him again, more insistent, pouring every feeling I was too overwhelmed to voice into it. He pulled away, breathless and laughing, and from the tender look he shone on me, he’d understood.

      “Sing it again?”

      His pleased growl shot electric sparks through my blood. But the smile he bestowed on me? It wasn’t some sexy wattage or the deadly-deserved arrogance of his hunter smirk that got me hot and wet. No, this one, warm and intimate and a bit shy to fully emerge, swelled me up with light and air and a bittersweet ache like there was this amazing thing if I could only stretch my fingertips one more millimeter to grab it tight.

      I couldn’t contain it, so I molded it into something I could handle. I got onto my knees, fingering the hem of Ro’s T-shirt. “Keep singing.” I tugged it over his head, pitching it carelessly at the foot of the bed.

      His eyes darkened but he started the song again, a capella.

      I snapped the button on his shorts and Ro’s voice wavered. I raised an eyebrow and he grinned his apology, singing the chorus in a steadier voice, even as I pulled out his cock, stroking it, luxuriating in the feel of it swelling.

      I reached over to the night-table, got the bottle of water-based lube and pressed it into Ro’s hands. He was about to stop singing when I shook my head and took out Snake Clitspin, my S-shaped vibe. He smiled and oiled the toy up just at the chorus.

      The song ended right as I hit the “on” button and Snake hummed.

      Ro reached for me but I wagged a finger at him. “Uh-uh. Keep singing. Mood music. But no touching.”

      “Come on–”

      I sucked his erection into my mouth.

      Ro bucked off the bed and burst into song. “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.” Not in my top ten bow-chica-wow-wow songs, but rolling off his tongue, his voice a low growl and the corner of his mouth quirked in a knowing smile, it was positively pornographic.

      I squirmed, his answering smirk ruined by the flush on his cheeks and the white-knuckled grip he had on the sheets.

      A better musical choice was his rendition of Maroon 5’s “Harder to Breathe” accompanied by me on dick and vibe. Ro’s breathing was growing harsh, but champ that he was he kept singing, albeit a bit more growly than usual, his eyes darting between his blowjob of the century–I wasn’t even using my magic on him, I was just that good–and my writhing, getting myself off on Snake almost as much as on what I was doing to Ro.

      By Britney’s “Slave to You,” he was snapping his hips in time to the music, his erection in my mouth impossibly hard. He strained to stay in control enough to do as I’d asked and keep singing. Keep his hands curled in tight fists so he wouldn’t touch me, his voice wavering as he tried to follow my dictate.

      With a word I could unleash it all, let the storm of his passions devour me. The knowledge was heady to the point that my wanton moans threatened to drown him out. I rocked Snake inside me in rhythmic pulses; my fingers and toes tingled from the fat coils of pleasure rippling through me. I vibrated, strung taut.

      We didn’t even make through the first chorus of “Wicked Games” by The Weeknd. Ro sang these filthy lyrics in a ringing voice and I came hard. It sent Ro over the edge, his body bucking, all pretense of singing abandoned.

      He mumbled a string of Hindi curses, sprawled against the pillows.

      I rode the aftershocks coursing through my body, then mustered up the energy to turn Snake off. The room smelled of sex, drenched in musky good times.

      “Your blow jobs are the fucking bomb,” he said. I laughed and he nudged my shoulder with his knee. “Happy birthday, Sparky.”

      I crawled up the length of his body, sliding blankets over us both. The incandescent glow of the firefly lights tapped up around my ceiling made the room softer, warmer. Rohan’s chest pressed against my back and my breathing came easier, my heartbeat slowing to match his. “Thanks for making it happy.”

      He tucked a kiss into the nape of my neck, stretched to switch off the light, and then settled back against me with one arm holding me close. “Always,” he said.

      And right before I fell asleep, I thought that sounded pretty good.
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      Tuesday morning I ambushed Kane and Ari at the front door, forcing them both to hug me at the same time. “Be careful.”

      They were headed into the interior of the province which had been affected by extremely bad flooding. Natural disasters: demon’s crack.

      Twin sets of elbows jabbed me to get free. “We will,” they chorused.

      “Take care of each other. I refuse to be down a sibling or a friend.”

      Kane hefted up his duffel bag. “It’s always about you.” He winked and strode out to his Porsche.

      Ari slung his backpack over one shoulder. “Promise you’ll talk to Mom. Apologize even.”

      “I promise that at some point in my life I will once again speak to her.”

      “Nava.”

      “Ariiiiii.” I squirmed, miserable. “Fine. I promise.” I gave him one more hug for the road, waving until he and Kane had driven off.

      Drio and Rohan were in the library. Drio, in sweats, was typing on Rohan’s laptop, while Ro stood in the corner on the phone in board shorts and another faded T-shirt. He waved hello at me.

      I set a foil-wrapped plate down in front of Drio.

      He pulled up one edge and peeked in. “This is cake.”

      “Actually it’s cakes plural, but solid attempt on the identification.” I tossed a fork at him, hitting him square in the chest. “Next time, come to my damn party.”

      He glared at me but tore the foil off and dug in, so I figured my point had been ceded.

      I sniffed the air. “Wearing Sexy Ruby now, are we?”

      He smelled his wrist, his eyes going soft and dreamy for a moment.

      I smirked.

      “It’s on her sheets. Shut up.” He dug into the cake with ferocity.

      Well, well. I refrained from poking the beast further, especially the beast with a fork and über-speed. I filled him in on what Leo had told me about the oshk’s bogeyman status, omitting the part where she’d learned it directly from her goblin father, and letting him think she’d discovered it from the demon clientele she worked with as a part-time Private Investigator. I shuddered to think how the Rasha with the biggest hard-on for killing demons would react when he learned he was sleeping with a half-goblin.

      Drio entered the keywords “bogeyman” and “urban legend” into a new search in the Brotherhood’s database but it still didn’t yield any results for the oshk.

      Rohan sat down next to me. “That was Zahir.”

      “Learn anything useful about Ferdinand?” I said.

      “Not exactly. Drio, I need you to go to Palm Springs.”

      I didn’t understand Ro’s request, but Drio gave two slow blinks before replying. “You are without scruples.”

      Rohan wagged a finger at him. “You’ll make an old lady very happy.”

      “Phrasing and huh?” I said.

      Drio licked frosting off the fork. “He wants me to visit the widow of the rabbi who ran the Los Angeles chapter.”

      Rohan spread his hands wide. “Rabbi Soriano has been gone a couple of years and Golda must be lonely. Besides, she loves Drio. It would be such a mitzvah.”

      Drio kicked his chair. “Golda has early stage dementia and I’m not going to harass her. She can barely remember–” He snapped his mouth shut.

      “Aha! I knew you still visited her.” He patted Drio’s cheek. “Such a mensch.”

      Drio knocked Ro’s hand away, then smacked me with the fork. “Quit gaping. They are pity visits.”

      I tossed the fork on the table, wetting my finger and rubbing the front of my purple sundress to clean the smudge of frosting. “Sure, softie.”

      I took his growl for the assent that it was, smothering my fond smile at how much the big meanie was going out of his way to help me. Drio’s loyalty to Ro was absolute; having even the tiniest sliver of his support made me more certain that we could pull this off.

      “Golda befriended everyone who ever came through the place and Zahir said Ferdinand was based out of there for about a decade, starting in the late 80s,” Rohan said. “Not sure why the Brotherhood doctored his record to show Ferdinand was there this past year, but chances are Golda stayed in touch. She might be able to tell us more about his death.”

      “I understand you don’t want to ask the current rabbi in case he’s involved, but why don’t you visit Golda yourself?” I said. “Los Angeles is your home chapter.”

      Drio barked his laughter and finished his last bit of cake off with his fingers. “She’s never forgiven him for ruining her Passover dinner one year.” He nudged Rohan. “Go on. Share.”

      Rohan stood up abruptly. “Not worth retelling.”

      “I beg to differ,” I said.

      “Ro got hold of this–umph!”

      Rohan grabbed Drio in a headlock, muffling his mouth. I was totally getting that story out of him one day. Still holding Drio by the head, he dragged his friend out of the room, saying they’d be back in a bit because he was going to buy Drio a cash ticket to Palm Springs.

      “Make it one way!” I called out.

      Mahmud had texted my burner phone to confirm that other than the possible deaths themselves, there was nothing suspicious about the four Rasha who’d died in Askuchar. Nothing on their records had been redacted and no one was hiding anything about their lives or covering anything up. I thanked him and reminded him to stay in touch on this phone only.

      I prepared a few things for the drop later this afternoon. The sooner we nailed Candyman, the better.

      My Brotherhood-issued phone beeped madly. I’d never heard that particular sound before and was shocked to see that Orwell had sent me a text with no one else on the chain.

      There’d been another Sweet Tooth incident. I called Ro. “We’ve got a death.”

      “You want me to meet you? I’m way on the other side of town,” Rohan said.

      “I’ll handle it. Just keeping you in the loop.”

      “Thanks, Boss.”

      “Most Superior Goddess works, too.”

      “Goof,” he said, and hung up.

      About twenty minutes later, I pulled up to Rocco’s Pizzeria, a squat brick storefront off West Tenth Avenue that wasn’t too far from our mansion. Close to the University of British Columbia, it was a popular student hangout for its huge portions. I salivated just thinking about their pesto pancetta slices.

      Yes, pancetta, my not-so-secret love. I was a bad Jew. Jew-ish.

      I slung the laminated press pass identifying me as one of the reporters for The Vancouver Sun newspaper over the business casual blouse and linen pants that I’d changed into, and fished a spiral bound notebook and pen from my purse.

      Crime scene tape had been strung across the open door, allowing the scent of baking dough and spicy tomato sauce to drift out into the street. Cops milled about.

      The first officer I spoke to directed me to another cop who was willing to say that an alleged assault and death had occurred on the premises.

      A crying Indo-Canadian woman a few years older than me was inside the restaurant speaking with an officer, but there was no way to get to her. Other than her there were just a lot of gawkers out on the sidewalk speculating on what had happened.

      I headed into the alley behind the store. The dumpster hadn’t been emptied and the stench of rotting food in this heat made my stomach lurch. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait there for very long. The back door opened and I fished a new pack of cigarettes out of my purse, making a big show of unwrapping it.

      “Could I bum one of those?” An unshaven dude in a sauce-stained apron with a dusting of flour along his jaw nodded at the pack.

      Thanks to Yael’s many stories from her years of working in kitchens, it had been a fair assumption that someone in this place was a smoker.

      I held the pack out. “Help yourself.”

      He jammed a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, flicking open his lighter and lit up. He closed his eyes to better savor that first deep drag. “Need a light?” He sparked the flame for me.

      That was the only downside to my plan. Cigarettes were gross. I took the barest drag and then mostly held it.

      He gestured at my press pass. “I can’t talk about what happened.”

      “Sweet Tooth is a really shitty drug,” I said.

      He flicked his tongue over his lips before puffing away some more. “Got that out of the cops?”

      I shook my head. “My friend had a bad experience on it a few days ago. Surgery bad. She assaulted someone, too.” A long column of ash fell onto my open-toed sandals, startling me out of my daze. I ground the tip into the brick wall.

      “Sorry to hear it.”

      “Everyone affected has friends, family. If you could just tell me–”

      He crushed the butt under his shoe. “Sorry.”

      The door to the pizzeria closed behind him with a reverberating thud.

      “Was that just bullshit for the story?” The Indo-Canadian woman watched me from the mouth of the alley with red-rimmed, puffy eyes. “About your friend?”

      “No.” I walked over to her, glad to get away from the garbage. “One of my friends did Sweet Tooth and was fine. The other one?” I shook my head.

      She drew in a shaky breath that racked her slight frame.

      I handed her an unopened water bottle. I’d been taught all kinds of tricks for getting victims or their family and friends to open up. This particular purse held all my props. Yeah, it was kind of cold and manipulative, as was exploiting Naomi’s tragedy, but if this got me to Candyman and made sure that no one else got hurt, I’d be as manipulative as it took.

      “Was it your friend?” I said.

      “Cousin. Jake.” She twisted the cap off but didn’t drink.

      “I’m so sorry. What’s your name?”

      “Harjit.”

      “I’m Nava. Did you take any?” I checked her pupils but didn’t see any dilation.

      “No. It wasn’t my thing. Caffeine junkie, yeah.”

      “Can I buy you one? I mean, it is recess time. I generally need a hit about now.” She mustered up a weak smile, but I could sense her hesitation, so I bulldozed over it. “There’s a café about half a block from here. Blast Brew Bar. You know it?”

      “The hipster place?”

      “Yeah.” I started walking, maintaining eye contact and essentially forcing her to come with me. “They do that handmade, pour-over coffee thing, which yes, is so pretentious, but they’re close.”

      “They’re kind of overpriced.”

      I leaned in conspiratorially. “That’s because they factor in the price of the physio from their carpel tunnel. It’s my treat. Come on. Let me buy you a hot drink and get some sugar into your system. If you don’t want to talk, you don’t have to.”

      Harjit nodded, hesitant, but still agreeing to come. The cops had cut her loose for the moment and she looked adrift. She hadn’t immediately gone home so I figured she wanted a chance to steady herself after the loss she’d suffered.

      Not letting up my stream of chatter, I led her over to Blast and got us settled in with coffee and biscotti. The Brew Bar was all distressed wood, copper accents, and caffeine condescension with a massive stainless steel espresso maker focal point. The barista rubbed it down like he was jerking it off.

      I worried my Starbucks-loving ass might be outed and I’d be run out of the place in a flurry of manbunned indignation, but I managed to place my order with enough ennui to make it seem like I belonged.

      True to my word, I powered through my bitter brew, letting Harjit have her space. She broke her biscotti into smaller and smaller pieces until the crumbs mounted on her plate. “I wasn’t even supposed to see Jake today. I’d only met up with him to get on his case for ditching his treatment.”

      “Substance abuse?” I licked my finger and pressed it to the three measly crumbs on my plate. I’d inhaled my biscotti and having gone this far, was committed to leaving no trace.

      She pushed her plate away. “No.”

      “Okay, so you met up and he had already taken the Sweet Tooth?” She nodded. “Was there a sudden shift in his behavior? Like zero to extreme and it was terrifying?”

      She glanced up at me, startled.

      “It’s what happened with my friend,” I said gently.

      “Jake had ordered his pizza, but he didn’t have any cash and I was so mad at him that I didn’t want to pay.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Rocco? The owner? He’s a big guy. He was behind the counter and when he told Jake to come back with money or leave, Jake casually grabbed this decorative vase on the counter and bashed Rocco with it.” Harjit lined up the creamer and sugar bowls. “Then Jake jumped the counter and started stuffing pizza slices in his mouth. He wasn’t even chewing them, just swallowing them down whole. I was freaking out calling 911.”

      “Was Rocco okay?”

      “Yeah. His head was bleeding, but he was conscious. He and the cook tackled Jake but he didn’t seem to care. He fought them for more pizza. He must have eaten two pies.” Her voice caught. “He had a heart attack.” Grief twisted her features, her eyes bleak as they met mine. “It was over so fast.”

      “What was he in treatment for?”

      She closed her eyes, the answer dragged out of her in a rushed breath. “Food addiction.”

      I drove Harjit home, making her promise that she would call the number for counseling that the police had given her. I also checked in on Christina, who was doing better because Naomi was doing better. I got it; Naomi was her Leo. Neither of them were up to visitors yet but she did want to see me at some point.

      I vowed to make more of an effort with friendships. Or have them at all.

      I texted Rohan an address and the words “Meet me?” He texted back his agreement and I gunned my car west.

      I parked my car at the lot on top of Queen Elizabeth Park, nicknamed Little Mountain by Vancouverites, and commandeered a wooden bench on the covered boardwalk that curved around the giant fountain. I stretched out my bare legs, letting the sunshine soak away the despondency of this mission.

      Kids shrieked with laughter as they dodged and splashed in the dozens of jets spouting water in varying heights.

      “Got Drio a ticket for tonight after the drop.” Rohan sat down beside me.

      I nodded, my attention on a little girl, maybe two or three, naked and dancing like a fiend through the plumes of water.

      “Was that you?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t that young when they redid the park and put this fountain in, so no nudity for me. No, wait, I lie. But that was much later and it was a dare.”

      “Leo?”

      “Good guess.” The little girl jumped up and down in the fountain, her laughter shaking her plump belly. I smiled. “Ari and I had many the water fight here.” I stood up, my hand extended. “Come on. I need to be in a happy place right now. I’ll tell you what I learned there.”

      The glass and steel dome of the Bloedel Conservatory rose up from behind the fountain like a perky nipple. We jogged down the short flight of stairs by the large Canadian flag waving in the breeze, and around to the front of the building, hit with the warm, moist air piping out of the dome.

      “Did you ever have a Snoopy Sno Cone Machine?” I said.

      “That thing used to frustrate the fuck out of me. It took half an hour of serious grinding to get a fraction of an inch of ice, but those snow cones looked so cool on TV.”

      “I know. All that effort for basically nothing and you’d be deaf at the end of it.” I nodded at the food truck selling artisan shaved ice parked by the front doors. “They’re charging a fortune. We should start a handmade shaved ice truck, but use those things to make them. Tap into the nostalgia factor.”

      “Sell the interminable wait as half the attraction,” Rohan said, holding the door for me.

      “World domination through ice. And making people smile on a regular basis. That would be a nice change.”

      The world transformed from a sunny Canadian day to a tropical bubble, the humid air fragrant with rich earth and tropical flowers.

      “Rough time with the incident?”

      I nodded and paid our admission and we stepped through the turnstile onto the path marked with one-way directional arrows.

      Rohan craned his neck up to the tree canopy brushing the condensation-streaked glass panels. “Whoa.”

      The flagstone path wove past leafy ferns jutting out of rock beds and Birds of Paradise plants splashing red at our feet, leading us to the small wooden post and rope bridge. Rushing water from a tiny falls splashed into a pool on our right, while on our left was another pond where fat koi swam lazily in ripples of sunlight, framed by spikes of bamboo.

      Blue and red parrots cuddled on a branch next to giant fronds of plantain banana plants that made me feel like I was in A Bug’s Life.

      “You have a destination?” Rohan said, sidestepping the tourists reading instructional notices about the ecosystem.

      “This way.”

      Tiny white hummingbirds swooped and darted by my head, cawing out to the plump orange fuzzball birds flapping past, cheeping. A brilliant blue and gold parrot carving away at a hunk of wood eyed us suspiciously.

      “Did you have a favorite place as a kid?” I asked.

      “My mom’s studio.” Rohan ducked to avoid a blur of brown feathers careening at him. “I fell asleep more times than I could count listening to her and her recording engineer bickering at the soundboard.”

      I led him to a carved wooden gazebo. We sank onto the bench waiting for a family taking selfies to pass by, soaking in the hum of generators, chatter, and twittering escalating in volume from the doves and finches darting overhead.

      Once we had some privacy, I told him about Jake. “The thing that triggers Sweet Tooth? I think it’s an addictive personality. Take Naomi, for example. In college she was into extreme sports. Now she’s a workaholic. When she had her episode she was acting a lot like she did when she was younger: dangerous stunts, not giving a damn about her own safety, going all full tilt. Jake’s compulsive behavior was around food. The drug sparked a serious loss of control in both of them in ways that were fundamental to issues they were already dealing with.”

      “Christina doesn’t have that type of personality?”

      “No. We’ve been lucky that it didn’t adversely affect more people.” Two tiny yellow birds with orange faces frolicked in a rock pool by our feet. “That looks fun,” I said.

      “Do you ever wish you were oblivious to all this?” he asked.

      “Allowed to frolic my way through life?”

      “Something like that.”

      I pulled him to his feet. “No. I did that, remember? Ultimately, I’d rather be the one slaying monsters than the one not knowing to look under the bed.”

      He smiled like my answer pleased him.

      Passing cacti and some plant dripping with fuzzy pink pods, we stopped at the final wooden perch before the exit. I made him say goodbye to Charlotte, the flame-colored parrot with the electric blue neck plumage, inhaled one last breath of the tropics, and headed outside to the hazy panorama of the city spread out before us, over the pine, fir, and cypress trees stretching out to the edge of the park.

      We peeked over the bridge at the top of a tall waterfall, ridged with paths leading down to the manicured gardens below. Neatly landscaped flower beds in a riot of colors were interspersed with a lazy stream and stepping stones. A bevy of brides jostled for the best photo op for their wedding party.

      Passing the fountain once more on our way back to our cars, I spread my arms wide, turning my face to the mist. Rohan swung me up in his arms.

      “Rohan Liam Mitra, don’t you dare.” I tightened my hold on him. “If I go down, you’re coming with me.”

      “That’s cute.” His lips brushed against my ears. “But I know your ticklish spots.”

      Bastard proved it, too. I shrieked, letting go of him to whack his hands away and stop the torture. He took grievous advantage and tossed me into the water. I landed on a jet that fired up–right up my ass.

      Rohan doubled over laughing, half-heartedly fighting me as I dragged him in. Parents smiled indulgently. One cow-licked little guy in a red aqua suit stared at Rohan with wide eyes as my darling boyfriend liberally splashed me with long sweeps of his leg. “Wanna help?” Rohan asked.

      The kid hesitated for a second then let me have it, jumping up and down in a frenzy. Water flew up my nose.

      “That’s it! Water fight!” I corralled a bunch of youngsters onto my team and the war was on. My clothes must have absorbed about seventeen pounds of fountain juice because when I finally sloshed my way out of there, water streamed off me like a river.

      I acked on the hair plastered to my mouth and Rohan snickered. “Shut up. You look like a drowned rat, too.” I popped my trunk, pulling out the thick beach blanket that Ari and I kept there along with our first aid supplies and an emergency road kit.

      Rohan shook himself, more dog than rat. “You got another one of those?”

      I closed the trunk and wrapped the blanket around me. “Nope.”

      He sat on the hood of his car, parked next to my Honda, and wrung out his shirt. “I can’t drive back like this. Shelby will get wet.”

      “Isn’t that your dream?” I waggled my eyebrows. “I’m sure you could find somewhere private to service her. Lube her up. Rotate her tires.”

      “Ha. Ha. Come on. Let me use that.”

      “No can do. So sorry.” I pulled the blanket tight around me. “You’re a creative boy. You’ll think of something.” I finger-waved, got in my car, and with a twist of the ignition, roared off.
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      The drop was scheduled to take place at 6:30PM in Crab Park, a stretch of green on the edge of Gastown. I stared out the window at the crowds milling on the sidewalks in Vancouver’s downtown east side. It was home to our most marginalized citizens, many of them homeless, drug addicted, or forced to turn to prostitution to survive. After passing one of the open “markets,” with the goods on offer set out on blankets on the grimy sidewalk or stuffed in trash bags and shopping carts, we hit the overpass leading to the waterfront park.

      Chinese stone lions carved in intricate detail flanked each side of the road like sentinels. Beyond it, the Burrard Inlet winked blue in the sunlight.

      Rohan parked my Honda, the more nondescript of our cars, in a small lot across from the park facing a stand of trees. To our left were the train tracks with an endless stretch of parked railcars, and behind that, gentrified condos in retrofitted brick buildings that still bore traces of their original use. Faded ads painted directly on the bricks proclaimed “janitorial supplies” or “wholesale grocers.”

      The most mouthwatering smell of BBQ hit us when we exited the car.

      We looped around to the water side of the park. Shipping containers in rusts and greens were stacked under the towering cranes at the port terminal directly east. There was the occasional distant siren and scrape of metal wheels and pulleys from the cranes.

      Cyclists and joggers used the seawall path, exercising to the cry of seagulls. This stretch of the seawall was practically empty compared to deeper in the downtown core to our west. Even fewer people were in the park itself. It was hard to believe that thousands were close by in densely packed glass office towers, under the towering sails of the Pan Pacific hotel that was designed like a giant ship, or milling around the plaza that was home to the Olympic flame from when we’d hosted the 2010 Games.

      Mounds of bright yellow sulfur were stockpiled across the Inlet, with the North Shore mountains looming over it all.

      I buttoned up my cardigan against the breeze drifting off the water.

      Even though Ro and I had shown up to the drop early, we had no idea if the park was already being watched. Crab Park itself wasn’t particularly exciting. Mostly grass, there was that one stand of trees with a scraggly rock garden. Some vagrant with matted hair and dirty clothes slept the snorey sleep of the drunk on one of the scattered wooden benches.

      I had to check twice to confirm it was Drio, then I grimaced like a snotty brat. “Do we have to stay here?” I picked up my feet, stepping gingerly like the park could give me cooties. “I want ice cream.”

      “Anything for my girl.”

      Gagging loudly at Ro’s earnest–and bullshit–tone would have blown the charade so I settled for a soft snort.

      We followed the path up to the small stone marker anchoring the rock garden, stopping to guess the language written on its plaque. Really we were checking on the navy backpack full of cash that Drio had tossed into the bushes under a tall pine tree behind the monument. He’d gotten here a while ago with the cash-filled backpack, put it in the drop spot, and then hung around in his guise as a homeless man to keep an eye on it until Candyman showed with the drugs. It was beat up and dirty enough that no one was going to want to abscond with it. To the casual observer, it would look like the backpack had been stolen and dumped here.

      Keeping up my whiny persona, I made Rohan go back to the car.

      “You sure Drio will spot the guy? His eyes were closed.” I wriggled in my seat.

      “Are you going to fidget the entire time?”

      “It’s possible.” My stomach growled and Ro shot me an exasperated look. “What? I’m hungry.”

      “I’ll feed you after.” He reached across me and rolled up the window. Not that it helped because the car now smelled of grilled meat.

      I pulled a granola bar out of my purse. Ro gazed longingly at it and even though I tsked him, I slapped the extra one I’d started carrying for him into his palm.

      He flipped over the package. “This is a real granola bar. Not even dipped in chocolatey coating or with a ton of chemicals and sugar.”

      “Yeah, you’ve broken me. Happy?”

      “Yup,” he said, munching away.

      The drop time came and went. At 6:40, a black Trans Am came off the overpass and turned the corner by the trees to the park. It was out of our sight line but three minutes later, Drio texted the word Go.

      The Trans Am must have pulled a U-turn because it blew by us as we pulled out of the lot. Rohan proved quite adept at blending in traffic farther back, while keeping the car in view.

      “Trained, were we?” I said.

      “Oh yeah. The driving module rocked.”

      Hmm. Maybe I could make them teach me all the cool things I’d missed. Not until I’d exposed all the corruption and destroyed Rabbi Mandelbaum obviously, but after that. It was important to make plans for the future.

      I fiddled with the radio until I found Beastie Boys’ “Sabotage.” I relaxed back against my seat, planting my feet on the dashboard. “Appropriate music achieved. Car chase away.”

      The Trans Am darted down Powell Street. Rohan trailed it, keeping to just above the speed limit with deft surety. Our path took us past one-story businesses painted in colorful murals from the yearly mural festival, Sugar Mountain tent city set up across from the sugar refinery, and a jumble of auto repair shops, light industrial factories, and the microbreweries popping up everywhere in town.

      We turned left. Traffic slowed to a crawl, down to a single lane due to construction. I drummed my fingers on the door. “I could run after it faster.”

      Rohan honked at the bus that cut in front of us, blocking our view of the Trans Am. For several tense blocks we couldn’t tell whether or not the car had turned off anywhere, but we caught up with it around the back of Playland.

      Right before the Second Narrows Bridge, the driver cut across two lanes of traffic to the off-ramp. Rohan veered sharply and I careened into the door. “We’ve been made,” he said.

      The Trans Am blew through a three-way stop, flying under an underpass and whipping down a narrow service road.

      I pointed out the window. “À la peanut butter sandwiches.” I blew out one of the Trans Am’s back tires. The car fishtailed, but the driver regained control.

      I fired again and he jumped a curb, drifting sideways into a parking lot and crashing into one of the trees planted in a semi-circle along the fringes. The hood crumpled with a hiss.

      Rohan screeched to a stop. “Nice work, Mumford.”

      “‘Amazing Mumford,’ thank you very much.” I grinned, happy he’d gotten my Sesame Street reference. Flinging my door open, I strolled toward the car and the driver scrambling out, who sported a Metallica T-shirt and a mullet. The haircut was evil, but he didn’t sprout horns or shoot fire and pestilence.

      “You human?” I said.

      “The fuck kind of question is that?” He stomped around his car, running a hand over his busted-up vehicle like he might cry. Rohan’s expression was pure sympathy.

      Sheesh.

      “You trying to get me killed, lady? Throwing nails or whatever is illegal.”

      “Yeah?” I grabbed the navy backpack off of the passenger seat. “So’s couriering for drug dealers.”

      He frowned. “Huh? I got paid to go to the park and outrun anyone who followed me. Sure as hell not getting my bonus now.”

      I unzipped the backpack. Rolled up newspapers with the same weight as our stacks of cash spilled out. “Son-of-a-bitch!”

      Rohan slammed the guy against the Trans Am’s door. “Who paid you?”

      “Some dude. Came to the Go-Cart track where I work.” The man he described, white, average height, short brown hair, jeans, jean jacket could have been any one of a million people.

      Rohan tossed him away. The driver fell on his ass, threatening lawsuits. Ro turned back with a cold smile. “You’re going to forget this ever happened or I will find you. Got it?”

      The driver threw up his hands. “Yeah, man. No problem.”

      I took my car keys away from Ro and tossed him my burner phone. “Call Drio.”

      Soon as we were back in the car, Ro hit the speakerphone button. “What happened?”

      “Guy showed up,” Drio said. “Walked over to the monument, stared at it a second, and left. Didn’t take anything with him, but the backpack was gone.”

      “Any drugs?” I pulled out of the lot.

      “No. Candyman must have found out about the wreta.”

      “You headed for the airport?” Ro said.

      “Yeah, you bastard.” Drio hung up.

      “Glove compartment,” I said.

      Rohan opened it and removed a small device. He turned it on. “Hello, Plan B.”
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      We’d gone in to the drop assuming a double-cross, which was why I’d sewn a tracker into the backpack. If Trans Am dude hadn’t taken the backpack, then Candyman must have portalled it out of there, confirming him as another demon. The blinking dot on the tracking screen showed an address not far from the wreta house, over by Boundary Road, the street delineating the border between Vancouver and Burnaby.

      We hit the address up that night for maximum skulking.

      In the daytime, this cozy cul-de-sac would have been filled with kids riding bikes or playing street hockey, overseen by neighborhood watch, but at 2AM, everyone was snug in their beds. We blended into the shadows in our all-black attire and black leather gloves.

      The house was a cookie cutter replica of its boxy neighbors. If there was a ward on it, it was nothing we could sense and wasn’t designed to keep Rasha out. Rohan made short work of the lock on the back door, and we crept inside, flashlights on. The place was minimally furnished but someone lived here: there were a few dirty dishes in the sink, some cigarette butts in the ashtray in the living room, and a rumpled bed.

      Glass shattered in the basement. We ran downstairs, flicking on the light, and jumping the stairs two at a time.

      The single unfinished room with its concrete floor and exposed insulation between the joists was a disaster. Glass was smashed on the floor and boxes of corn starch were ripped open and strewn over the walls and floor like a Rorschach test.

      The oshk was using its single human arm to rip apart a moonshine-type still with cattle prods attached to it. Shit, no. I was not being Tased like a side of beef.

      Rohan and I rushed the demon. Ro executed a roundhouse kick, slicing its arm off, while I trapped it in a web of current, kicking the cattle prod into the corner out of its reach.

      The oshk’s arm slithered back up the demon, reattaching itself in place. Where was the Humpty-Dumpty-couldn’t-put-it-back-together-again model of demon when you needed it?

      It flowed its blobby body out of my magic net, keening in rage. My repeated strikes blew it back, but for every foot of ground it lost it jumped forward two more, pushing us back toward the stairs.

      I glanced over my shoulder, calculating the distance before it had us trapped in that narrow space.

      Rohan upped his assault, a blur of slicing and dicing. The demon slithered its body to surround him.

      A glint of a blade, the wet plop of flesh hitting the ground, I couldn’t get a clean bead on the demon. Magic danced over my skin as I muttered “Come on,” over and over again.

      The oshk rippled with a low bassy gurgle and blew Rohan back against the wall.

      I heard his back crunch against a fat joist, but my vision was filled with the demon looming over me. I danced back a couple of steps, hit the bottom step, and fell backwards.

      The demon bobbed up the staircase without touching me, its features contorted in fury.

      “Uh, hello?” I blasted it in the back and it jerked, blowing out a stream of clear liquid that flew over my head to splash the ceiling, mostly absorbed by the exposed insulation.

      I lowered the hands I’d flung over my face, and patted myself down, but I hadn’t been hit by its secretion. Had I been a couple feet deeper into the room, it would have been a different story. I hopped onto the first stair to follow and was tugged back into Ro’s arms. I struggled. “Don’t even think I’m staying–”

      He nuzzled my neck. “Stop making me chase you.”

      “What?” I elbowed him, jerking free. “This isn’t the time.”

      “Completely and utterly slain.”

      I whirled around. Ro gazed at me moonily. “Oh fuck. Rohan.”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?” He tried to pull me into his arms once more, but I danced out of reach.

      His blades, his skin–he’d come into contact with the spawn. The demon had to be the basis of Sweet Tooth and Ro was under its influence. And Rohan had touched me. Was it transferable? I stepped farther away. “The oshk. You touched it.”

      “Only wanna touch you,” he said. “Be with you. You’re my light.”

      Something heavy upstairs hit the floor with a reverberating thud.

      I cast an anxious glance at the ceiling. Mistake. In the spilt second of taking my eyes off Ro, he’d caught me again.

      Sweet Tooth made people go fucking bonkers. I couldn’t leave Ro alone if he might hurt himself.

      “We need to be together, baby.” His hold on me tightened. Ro’s eye were tinged with the same mania I’d seen in Naomi’s back at the club. I didn’t feel any different though, so I didn’t think second-hand oshk was a thing.

      The demon was tearing upstairs apart and howling. Rohan wasn’t fazed by it.

      I struggled to free myself without zapping him, but I couldn’t. The boyfriend who’d cradled me so tenderly last night was gone.

      Glass shattered upstairs.

      “Nava?” Rohan’s smile was so sweet. I almost fell for it until I saw the off-kilter glint in his eyes.

      Oh, Snowflake. I bit my lip. “Sorry, babe. Demon first, creeper stalker boyfriend second.” I gave him a vicious electric shock. His face crumpled in bewildered hurt. I tore free and ran up the stairs, bolting the basement door from my side.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Goddamn addictive personalities. Of all the times to be proven right. There were levels of cold hard action I was fine with; disempowering Ro wasn’t one of them. I couldn’t get his betrayed look out of my head so I drew it in to myself, letting it fuel me.

      The oshk waddled into the kitchen, its tiny head bowed in defeat and its body covered in streaks of red rust. The marks corresponded to where Ro had slashed it. Iron poisoning.

      The demon jerked at the sight of me and tried to portal out, but it had been injured enough that it couldn’t go anywhere. It ballooned up, expanding to take over most of the kitchen real estate, quivering more violently the larger it got.

      I dove past it, hitting the living room floor in a sloppy roll, and flattening myself against the wall. Liquid splatted against the walls and floor in the kitchen like a hard rain storm but I was safe in the other room. Gag-inducing cotton candy stank overrode the natural mustiness of the house.

      The basement door rattled, Rohan yelling for me.

      I unleashed a volley of strikes at the oshk. The demon shrank back to its normal, admittedly still massive size, shooting more trippy liquid. It made a hell of a fire hose.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Rohan threw himself against the door. I prayed it held with Old Faithful geysering in there. If Ro got loose and came after me, I couldn’t take both him and the demon on.

      Didn’t matter how much I peppered the demon with strikes, methodically covering every inch of it, I couldn’t find the kill spot. That meant that, as with certain other demons, the kill spot was inside it somewhere. I’d have to open it up.

      I regretted not having more weapons training. My magic generally served me well, but right about now, it would have been handy having some expertise with something sharp and iron to cut the fucker up. I’d gotten complacent relying on Ro, never thinking he’d be part of my problem. Though this had been an ambush, so I wouldn’t have known to bring a long-range weapon with me.

      Rubbing the sweat from my eyes with the inside of an elbow, I raised my arms above my head to dissipate the lactic acid burn in my side, my breaths coming in harsh pants. I was almost tapped out. I tried to shut out Ro’s increasingly more furious screams and pounding. Tried to shut out how Jake had literally killed himself at this point of the drug trip attempting to get his object of desire.

      Repeating “sorry,” I called up all the magic I had left into a tight, hard knot.

      It wasn’t going to be enough.

      The basement door splintered. “Nava!” Ro roared.

      Adrenaline flooded my system. My skin turned blue, lightning bolts sliding over my skin.

      This isn’t my boyfriend. It’s the drug.

      “Stay away from her,” Ro growled.

      My blood ran cold. With Ro lost to this addictive drive to get to me, he was in no headspace to take on the demon. I jumped into the doorway humming and crackling with magic. “Yo!” I yelled, turning the oshk’s attention away from Rohan.

      I blew the demon to smithereens.

      Ever seen those old Bugs Bunny cartoons where the character’s eyes bugged out of their head, then snapped back into place? It was like that, but full-body. For one second, the oshk splintered into tiny pieces. It wasn’t all nice smooth blob either. There were bits of undigested flesh, bone fragments and one fist-sized piece that was beating–its black lumpy heart. They hung there for one impossible moment, then snapped back together.

      I stumbled back. At the same moment that I’d blown it up, Ro had slashed out at the demon to get it out of the way and when the demon reformed, Ro’s arm was stuck in the middle of it, buried up to his shoulder, his blade just peeking out.

      The oshk and I both froze. Rohan didn’t even blink. He jerked his arm upward to free it, slicing through the oshk’s heart from the inside.

      The demon shriveled in on itself and disappeared, dead.

      Ro bestowed this beautiful smile on me like he’d found a treasure. “I saved you.”

      Say what? “Rohan, listen to me. The oshk produces Sweet Tooth.”

      “That’s nice.” He grinned and crooked a finger at me. “Stop being coy and come here.”

      I tapped my knuckles together anxiously. Could I wait out the effects? He hadn’t actually been hit with the secretion, just touched the demon’s flesh. Though maybe it was a secretion coating that gave the oshk’s skin its oily iridescence?

      His expression shot from glorious sun to the most thunderous of storms when I failed to answer. “Nava.”

      Damn it.

      Using a roundhouse punch for more force, I clocked Rohan in the jaw. His head snapped sideways and he went down for the count. I crouched down to check his pulse, then assuring myself he was going to be fine, pressed a kiss to his forehead.

      I sat down on the floor next to him and waited it out. The house was silent save for the gurgle of the water intake for the furnace. Yay, I’d killed the oshk and stopped any more Sweet Tooth from hitting the streets. But at what cost? I checked Ro’s breathing again, then pulled my knees into my chest, rested my head on top, and kept watch.

      The soft dusty rose of dawn tinted the sky.

      “Nava?”

      I helped my groggy boyfriend sit up. He cracked his back getting up from the linoleum, but he wasn’t mauling me so I guess the drug had run its course. That was good. The bruise on his face from my punch, less so.

      What was the appropriate greeting in this situation?

      He rubbed his jaw. “Your training is working.”

      “We gonna talk about this?”

      “And say what?” His gaze was pure challenge.

      That everything I’ve been scared of is true. That you’re rushing us, investing yourself because you need a purpose, and I need us to take things one day at a time because this is all so new and I care about you so much and I don’t want us to crash and burn like Cole and I did. That I don’t want to end up crying in the middle of the street because you only loved the idea of me. “Are we still good?”

      Rohan blinked. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? What I did…” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t me.”

      Except it kind of was. “I know.” My voice was tighter than I’d intended it. I softened my tone as I added, “And I’m sorry for clocking you. I didn’t feel like I had any other option.”

      “I appreciate that, but you sidelined me twice because you decided that the best way to protect me was to keep me out of the fray.”

      “What would you have had me do?”

      “I don’t know.” His voice was as full of anger and resignation as mine had been. He exhaled, pushing to his feet. “Any useful evidence downstairs?”

      Good talk.

      “I haven’t checked yet. I wanted to keep an eye on you.”

      “No time like the present.” Rohan glanced at the shattered basement door, his expression unreadable, then headed downstairs.

      I stepped over some tangled plastic tubing on the basement concrete floor lying next to an overturned chair. Ro pointed to two containers on a metal table. One was a thin, glass vial minus the Sweet Tooth label that held the familiar pink crystals. The other was a plastic container like the sterilized ones they gave you for urine samples. The seal had been broken and it held a clear liquid with pale streaks of blood floating in lazy twists.

      Rohan picked it up and walked over near the spot on the ceiling that the oshk’s secretion had hit when I’d attacked it. Cotton-candy scented clear liquid had dripped on the floor. “Do you see another sterilized container?”

      I sorted through the wreckage until I found one that the oshk hadn’t crushed. Rohan collected the liquid and sealed it up.

      “Don’t get any on you,” I said. “With all your issues and the drug in its purest potency?” I mock-shuddered. “I know I’m irresistible, but you were precariously close to Fatal Attraction territory there. Boiling bunnies. Yikes.”

      Rohan raised his eyebrows.

      “Too soon?”

      That earned me a ghost of a smile. “I’m astounded you held off this long. Besides, my focused, passionate nature–”

      “You mean your willingness to obsess?”

      “I mean, my absolute commitment and perseverance has served me well. Landed me record contracts, tricky demon kills. You.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Too soon?”

      I laughed and swatted him.

      We found a trash bag to dump lab wreckage into, taking that and the three containers with us: the vial with the crystals, the blood-streaked liquid already sealed up, and the new clear secretion we’d collected. We dropped the containers off at a twenty-four hour courier service, expedited to a Rasha-owned lab in New York where they could analyze the substances and see if, as suspected, we had a match between the oshk secretion and Sweet Tooth.

      My stomach rumbled, so I pulled into a diner that was almost full with a brisk breakfast rush, snagging the last tiny booth in the back. My anger had faded, leaving only hunger and exhaustion. The blueberry pancakes I ordered were light and fluffy with fat fresh strawberries slices on top and a heaping dollop of whipped cream. The bacon was extra crispy.

      Rohan’s veggie omelet, no cheese, looked very healthy.

      “Healthy isn’t leprosy. It’s actually the opposite,” he said.

      “Who said a word?” I drizzled melted butter on my pancakes.

      “You did.” He nudged my leg. His expression of fond exasperation was so familiar and welcome that the vise around my chest loosened.

      I held a forkful of strawberry-adorned pancake at him. “Live a little.”

      He leaned in for the bite, sucking whipped cream off my fingers. “I’m not denying the appetites that matter.”

      Two could play this game. I slipped off my shoe and snuggled my toes onto his dick. Keeping my eyes on my food, I fought a grin, massaging until he got hard. So, like ten seconds.

      Under the table, he grabbed my foot. “Enough,” he growled.

      I motioned our waiter for more coffee. “Think Candyman screwed the oshk over in some drug partnership? That demon was pissed.”

      Rohan added some hot sauce to the last third of his omelet. “All I care about is that Leo said the oshk was a Unique and we’ve eliminated the source of the Sweet Tooth.”

      The analysis would conclusively confirm it, but the chances were high that the drug was off the street forever. Candyman still needed to be apprehended, but we’d put him out of business. I clinked my mug to Rohan’s. “We make a good team.”

      “The best.”

      If we both injected a bit too much enthusiasm into our words, maybe that was okay.

      With hours until we’d hear back about the Sweet Tooth analysis, we decided to crash so we could hit the ground running finding Candyman. Drio wouldn’t be back until tomorrow and depending on what he’d learned from Golda, we’d need a strategy around that as well.

      We made one quick pit stop at the cemetery in Vancouver–not the Jewish one, where cremation was forbidden–to meet the Rasha-friendly employee there and burn the trash bag of busted-up lab equipment, and then it was bedward-ho.

      I slept okay for a while but a text from Sienna on my burner phone on behalf of Dr. Gelman woke me up.

      Esther has a promising lead on the bindings. She’ll be out of isolation today if you want to come by. Before I had time to yawn, let alone compose a reply, another message sailed on in: For whatever unknown reason, your last visit cheered her up.

      I added Sienna to the list of people who were never going to be a fan.

      I snuggled back under the covers against my furnace boyfriend, but, hard as I tried, I couldn’t fall back asleep again. My promise to Ari to go see my mom weighed on me. I’d let my resentment toward my parents, especially Mom, fester for years and could have easily gone another decade, but I kept seeing Gelman wasted by cancer.

      I heaved myself out of bed with a huff and snatched up some clothes.

      “Where you going?” Rohan mumbled from under the pillow he’d stuffed on his head when my phone had gone off.

      I popped my head out of my sundress. “To see my mom.”

      He pulled the pillow off and cracked one eye open. “You want me to come with?”

      I rumpled his hair. “Best if I don’t have witnesses, but thanks.”

      He flopped over. “When you get back, we can Skype my parents.”

      I whacked him in the head with his pillow “Not funny.”

      “You’ll have to meet Mom at some point,” he called out.

      I kept marching down the hallway. “Let’s see how things go with the blood-related mother first.” I crossed my fingers, not entirely sure which way I wanted things to go, and went to keep my damn promise.
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      Mom was teaching, so I drove over to UBC to catch the end of her class. I slipped into the back of the lecture hall. It was summer semester and this was a third-year history class, so there were few enough students that she noticed my entrance.

      She was wearing the green shirt. This weird glowy feeling warmed my chest. Idiot. It was a shirt. It was clean. She didn’t know I’d be here today and it had nothing to do with me. Especially since Mom didn’t even pause speaking when I came in, her eyes glancing off me from her position at her lectern to the student in the front row who’d raised her hand.

      “Can you elaborate on what you meant by ‘David was not the underdog of legend?’” the student asked.

      “Underdog implies that the odds are stacked against the person because they haven’t the skill or experience.” Mom had devoted her academic career to becoming the foremost expert on King David. She’d told Ari and me that originally she’d planned to focus on the Roman rule of Judea back in the fifties B.C.E., but after Ari’s destiny was revealed, she’d switched her attention to the man who’d founded the Brotherhood.

      Even her professional choices were centered around Ari.

      I pried my fingers off of my purse and smoothed out my expression. Mom was watching me.

      “David was unwilling to follow the rules of honorable conduct that Goliath expected,” she said. “He brought a projectile to the fight instead of engaging in hand-to-hand combat. Even King Saul expected the single combat method, as evidenced by him attempting to dress David in his own armor.”

      “David played dirty,” the student said.

      “David played to win.” Mom adjusted the glasses she wore to clearly see students at the back of the room. I forced myself to remain relaxed. “Hitting Goliath with that slingshot wasn’t luck. David was a precise slinger. It was how he’d fought off wild animals as a shepherd. Armor was also heavy, so David kept speed and agility on his side by refusing to wear any. Then there’s the fact that Goliath requested that David come to him. Why? Goliath was a seasoned warrior. A giant of a man. He wouldn’t have been scared of David. It’s now believed that he suffered from acromegaly.” She wrote the word on the board behind her.

      “Like André the Giant,” another student said.

      “Yes,” Mom said. “Acromegaly causes an overproduction of the growth hormone. That comes with a host of medical problems including vision difficulties.” Mom stepped out from behind the lectern. “Why wasn’t he an underdog?” She ticked the reason off on her fingers. “David was not lacking experience, nor did he only have a slim chance. Instead, he assessed the facts in a way that no one else had. Everyone else had read the situation differently, dependent on their understanding of how things had always been resolved. David had his own unique lens on events. He did what had to be done to win. It’s to be admired, not sold short as merely luck.”

      Once more her eyes met mine. I didn’t understand the takeaway. Mom didn’t know what I was up to with the Brotherhood. It’s not something Ari would have shared and I certainly didn’t tell her.

      The bell rang and students gathered up their books. Mom reminded them about their papers due next class.

      I made my way down the stairs to her, wondering what I was missing. “Mom.”

      She stilled, a folder of lecture notes and a couple of fat hardcover books pressed to her chest. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “No, it’s–”

      “I said it was fine.” She brushed past me.

      I stood there, warring with myself. New students filed in and the professor gave me an odd look, so I took my indecision out into the hallway, standing next to the vending machine.

      Mom’s departure was my cue to get back in my car. To quote the immortal Snagglepuss, “Exit, stage left ev-en.” It’s not like we had to interact all that much since I’d moved out, and when we did, we’d both be civil. We’d perfected that.

      I stormed her office before I could second guess myself. She sat at her desk, staring out the window. She’d added a red and blue throw rug since the last time I’d been here and the small sofa in the corner was a bit shabbier, but otherwise it was as I remembered it. It still smelled of sun-warmed books and her Chanel perfume. Framed photos of Ari and myself at different ages, always grinning at the camera with our arms draped over each other, lined the window sill. They were even stacked in front of history books, along with photos of her and Dad on various trips.

      “I meant it, okay? I was tired and sad and just done with that party and I know that’s not a good excuse, but please understand that I mean this.” I closed her office door. “I shouldn’t have called you a bitch.”

      Mom swiveled in the chair to face me, cleaning her glasses with more vigor than required. “No. You shouldn’t have.” She didn’t offer anything in return.

      Students’ conversation out in the hall about their tuition payments drifted in through the closed door. Since I’d rather have a kappa demon suck my guts out through my ass than have Mom start in about my UBC status again, I gestured at the door. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      One of the photos on the bookshelf caught my eye. I picked it up. The camera had caught me pulling an over-the-top, my head tilted and lips curled in a sassy smirk, wearing a tux costume.

      “Your last competition,” Mom said. My Achilles had snapped soon after and it was off the stage and into the emergency room and physical therapy.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Another life.”

      “You blew everyone else out of the water.” She didn’t sound proud, exactly, but she didn’t sound indifferent either.

      I replaced the photo on the shelf with a dull thud. “Why did you tell that story about David not being an underdog?”

      She leaned over her desk to close her blinds on the afternoon sun slanting into the room. Out in the hall, the classroom door shut, leaving the two of us in the hush of this darkened office. “Why do you think?”

      I hated it when she answered my question with a question. I hated it even more that I wished I had the answer, especially since there was an expectation in her measured stare. A stare that was going to flash with disappointment in a moment, the way it always did.

      I flicked on the overhead lights, making her blink. “No clue. Why did you?”

      “Mallory asked.”

      “Right.” I didn’t have the guts to ask why she’d worn that shirt, but there was a question I could throw her way and actually get a useful answer on. “Did you ever hear anything about King David and witches?”

      Mom raised her eyebrows, an intrigued glint in her eyes. “There are witches?”

      “Big time.”

      Mom was already opening her laptop. “Is that how David originally got the magic for the Rasha?”

      “Yup.” She didn’t respond, her gaze vacant and her attention to me lost. I bid her a soft “bye” and left.

      I got back to Demon Club in time to hear the results of the analysis of the Sweet Tooth that Rohan and I had sent to the lab. It was such a beautiful day, we took the call out back by the pool. The albezia tree’s leafy fronds cast dappled shadows around the edges of the flagstone deck, though its Dr. Seuss-like purple puffy flowers wouldn’t bloom for another couple of months.

      Rabbi Abrams had joined us, pulling up a teak chair next to the water. His eyes were closed and his face was tilted up to the sun and I wasn’t positive he was awake.

      I’d kicked my sandals off and was dangling my legs in the cool water, watching the refracted sunlight dance along the concrete at the bottom. Ro dipped a foot in, then joined me, the cell on the warm ground between us.

      The Rasha on the other end of the speaker phone confirmed that Sweet Tooth and the two other substances were the same. I high-fived Rohan, and the Rasha told us to hang on, he was transferring our call to HQ.

      “You think Ms. Clara or Baruch want to talk to us from Jerusalem?” I scooped up some water, drizzling it down the back of my neck.

      “How would the New York tech guy know?” Rohan wet his hands, flinging drops onto my chest. “Cooling you off.”

      “What a mensch,” I said.

      He nodded and leaned in. “That plus your dress is really thin.”

      I glanced down at my nipples now showing through the wet spots, made sure my back was to Rabbi Abrams, and splashed my boyfriend.

      “You got the source of the drug?” Rabbi Mandelbaum barked at us over the line in his Russian accent.

      “You mean did we kill the demon responsible for producing it?” I said. “Why yes, we did. And thank you, Nava and Rohan, for valuable insights when our database had such meager intel on it.”

      “If it was a Unique as you claim and it’s dead, then the information is perhaps not so valuable anymore.” If he sneered any harder, he’d strain something. “When will you apprehend the other demon involved. This Candyman?”

      “We’re working on it.” Rohan poked the corner of my frown and I bit his finger. But I stopped scowling at the phone.

      “Not you, Rohan,” Mandelbutt said. “I want you back in Los Angeles. I have another mission for you.”

      “The investigation isn’t finished yet,” Ro said.

      “Nava is the only Rasha listed on the assignment,” Mandelbaum said.

      Ice filled my veins. The bastard couldn’t take Ro away from me. “We’re working together on this.”

      The rabbi spat something in Hebrew.

      Rabbi Abrams opened his eyes, sighing. “Boris.”

      I snorted. “Must catch Moose and Squirrel,” I said in a Russian accent.

      All the men went silent. Rohan pressed his lips together, his shoulders shaking.

      “What?” Mandelbaum said.

      “Nothing.” I smiled sweetly, even though he couldn’t see it.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum jabbered on in angry Hebrew.

      “Maspik!” I’d never heard Rabbi Abrams snap.

      Mandelbaum sputtered to a stop.

      “With Kane and Ari away, we can use Rohan. You have enough Rasha in Los Angeles.” Abrams patted my shoulder.

      “Grown fond of her, have you, Isaac?”

      “I thought we were speaking of Rohan. I’ve grown fond of him, too.” His voice was placid, but his smile chilled me.

      “It’s settled then,” Rohan said. “I’m staying.”

      “You mean you won’t leave your girlfriend.” Mandelbaum made a smug noise at our collective silence. “It’s understandable. She’s Rasha. She’s there. Fighting together forges a bond.”

      I couldn’t look at Rohan as Mandelbaum so eloquently voiced every single fear I fought to keep at bay.

      “Don’t. Push. Me.” Rohan snarled. “And stay the hell out of my personal life.” His voice turned to silk. Silk hiding an iron bar. “You know better.”

      Was he thinking of Asha? I curled into his side, rubbing his back. He was rigid, but slowly relaxed under my touch. He caught my hand and laced our fingers together.

      “This investigation continues,” I said. “You can list both of us on it, but I’m still lead.”

      Ro laughed and Mandelbaum hung up.

      “Douchebags gonna douche.” My hand flew up to cover my mouth. “I’m so sorry, Rabbi Abrams.”

      “I think you said it perfectly.” He rose from the bench, slowly, but every inch a fighter. “Keep on Candyman, and step up your activity on everything else.”

      Rohan waited for Rabbi Abrams to leave, then he kissed me. “We’re in this together. Nothing can change that.”

      So why did it feel like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop? Fucking Mandelbaum and his insinuations. I wanted to nail his hide to the proverbial door. I hopped out of the pool and grabbed the basketball sitting on the edge of the court. “Did you Skype your parents?”

      I fired off a quick lay-up. The ball hit the backboard and bounced off. Rohan stole it. “Yeah. Mom was running out to a session so it was a quick chat, but Dad gave me a detailed run-down of the golf tournament details.” He shot, but didn’t fare any better.

      We both ran for the ball, leaving a trail of wet footprints on the court.

      “I like your dad,” I said. Rohan collided into me and I rubbed my hip. “You, not so much, pushy.”

      Ro tossed me the ball. “I like my dad, too. I think he’s been travelling too much for work, though.” He bounced on his bare toes, arms out, blocking me from getting near the basket. “How’d it go with your mom?”

      I bounced the ball, looking for my opening. “I want to run an idea past you, but you have to keep an open mind.”

      “Score and you got it.”

      There was some universe in which I feinted right and put Ro in the dust, shooting a perfect basket from center court, but in this one, I pivoted and ran to the other basket that we weren’t using and flung the ball.

      It teetered for a precarious second on the rim then dropped through the basket, bouncing along the court until I scooped it up.

      I fist pumped. “Nailed it.”

      “Cheated it.”

      Something flashed through my head. I sauntered back to Ro. “Won on my terms.”

      I thunked the ball into his chest.

      He patted his pecs. “Strong like bull,” he said in a Russian accent. “You realize that Mandelbaum will now forever be Boris Badenov for me.”

      “You’re welcome. Will you listen to my idea?”

      “For the record?” He bounced the ball, dodging my every block. “I hate it already, but go ahead.”

      “In terms of everything we’ve been investigating about who is binding demons and the connection to Askuchar, we’ve been going about it in expected ways. You’re investigating the Brotherhood and I’ve roped Gelman into helping with the witches.”

      “How else do you want to do it?”

      “Demons.”

      “You tried the zizu. They didn’t know either.”

      I steeled myself and went for it. “Malik might.”

      Rohan fumbled his bounce, dropping the ball which rolled away. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Gelman’s promising leads could take weeks to pan out. If ever. We don’t have that kind of time. If there’s a demon who’s capable of narrowing down our search? It’s worth pursuing.”

      “No.” Rohan cleared the court in fast, angry strides.

      I jogged after him. “Why not? Like you said, I already dealt with the zizu.”

      “No past history there. You’re not going to see the marid demon who’s thousands of years old, who you almost killed, who almost certainly wants to kill you back. Who probably will.”

      “I learned a new word today. Autocratic. Look it up.”

      He stopped at the bottom of the back stairs, his expression grim. “I lost Asha because I was an asshole. But if I have to be an asshole to save you, I’ll do it.”

      “Then you’ll lose me anyway.”

      Rohan raked a hand through his hair. “‘He wants me dead.’ That’s a direct quote from your debrief.”

      “I remember. But Malik is also very interested in his own self-preservation and the goings-on in his world. He’ll have a vested interest in finding out who’s behind this.”

      “It’s a suicide mission.”

      “Every time we step out the door as Rasha, it’s a suicide mission. Take emotion out of this.”

      Don’t make me your new cause. It would be an easy mantle to assume for a man with an overdeveloped sense of responsibility towards those he wanted to protect, but our relationship had to stand apart from all that.

      “Fuck.” He shook his head, the fight draining out of him. “You’re a glutton for punishment.”

      “Not really. I like being alive.” I shrugged. “I do seem to see things differently from the other Rasha.”

      “Do we get to be in this together?”

      “I think that between what I have to tell him and his fascination with Ari, I’ll be safe. I can’t say the same for you and I won’t risk having you there.”

      “New word for you. Hypocrite.”

      “I can live with that.” I slid my arms around his waist. “Can you?”

      His lips flattened into a stern line before he shook his head with a weary sigh. “Promise me you’ll be careful.” His hold on me tightened. “People who keep their promises get very good rewards.”

      “Cuntessa is very happy to hear that.”

      “Cuntessa?”

      I screwed my expression into adorable confusion and pulled away. “What?”

      “Cuntessa? Nava,” he purred. “Spill.”

      “Tell me the Passover story.”

      His counteroffer was to tickle my hips.

      “It’s my clit,” I gasped, batting his hands away. “Cuntessa de Spluge.”

      “You named your clit Cuntessa?”

      “Like you’re one to talk, dude who is cheating on me with his car.”

      “Aw, Sparky, you’re a close second in my affections.”

      I shoved him away. “I’m leaving and you suck.”

      He snickered, then swung me in to his chest. “Promise me.”

      I kissed him. “I promise.”

      Man, was it gonna bite if he was right and I ended up dead.
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      “I love home delivery.” Malik lounged in his doorway, eyeing me the way the wolf must have with the three little pigs. His British accent was pure sin.

      “I love your arrogance that you didn’t bother moving after I almost killed you.”

      He laughed, flashing straight white teeth against his bronze skin. He was still the only being I’d ever met who could pull off a Caesar cut, and was still the stuff of billionaire romance cover fantasies in his soft gray trousers that were artfully tailored to the hard lines of his body and navy shirt, carelessly folded back at the cuffs. “Oh, petal. I’d say I missed you, but I didn’t. Now, unless you brought the more interesting twin?” He peered into the hallway. “No?”

      He shut the door, but I stuffed my foot in to block it. Not like he politely stopped trying to close it. “Ow.” I pushed my shoulder into the door to keep my poor bones from breaking. “If you weren’t wondering why I was here, you wouldn’t have let security buzz me up or let my toes cross the wards I’m sure you’ve got strung across this door.”

      “Ten seconds.”

      “That’s not–”

      “Five, four…”

      “Demons are being bound.” I rushed my words as he made a buzzing noise.

      Malik yanked me inside by my collar and slammed the door.

      I wrenched free.

      His penthouse apartment hadn’t changed. Still to-die-for sweeping views of the city, a massive glass wine storage unit in the open concept space, and a loft bedroom. He pointed at one of the leather sofas, custom made to hug the curved walls. “Sit and talk.”

      I told him about the gogota and the purple magic. I left out the spine modification, the yaksas, and Askuchar. I’d meant what I told Ro about enjoying my continued existence, and bringing up any Brotherhood involvement severely reduced my chances of walking out of here.

      Malik listened in silence. A look of crystalized rage flashed over his face, but he sounded positively insolent when he said, “Why ever would you care about all this?”

      It was a good question, but I had a good answer. “Leonie.”

      Malik knew my bestie was half-goblin and I hoped that fact would make him amenable to helping me, because saying that I wanted to make sure humanity was safe from people binding demons and using their magic to further nefarious human agendas would just get me tossed out.

      He weighed my answer, rubbing a finger over his chin. “What do you want from me?”

      “A name.” I followed him to the kitchen.

      He removed two stemless wineglasses from a glass-fronted cupboard, yanked the cork out of the half-drunk bottle of red on his counter, and poured us both a liberal dose. He shoved the drink at me. “I have no love for my fellow demons. If they’re stupid enough to get caught, they deserve what’s coming to them.”

      “I got the better of you once and I’m not as powerful as a witch.” I took a sip of the wine and yes, it was as smooth and expensive as the fancy cream label promised.

      “Your concern is touching. Misplaced, but touching.”

      I savored one last sip. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Thanks for the wine. Have a nice life.”

      I crossed the room. Every hair on the back of my neck stood up, and my shoulder blades prickled, tensing for an attack.

      “Halt.”

      Malik prowled toward me, circling me. He had that gleam in his eyes, the one that spoke of an ancient intelligence, an inhumanity barely buffered by a thin veneer of civility, and a power too complex for me to comprehend.

      I forced myself to affect a semblance of nonchalance and a tight control of my bladder.

      “How did you do it?” he said.

      I flinched away from the whisper of his breath over my skin, even though he smelled yummy, like zingy citrus and spearmint. “Do what? Snuff you out like a candle? That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      He stepped away from me. “But that’s my price, petal. That and a small job.”

      “What’s the job?”

      Malik studied me a moment longer, then laughed, returning to his wine. “You have no idea, do you? Could you hurt me a second time?”

      My heart hammered in my ears. My skin turned blue, electricity pouring off me. “Test me and let’s find out.”

      “As you wish.”

      I gasped, all the air forced from my lungs. My limbs twitched, muscles seizing as my magic slammed back inside me. I jerked up off the ground, my head snapping back, and my mouth howling a silent scream while my lungs burned and black spots danced at the end of my vision.

      “I’d say the answer is ‘no.’” He let me flail a bit more before flicking his fingers sending me crumpled to the ground. “An answer and a job and I let you live.”

      I had to get my lungs working and my heart beating again before I could form words. Meantime, I remained sprawled facedown, the floor muffling my words. “I don’t know how I did it.”

      “We’ll work on it.” Malik hooked a hand under my elbow and yanked me to my feet. He had to physically escort me to his couch, because when he let go of me, my legs trembled and gave way.

      “Then you’ll know my secret and I won’t know any of yours.” I twitched with the aftershocks of his assault.

      “I doubt you only have the one.” He went into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a glass of water. “Salt. You need your electrolytes.”

      His knowledge about Rasha never failed to impress and horrify me.

      By holding the glass in both hands, I managed to keep my tremors at bay and drink most of the liquid without sloshing it on myself. I tried not to taste it as I knocked it back because salt water was the worst. “The job?”

      “There’s a painting of mine. It was lost to me centuries ago and I want it back.” Weirdly, Malik was actually a talented artist, beloved by all in the artists’ collective that he painted out of. I’d seen a few of his works. One of them, an abstract of a woman called “Lila: on waking” had stuck with me for the vibrancy, life, and passion captured in the half-suggested lines.

      “What’s its evil purpose?” I said. “Suck people’s life force? Turn the viewer to stone?”

      Malik crossed his arms. “It’s a very fine painting and I think it would go perfectly on that wall.”

      “Why can’t you port in and get it?”

      “Think about it for a moment and get back to me.”

      I almost laughed because that sounded like something I’d say, but I didn’t want to set off the psychopath who was barely tolerating me. “It’s behind a Rasha ward.”

      He slow-clapped me.

      “Whatever. Give me the address.”

      He scribbled it down, plus a few other things, but didn’t give me the list right away. “The canvas is stretched over a frame. Do not touch that one. Simply remove it from whatever other larger frame it was placed in. Bring pliers and a screwdriver to remove the canvas from the new frame. Wrap it in buffered, acid-free glassine paper, wrap it a second time with bubble wrap and put it into a cardboard box that’s at least three inches larger on all sides than the wrapped canvas. I’ve noted the dimensions down for you.”

      “Why can’t I just transport it as is?”

      “Because I said so. I don’t want it damaged.”

      He handed the paper over and I leveled him with an unimpressed look. “This is in Orlando.”

      “Very good. You’re functionally literate. That bodes well for a bright future.”

      “How am I supposed to get there?”

      “Ask your boyfriend. He’s got cash.”

      “Get a hobby that isn’t me, you stalker.”

      He picked up his wine again, running a finger around the rim. “Oh, petal. You flatter yourself if you think you’re the twin I’m most interested in.”

      I bared my teeth at him, stomped to the door, and wrenched it open.

      “Tick tock, Nava.” That reminded me about the prophecy, but I wasn’t about to share that tidbit with him. “You have forty-eight hours.”

      “I can’t pull this off in that time frame. I need a week.”

      “Seventy-two hours.” He shooed me toward the door.

      “Get stuffed.” We both knew I’d do it.
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      I laced up my new beautiful tap shoes. “Why aren’t you predictably furious?”

      Rohan, once more in my “Tap Dancers Need Wood” shirt, plucked a string on his guitar, plucked it again, then tightened it. “I live to fuck with you.”

      “No, you live to fuck me.” I crossed into the center of the floor, my taps ringing out.

      “Don’t pigeonhole me.” He strummed a few chords.

      “Okay, but seriously. What gives?”

      “I looked up autocratic and was shamed into humble submission?”

      “Next.”

      He scooted forward on the sofa, the guitar in his lap. “You were right. It was worth pursuing and there was nothing you could have done differently. You’re alive and we’ll go get the painting together.”

      “Next time can we skip all the blustering and jump right to this part?”

      “How about next time we both agree to try and do better? Together.”

      I nodded. “I’d like that.” Fighting demons as we did, we’d find ourselves in critical situations where talking things out wasn’t going to be an option, but when it wasn’t life-or-death, then yeah, we had to face it as equals.

      “Good,” he said. “Now, you dictating the playlist or can I surprise you?”

      I batted my eyelashes at him. “You’re full of surprises tonight, baby. No reason to stop now.”

      We made it through “Bohemian Rhapsody,” and most of “Blank Space” when Drio showed up. He took in Ro’s shirt and his gleeful rendition of Taylor Swift and glared at me. “You’ve wrecked him.”

      I ended the song on a heel scuff. “Or I’ve thirty-seven percent improved him.”

      Ro ran a hand down his body. “You can’t improve perfection. Got the goods on Ferdinand?”

      Drio had learned Ferdinand was killed outside Palm Springs. According to Golda, that’s where he’d been living. “Hell of a commute into L.A. every day.”

      “The L.A. affiliation is bullshit.” Rohan stuffed Ferdinand’s address that Drio had gotten in his pocket. “How’s Golda?”

      Drio brightened. “Still hasn’t forgiven you.”

      “She will.”

      “You’d have to face her first, chickenshit.” He knocked the wall twice. “I’m going off-duty. Don’t call. Don’t text.”

      I made a “squee” face and ran into the hallway after him. “Are you going to see Leo?”

      “No.”

      “Total lie. You’re all prettied up and you put on cologne. You like her. Do you like her?”

      “She’s great.”

      I jumped into the stairwell, blocking him. “I know she’s great, but that wasn’t my question.”

      Pain flashed across his face so fast, I wasn’t sure I’d seen it. “Leave it, Nava.”

      I blinked because he so rarely used my name. “Leaving it.”

      “I’m glad you and Ro are happy.” He rubbed his hand briskly over his hair. “Don’t fuck it up.”

      “Why do you assume I’d be the one?” That earned me a level stare. “Forget it. Thank you for going to Palm Springs. We’re going to get these assholes.”

      “Do you remember what I told you about the thrill of the fight? How we could get hooked and nothing else compared to this big noble cause?” He rolled onto the outside edge of one foot, his eyes growing distant. “Other shit matters. Don’t forget that.”

      I opened my mouth to press him further because you didn’t just drop something that heavy without context, when he caught me in a stare so ferocious, I took a step back, my hands up. “I’m not asking.”

      He stalked off.

      I fired Leo a quick text of apology for possibly making her booty call ragey and quickly turned off my phone.

      It took us another day to make a plan and arrange everything. Rohan and I headed to the airport on Thursday morning to fly to Orlando and retrieve the painting. The Shelby roared along Southwest Marine Drive, the windows down, and the wind streaming in our hair. Despite being blackmailed into working for Malik, I was in an irrepressibly good mood, singing along with “Can’t Stop The Feeling.” Rohan joined in for all the falsetto parts.

      My Brotherhood phone rang with the “Imperial Death March” theme, assigned to all secret society numbers.

      “Hello?”

      “Ms. Katz.”

      I slapped the stereo button off. “Hello, Rabbi Mandelbaum.”

      Rohan cut me a wary look and I shrugged.

      “What have you done since our last conversation in regards to stopping Candyman?” the rabbi asked.

      “Our last conversation that was only two days ago?”

      “Yes. I assume you are investigating right now and that you aren’t merely going out for brunch with your boyfriend?”

      I frantically motioned for Rohan to veer past the Arthur Lang Bridge leading to the airport because Mandelbaum was tracking us. This was a bullshit phone call designed to let me know he could get to me. “We’re following up on some of the lab equipment we found at the house. Whether it was purchased or stolen. There might be something that leads us back to the demon.”

      There was nothing. We’d sent Drio down this road yesterday while we planned our Orlando mission. All the pieces were too widely available; even cattle prods could be purchased on Amazon.

      “Don’t waste Rohan’s time. He’s too valuable a Rasha.” Mandelbaum hung up.

      I shoved my Brotherhood phone in the glove compartment.

      Rohan found a security-patrolled lot and paid for parking, while I called for a taxi on my burner to take us to the airport. Ro borrowed the phone to call Drio to let him know where both the car and the spare key were, so he could drive the Shelby around and it didn’t sit in one place for hours. Brotherhood-issued phones automatically sent out locations after twenty-four hours of inactivity, in case a Rasha needed to be rescued.

      Rohan would rather get a root canal than let anyone drive his car, so whatever had bonded these two had bonded them but good.

      The cabbie had turned off the main road to one of the hangers near the south terminal before I spoke. “I hate Boris Badenov.”

      “I know, sweetheart,” Ro said. “But you have to let him keep underestimating you.”

      I pulled my seatbelt away from my chest like I needed room to breathe. “It’s not a matter of ‘let.’ There’s nothing I can do that would make him see my worth.”

      Except taking him down. He’d see it then.

      The cabbie pulled up to a private terminal not far from the Flying Beaver, which was this cool pub on the water with views of the floatplanes. We grabbed our one small carry-on and the cardboard box with the packing supplies.

      Rohan paid him and we walked directly on to the ramp where the private jet Ro had chartered awaited us.

      “I am so turned on right now,” I said.

      Carlos, our steward for the journey, greeted us. He checked the tickets on Ro’s phone, ensured we had our passports for customs when we landed in the U.S. and gave us the tour of the jet. There was a lounge with a large screen TV and DVD system and a telecommunications center. He got us settled in, saying that drinks and a choice of hot meals would be available after take-off.

      Ro made himself comfortable on the couch while I paced the plane. “Did you find Mandelbaum’s timing suspicious?” I said. “Why would he phone when we were headed for the airport?”

      “He couldn’t know. Only the three of us did.”

      “Yeah.” I did another lap.

      “Nava. Drio didn’t tell him.”

      I stopped. “I honestly don’t think he did, but we had our phones. Could they be listening in to our conversations even if we’re not on the phone?” I wasn’t worried about that on this flight since we’d left them in Ro’s car which Drio was going to take back to the house.

      I was however, extremely worried about what Orwell might have overheard up to this point.

      “You’re being paranoid,” he said.

      “Justifiably paranoid.”

      Carlos entered the cabin to tell us to get ready for take-off and we strapped in.

      Keyed up though I was, when the engines rumbled to life and the jet sped down the run-away, my stomach still flipped in exhilaration. It was a fairly smooth ascent and soon we were cruising comfortably at altitude and able to move around.

      I signed on to the secret email that Kane had set up for me, swearing it was safe from prying eyes, and called Rohan over to review the blueprints and dossier we’d compiled on the owner of the painting.

      Rabbi Paskow had served the New York chapter for forty years before retiring to the sunny climes of Orlando, where he lived with his wife in a gated community on a golf course. His son and three grandchildren still lived in Queens, and the rabbi and his wife were currently on their yearly visit up north.

      We wouldn’t encounter them, but we still had to get into the alarmed and monitored house in full view of all neighbors and community security. The easiest solution would have been for Kane to stage an alarm issue that we could have responded to, but he was busy with his mission, so no hacking job for us.

      We didn’t have time to match the uniforms of the groundskeepers but we did have two things: Ms. Clara, who had access to the rabbi’s cell number, and a Florida-based minion who owed Malik a favor. Neither Rohan nor I were happy about the latter part of the plan, but desperate times.

      Before we’d even landed in Houston for the first leg of our flight, Lackey Demon had burst a pipe feeding into the rabbi’s home. The water line fed in to the laundry room so hopefully the damage would be minimal. Drio had called it in at an appointed time, then after the agreed-upon waiting period I’d phoned Rabbi Paskow, who’d already been notified by the community’s management company. I said I was from the restoration company and I needed authorization to enter his premises to assess the damage.

      He’d promised to call the clubhouse immediately to let main gate security know to expect us. Our entire plan was dependent upon the snail’s pace of all bureaucracy. When my family had had a flood, the restoration company hadn’t been called until the next day. I was counting on a similar procedure here–that they’d be so focused on containing the leak and fixing the pipe that they wouldn’t have called the restoration company themselves.

      The plan was held together with metaphoric Scotch Tape and a prayer, and there were more places it could derail than not, but Malik had given me an impossible timeframe and I needed to find whoever was behind the purple magic.

      The walk to the rental car from the airport terminal in Orlando was short but with the humidity here, it was like walking through a swamp in scuba gear. I was sticky by the time we reached the Corolla. Once we cleared the rental lot, we pried off the stickers on the rearview mirror and windows that the company used to track the cars in and out of the lot. Driving up in an obvious rental would have given us away.

      We didn’t see much from the highway beyond some strip malls, lots of entrances to gated communities, and even more palm trees, though it was a lot greener than I’d expected.

      When the security guard at the gate took the identification into the booth, I tensed. We’d doctored them up yesterday with Photoshop and a laminate machine. All she did was check it against something on her computer, hand them back, and give us directions to the rabbi’s house before lifting the gate.

      Billboards on an undeveloped area of the grounds advertised homes starting at $300,000, which wouldn’t buy you a shoebox condo in Vancouver proper, but got you a pretty swank place here. Like Rabbi Paskow’s: a yellow villa-style home set back a couple of blocks from the golf course that was a decent size for two people but not enormous. A spectacular pink bougainvillea dominated the front yard.

      Workers milled about outside. Rohan and I approached the one woman in business casual who was supervising, correctly guessing she was from the management company. We introduced ourselves, presenting business cards with fake names from the area’s largest restoration company. She was a bit flustered that the rabbi had called someone in before she’d had a chance, but we brazened it out and someone else soon claimed her attention.

      Other than the fact that she could later describe a brown-skinned man and white-skinned woman, any other details would be wrong. Rohan and I had both put in brown contacts after we’d disembarked. He’d styled his hair into the most boring cubicle drone look to go with his khakis and plaid shirt and I wore a wig of short, straight, light brown hair.

      We didn’t bother taking down the Rasha ward around the house. Theft and tampering was bad enough, we didn’t want the rabbi left open to an actual demon attack.

      My blouse was sticking to me by the time we snapped on latex gloves, grabbed all necessary supplies and got inside into the air conditioning. Framed prints of grapes and Province pastoral scenes hung on pale yellow walls, with sandstone tile and floral print-furniture rounding out the decor. Fresh flowers sat in brightly colored hand-blown glass vases on fussy side tables, making the place smell like a hothouse.

      The damage in the laundry room was minimal. One small corner had flooded, so we cleaned it up and lugged the industrial fan we’d rented inside to dry it out. The sanitation engineers hadn’t had to open the concrete floor inside, which was good because we were alone in the house.

      We didn’t have to snoop for long. There was only one original painting in the place, which hung in the rabbi’s cluttered study on a shadowed wall away from any damaging sunlight. I turned on the small spotlight to see it better. A small plaque mounted next to the painting read “The Birth of Our Prince.”

      Upon first glance, it was the unlikely subject matter of the birth of Jesus. A raven-haired woman, her coarse features twisted, gave birth in a manger, the night sky twinkling with stars beyond the open manger door. Except she had black wings with edges like razors, so unless Mary had had a few additions that no one else had seen fit to document, this wasn’t her.

      A man wearing a crown kneeled beside her, his face etched with grief. The baby he held in his blood-soaked hands, still connected to the woman by a thick, purple umbilical cord glistening with fluid, was a monstrosity. It had three heads: an ogre, a ram, and a bull.

      “Rohan!”

      He came running at my screech, bringing the cardboard box and a small pouch with the pliers and screwdriver. “What?” All I could do was point at the painting. “Asmodeus?” Rohan dropped the stuff onto the rabbi’s desk, but didn’t tear his eyes off the artwork. “Does Malik know you killed Asmodeus? Is this some kind of message?”

      “It didn’t come up in conversation but Malik makes it his business to know things and Ari is a topic near and dear to him these days. It’s possible he knows what happened.”

      Malik hadn’t lied about painting this because his signature was legible in the corner. But of all the paintings in all the world, why have me get this one?

      “Who are Asmodeus’ parents?” I said. “Who would come after me for killing their son?”

      Rohan didn’t know either, but there was someone who might. It was worth the long distance charges on my burner. “Rabbi Abrams?” he said. “Nava and I need your help.” He described the painting to the rabbi, providing specific details at the rabbi’s prompting. Rohan’s expression grew grimmer and grimmer. “Yes, Rabbi. Thank you.”

      “Holy Hell.” He rubbed his fist against his temple and I tugged on his sleeve. “Malik intended for us to know this. It’s going to open a Pandora’s box.”

      “Why?” I was vibrating.

      “The raven-haired woman is the demon Mahlat. See this?” He pointed to a genie’s lamp tossed on a bale of hay to one side. “According to certain Kabbalistic legends, Mahlat was put into a vessel like this and locked in these cliffs on the Dead Sea by King Solomon.”

      “So that’s Solomon?”

      Rohan shook his head and touched what looked like a tiny baby’s hat with very long strings, woven from rope.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Rohan traced his finger along the protective glass to point out a rock that had rolled slightly away from a larger pile. “It’s a slingshot.”

      “That’s King David?!” I twisted my gold ring, with its engraved hamsa that marked me as Rasha, as if it could ward off this information. “No. He can’t be Asmodeus’ father. He formed the Brotherhood to stop demons, not birth them.”

      Rohan pried the painting off the wall, and flipped it over, removing the glass. He held out his hand, and like an operating room nurse, I placed the screwdriver in it. He made short work of the staples then carefully pried the canvas away from the large outside frame.

      As it slid free, an orange flame-shape slithered from between the frame and the canvas. No heat emanated from it and no sparks cracked as it wound itself around Rohan’s chest. He slashed at it with his finger blades, but as I’d learned from Ari’s shadow magic, that wasn’t a thing.

      The painting thudded to the thick area rug at my feet.

      Part of the flame creature reared up like the head of a cobra at me, so I bombarded it with magic. The crackling voltage passed through it harmlessly, but my presumption in attacking pissed the thing right off. It settled on Rohan like an anaconda, squeezing hard enough to bug his eyes out. The flaminess of it was similar to one of the magic types that marids possessed but this wasn’t a demon. More like… a trap.

      I couldn’t fire because the only thing my magic would hurt was my boyfriend and I wasn’t done with him yet. I scrabbled for a hold on it, fear making my fingers clunky.

      Grabbing at flames: also not a thing.

      I ended up grabbing Ro’s shoulders, elbow deep in this entity that seeped into my skin like a toxic spill. My flesh split and reddened with burn lesions bulging with pus.

      Rohan was turning blue, his thrashing growing weaker.

      There was no way to fight and my flight instincts were screaming at me, so I grabbed the painting in one hand and yanked on Rohan. Magic bloomed inside me, not the white hot crackle of electricity, but a slow sensual unfurling of something more primordial.

      The world shifted. The library disappeared, replaced by the shadow of the palm tree in the rabbi’s backyard that we now stood under.

      Rohan gulped air down. His shirt was torn, his torso and arms a mass of bluish-purple bruises overlaid on blistered, burned skin.

      I dropped to his side, ignoring the searing burn from the blistering mess running from my elbows to my fingertips and the melted latex on my hands. I patted him down, checking for injuries, but before I could ask him if he was okay, he jerked away and in a voice laced with dread asked, “What are you?”
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      What are you? Rohan’s question rang ’round and ’round in my head. Why hadn’t his first reaction been to have my back? Or a simple “Thanks, Nava. So glad I’m not dead.” Was he scared of me now?

      I stared out the plane’s window, flexing my gauze-encased fingers, the skin pulling tight over my knuckles. I can’t imagine what Carlos thought when we returned all beaten up, but he’d provided a first aid kit and dressed our burns. I’m sure charter jet employees were paid for their discretion.

      I’d always been different from the other Rasha, just by the fact of being female. If I had magic abilities that they didn’t, why did that matter? Was Rohan viewing me differently now?

      The leather couch squeaked as Rohan sat down beside me. “Are we going to talk about this?” He was still hoarse from the attack.

      I shrugged, keeping my focus on the clouds.

      “Will you please look at me?”

      I stared at him, impassive.

      He pressed an ice pack to his ribs, his shirtless torso a mass of pulpy bruises. Luckily, the burns were healing quickly. “What I said. I didn’t mean–it came out wrong.”

      “Ah. So you don’t think I’m a freak among freaks?”

      “No. But you aren’t like the rest of us, either.” He shifted stiffly and winced. “Our powers don’t grow stronger over time, but you keep getting layers.”

      “That’s on my trainers for their failure to know the full spectrum of my electric magic.”

      “Maybe. But you portalled us. That’s not connected to your magic.”

      Like I hadn’t been circling back to that for the past six hours.

      I headed to the telecommunications center at the far end of the jet. Every step sent fresh hell blazing down my injured arms. I traced my finger over the canvas, but the delicate brush strokes had no further secrets to yield. “Ari portals.”

      “Ari shadow transports. It’s at least connected to his magic. Though, after this afternoon, I can’t help wonder if that ability is a result of your twin thing and you not being tested in the first place. That he can do it because you can.”

      He wasn’t the only one wondering that.

      “Did you know?” Rohan stood directly behind me.

      The painting was rich with shadow, but Malik had captured pools of light, a certain radiance affiliated with holy births and moments of awe that was both chilling and captivating in this context. But then, that was that marid for you. “Know what?”

      “That you could portal.”

      I spun around, fists clenched. “Hell, yeah. I’m also waiting for the right moment to spring my invisibility and flight on you.” I shoved past him but he caught me by the waist in a gentle hold.

      He tossed the ice pack onto the table. “I’m sorry. Please talk to me. This is upsetting you way more than it should.”

      I didn’t want to talk to him. His words after I’d rescued us still stung. I could pull away, slam my walls up, and let him stew. Hello, comfort zone.

      It was so tempting, but scary as it was to break that pattern, I didn’t want to be that person anymore. I couldn’t be, not in this relationship. I bowed my head, silently repeating the words until I had the courage to say them aloud.

      “What if I’m a witch?” I helped myself to a Coke from the small tray of drinks that Carlos had left out for us so I didn’t have to face him as I spoke. “Because if I am a witch, I’m not Rasha.”

      “Technically, Rasha are kind of mini-witches. Witches lite.” Rohan planted himself in front of me, tipping my chin up to meet his gaze. “You’d be better than Rasha.”

      I doubted that. The snag in my hypothesis was that my magic signature wasn’t red and neither Dr. Gelman nor Sienna had pegged me as a witch, so if I was one, I was a pretty pathetic shadow of one. No longer unique, merely one of a multitude–and a half-assed one at that. I ran my unburned thumb along the edge of the tab. “Right. The Brotherhood would totally see me as better.”

      “Like you care what they think.”

      I popped the tab on the Coke hard enough to send up a fine mist of soda. “I care what some of them think.”

      “Some of us would think it’s pretty fucking cool.” My mouth fell open and Rohan grinned at me. “What? It’d be like dating–”

      “Wonder Woman?”

      “Not even remotely.” He looked like he was about to elaborate so I clapped my hand over his mouth. He nipped me and I dropped my hand. “Sabrina,” he proclaimed.

      I pulled my punch to his shoulder at the last second out of respect for his injury. “The teenaged witch? Rethink that, you perv.” I snapped my fingers, which was a terrible idea because a) they made no noise with my bandages on and b) snapping fucking hurt when burned. “Doctor Strange.”

      Rohan grabbed a water bottle and twisted the cap off. “Quit it.”

      “Quit what?”

      He took a sip and wiped his mouth off. “Whatever weird shit you’re imagining with me and Benedict Cumberbatch.”

      “You should be so lucky. For an old guy, he’s pretty hot.” I chugged back the pop. It was warmer than I liked, but I appreciated the sugar rush tingling my teeth and burning my throat. “I like being the only girl Rasha.”

      “You like shit disturbing. If this is true and we’ve got a witch in our ranks?” He whistled and made a bomb exploding noise. “We’re in this together. Along with Ari, and Kane, and Drio, and Rabbi Abrams, and Baruch and Ms. Clara if you’ll let me tell them. Not to mention Mahmud, and at least a half dozen other guys that will have our back.”

      “Against all the other Rasha and the Executive.”

      “No. Against a few corrupt assholes. I’m willing to bet that most of the Rasha have no clue this is going on and if they did, they’d be as mad as we are. They’ll be on your side.”

      “Even if I’m not Rasha?”

      “You’re making this either or.” He tugged on my hamsa ring. “We were always told that this ring was a covenant with the Brotherhood, but maybe the fact you could be a witch and it still doesn’t come off means that it’s a covenant with the greater fight against evil. Wherever evil is to be found. And you, Nava Katz, seem to be leading the charge.”

      I scowled at him. “How am I supposed to stay mad at you when you say things like that?”

      He pulled his shirt back on with a wince. “You can’t. I’m perfect.”

      True. Even with all his issues, Rohan was pretty damn great and thoroughly comfortable in his own skin. Me, on the other hand? Growing up, I’d had such a clear sense of myself. There were the jocks, the bunheads, the drama kids, and me, the tapper and Ari’s twin. Eventually, my identity had expanded to include being Cole’s girlfriend since we were joined at the hip.

      When I’d lost two of those three, I’d floundered. Neither had been my choice to walk away from like Rohan leaving the band. I’d crafted the only identity I could to keep the hurt and loss at bay. The one way to feel like I had any say in my own existence. Then once again, I didn’t. I was told I was Rasha and that was that. Even worse, no one, from my parents through to Rabbi Abrams and the other Rasha were happy about it. I was some freak they’d all gotten stuck with.

      That’s why I’d been so determined to get Ari by my side. Not just because this was his destiny, but because if I’d lost him, lost that one final essential link to myself… I exhaled and tipped back the rest of my drink.

      I’d been fighting for so long and I’d just gotten to the point where I could breathe. I had allies and I’d adjusted to my new life as a hunter. Now it seemed I wasn’t the only girl at the party: I was some second-rate witch at best and some weird mutant at worst.

      Outside the window, all was gray. There was no horizon to orient myself. I shivered, telling myself that I’d be on terra firma again soon.

      “Do you think David was covering up his fuck-up?” Rohan was examining Malik’s painting.

      I got him a fresh ice pack, cracking it to activate it, and pressed it against his ribs over the gauze taped there, the edges shiny with ointment. “How so?”

      “This painting basically states that he fathered Asmodeus.” Rohan took over ice pack duty. “That he slept with this demon Mahlat. What if the reason he struck the deal with witches to create Rasha wasn’t out of some noble desire to kill all demons, but to have a handpicked team to clean up his mess?”

      “Yikes. It’s entirely possible. Oh! The lovers.” I raced for the carry-on and pulled out our laptop. “The second part of that prophecy. ‘Tick tock goes the clock, the lovers reunite.’” I jotted down my thoughts as fast as I could type, which wasn’t all that fast with my bandaged hands

      “David and Mahlat are the original lovers. Rasha and demon.” I tapped a finger against my lip. “That pairing doesn’t work if ‘the lovers reunite’ in the prophecy refers to Mandelbaum and whoever is doing the binding. Like symbolic lovers slash partners kind of thing. It would need to be rabbi and witch and David wasn’t a rabbi.”

      Next to me, Ro went still. “Rasha and witch, Sparky.” He gestured between us.

      “First off, we don’t even know I’m a witch. Second, wrong combo. We haven’t ‘re’ anything. We’re united. Full stop.”

      “It’s a prophecy. Things yet to come. We haven’t broken up yet, but–”

      “Ro.” I slammed the laptop shut. “I didn’t go through all sorts of hell to lose you so easily, okay? Don’t even think that bullshit.”

      He nodded, but for the rest of the flight home his words hung heavy between us.
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      “You put my painting in a garbage bag?”

      Malik was practically hyperventilating as he drew it out, muttering what sounded like endearments to the canvas. Some lively symphony played from inset speakers and his place smelled like tomato sauce.

      I crossed my arms. “Nice job trying to get me killed, asshole.”

      “Cardboard box,” he said, still running a hand over the canvas, checking for wounds. “Layers of packaging. Was I or was I not exceedingly clear in my instructions?”

      “Boo hoo. I wasn’t going back in the house after that thing attacked us.”

      “If I have to pay a restorer, you’re footing the bill.” He carried the painting down the hallway leading off the open concept living room and kitchen.

      I followed him, chewing him out and being totally ignored.

      Malik opened a closet door. Inside was a glass door with a keypad. He typed in a code. There was the hiss of a decompressing seal as he opened it, and cool air flowed out. Inside were several other paintings. Malik stowed this one carefully on a rack a few inches off the ground and sealed the unit up again. All that trouble and the jerk wasn’t even hanging the damn thing up. “You better hope it’s not damaged,” he said.

      “I’m damaged, you dick.”

      “You’re alive.” Malik raked a slow, thorough gaze over me. “Interesting.” He returned to his kitchen, picked up a wooden spoon and lifted a lid on the stainless steel pot burbling on the stove. Steam curled out. “Your boyfriend’s knives couldn’t have sliced my trap and your magic couldn’t have destroyed it. That means you escaped it.”

      “How’d you get past the ward to set the trap for me?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I set it years ago. It just happened to be a handy way to get my answer of what you are. So answer.” He swiped some tomato sauce off the end of his spoon and tried it before adding a dash of salt. “Did you use some magic not in your Rasha starter kit? How did you escape?”

      “A bad attitude and a fast car.”

      “If you’re going to waste my time, leave.”

      I didn’t even get a flick of his fingers in warning. I flew out of the kitchen, slamming into the wall in the hallway and cracking my skull before sliding to the ground.

      The world swung sideways. I sat there, breathing through the vertigo. When I could open my eyes and the room held steady, I pushed to my feet, touching a finger to the back of my head. Blood.

      The smart thing to do would have been to walk away. Keep my suspicions about what I was to myself and wait for Gelman to track down the witch. Except the marid had set me up with a very specific test. There had only been one of two ways I was getting out of there and if I was alive, he already knew.

      He’d done his stupid test, now it was my turn. Still, it took me a moment to move in his direction. I kept the counter between us, standing stiffly on high alert. “I portalled. Disappointed I’m not dead?”

      He filled a second pot with water and set it to boil on the stove. “Not yet.”

      “Rohan and I could have been killed if your hunch was wrong.”

      He shrugged like that was acceptable collateral damage. “The level of magic ability you accessed when you attacked me occurred when you’d been in an extreme state of distress. I needed to recreate those same conditions and see if I was right about you.”

      “You know what I am, yet you just stand here making dinner.”

      He reached up to a high cupboard to remove a bright blue box of rotini. I was so angry with him, I almost couldn’t appreciate his tight ass and the way his back muscles rippled when he stretched out his arm. “I’ll worry when you actually know what you’re capable of.”

      “You got your answer and your painting. Give me my name. Who’s binding demons?”

      His doorbell sounded. I planted myself in his way, but he lifted me up and set me aside so he could pass.

      I stomped into his living room while Malik greeted someone in Arabic. I sat down on the sofa, intending to crash his dinner party.

      He led a gorgeous woman with lustrous black hair and lush curves who was maybe a few years older than me into the room. Malik was thousands of years old so talk about cradle robber. “Lila, Nava. Nava, Lila.”

      She approached me, hand outstretched, more for me to kiss than shake, her eyes aglow. “You are not what I imagined.” Her lilting voice with its trace of a Middle Eastern accent made my nipples harden and a low lick of heat unfurl inside me.

      “I never am. You’re the Lila that Malik painted.” I stood up, pressing her hand between mine. Everything about Lila was flawless, from her dusky skin to the gentle curve of her smile.

      “Yes.” Lila regarded Malik fondly. “I see my reputation precedes me.”

      No reason why I should be the only one.

      Malik chuckled. “Always playing coy, Lilith. You put a lot of work into your reputation.”

      I crashed back onto my ass. “Lilith? Like Lilith Lilith?”

      She settled into the chair beside me. “Guilty as charged. I prefer Lila these days.”

      I sputtered for a few minutes while Malik got a platter of olives and assorted cheeses from the fridge and Lila watched me like I was amusing but not too bright.

      In the Garden of Eden story, Lilith was human, not a demon. She was supposed to be Adam’s first wife. Gelman had said she was a witch. It was only later mythologies that referred to her as a demon. Granted, those were written by men and being both a witch and a woman with a strong sexuality would have been enough to earn her the demon label, but at some point, had she truly become something other than human?

      “How the hell are you still alive?” I said. “What are you?” Heat slashed across my mouth, searing my lips together. Panicked, I thrashed in my seat, struggling futilely to open my mouth.

      “Lila,” Malik chastised.

      Lila reached for an olive, taking three dainty bites to finish it. “I don’t like her tone.”

      I clawed at my face with icy fingers, making pleading noises. I no longer had lips, just a smooth expanse of skin. Bitch had eliminated my mouth. I hadn’t even liked that scene in The Matrix. Living it now was terrifying.

      The lid rattled on the pot of boiling water. Malik ripped open the box of pasta and dumped some in the water. “She’ll make that infernal racket all through dinner and ruin my excellent sauce.”

      “That’s on you for letting her stay.” Lila glared at me. “Stop whining.”

      My jaw fell open. I gulped down air, running fingers over my lips. “Now would be a good time for that wine you’re so fond of.”

      Malik set the timer on the stove with a beep, plucked the bottle off the counter and procured some glasses.

      “Can I safely ask some questions?” I took the glass Malik gave me with shaking hands. At least they were no longer burned.

      “You may ask, but it will cost you.” She accepted the glass Malik held out to her.

      My heart was hammering in my throat, my magic slippery and uncontrollable. Sparks jumped off my skin.

      “Watch the furniture.” Malik sighed. “Every time you people come over I have to call in my decorators to fix it.”

      Lila chuckled. “Not like that. I want to experience a passionate memory of yours.”

      Cautiously, I powered down. “Steal it?”

      “No. Simply experience it. Relive it through you. It won’t hurt you in any way.”

      “It won’t,” Malik said. Was I really going to trust the word of one psycho that the other one wouldn’t hurt me?

      I examined the proposal for all the ways it could go wrong versus this opportunity to get answers, but no matter how I turned it over the request seemed fairly benign. “Deal.”

      Lila placed her hand on my shoulder. “Think of a pleasurable sexual memory.”

      My body went hot and tight, assaulted with images of Rohan’s hands on me, his lips, his cock.

      Lila inhaled with a husky gasp and a shiver.

      “What did you do?” I whispered, wrapping my arms around myself. My skin was prickly and ill-fitting, my core cold and queasy.

      “I told you. I lived your memory. The rush off that one small hit… You are a very lucky girl.”

      She glowed with satiated vitality, but I ached with a deep sorrow. She was right that it hadn’t hurt–physically. It was one thing to enjoy public sex, even get off on someone watching Rohan and me. That was from the outside. Lila had come into my memory and experienced it as I had, and in doing so diminished and tarnished it. I felt violated.

      I wanted a shower. And to curl up at Rohan’s side and let being with him make everything better. I wished he was here now. I’d gotten used to us working as a team. “My questions?”

      Lila waved a hand at me. “Ask away.”

      I visualized Snowflake sitting behind me, lending me the strength to get through this shit show. “Do the witches know you’re still kicking?”

      “I don’t know and don’t care. I don’t concern myself with witches, but I’m willing to make an exception about this binding business since Malik asked so nicely.”

      More sputtering from me, this time narrowly avoiding splashing my clothes with the wine. “You’re the one who can figure out the purple magic?”

      “Did you not tell her anything?” she chided Malik.

      “It’s more fun not to.” He dropped into his chair, legs crossed. Lila tsked him.

      My incredulity morphed into excitement. “Were you the witch that David made the deal with? To create Rasha?”

      “The betrayer? Much to my everlasting regret.” Lila had only presented a beautiful human face up until now, but with that question, her eyes glittered with malice.

      I hugged one of the sofa cushions to my chest, like that could protect me, seriously considering jumping out Malik’s thirty-story window.

      Again.

      “I told you she was entertaining.” Malik helped himself to some goat cheese and a cracker.

      Lila hissed at him.

      I sat very still, not stupid enough to access my magic in her presence. “Was it because he’d fathered a demon?” Apparently, I was stupid enough to ask her another question.

      Sprawled in his chair, one foot propped on the coffee table, Malik raised his hand. “Can I take this one?”

      Lila reached for another olive. “You’re annoying and you never have anything sweet on hand.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Asmodeus wasn’t a mistake, petal. David wanted demon pets. He thought that fathering one would give him an unexpected weapon in the fight against us. He always did think out of the box.”

      “He was a hypocrite.” Lila’s lip curled in a sneer. “A man with big appetites and aspirations trying to justify them in a moral righteousness.”

      Reeling, I slugged back the rest of my wine. Was this why Mandelbaum was teaming up with the witches? To fulfill David’s crazy idea? Why didn’t anyone else in the Brotherhood know about all this? I had to talk to Rabbi Abrams. “But–”

      “One more question.” Lila stared at her hands, her shoulders drooping like my continued harping on the subject had sucked the fight out of her.

      “Are you all right?” I said.

      Lila’s turn toward me was slow and measured. “You would waste your last question on that?”

      When she put it that way, no, but I’d already gotten invaluable information and taking back my concern was too rude, even for me. “Yes.”

      “I don’t like reminders of that man. Mahlat was my favorite daughter.”

      Whoa. My brain was one more revelation away from imploding. “If you did become a demon, when?” I said this more to myself. “It had to be before David because by the time he came around you’d be…” I counted off years on my fingers.

      Lila smacked my hand down. “I have lived for so long that labels are irrelevant.”

      The timer went off and Malik walked toward the kitchen. “As you can see, it’s a touchy sub–” He gasped, clawing at his throat.

      I winced in sympathy. But better him than me.

      “You may have a proper final question,” Lila said.

      Malik jerking around, attempting to breathe was distracting. In a funny way, like a cat chasing after a laser pointer. Fireballs spurted off him, his limbs sporadically blurring into flame, but he couldn’t get past the hold that Lila had on him to lock into his protective fire form.

      The timer continued to sound, a shrill beep.

      Lila was more concerned with spreading the goat cheese onto her cracker than Malik, which was a pretty brutal way to treat a friend, or lover, or whatever he was to her.

      I shook my head. “If you were so mad at David, why make the deal at all? Why hand over any magic to those men?”

      “Demons still needed killing.” She shot a wry glance at Malik, releasing her hold.

      He slumped over, hands braced on the counter, his chest heaving, and swore in Arabic.

      I blinked. “But–”

      “You had your questions.” Her tone brooked no further argument.

      Malik silenced the timer and shut the stove off with a snap of the dial, sliding the pot off the burner. “Tell her, Lila, or I will.”

      “I don’t want to talk about him.” The temperature dropped several degrees. Lila half-turned toward Malik.

      Malik dissolved into flame. That familiar dancing blaze of gold and orange contained within a human outline with the merest suggestion of a face.

      “If the Brotherhood is trying to repeat history?” he said. “Your peaceful isolationism is over.”

      “I have survived much. These games mean nothing to me.”

      “No? Not even if they carry out David’s plans? If your ex-lover wins even while in the grave?”

      Eww. David had slept with both mother and daughter? Tacky.

      The floor-to-ceiling window spiderwebbed with cracks. My wine was crystalizing. Shivering, I put the glass down in case it shattered.

      It was an unholy showdown. Malik was pure flame. Hot. Bright. Awesome.

      Lilith was a deep freeze. Winning in the scary-as-fuck department. She relaxed by degrees: the lowering of her shoulders, the looser clasp of her wine glass. “Like I said. These games mean nothing to me.”

      “What games?” I had to say it twice because my vocal chords didn’t want to cooperate.

      Malik became flesh again with nary a soot mark on his person or the furniture. Running the water in his sink, he dumped the pasta into a colander. “The deal with David was supposed to be a one-time thing. Get some more warm bodies to help fight us.” He snorted.

      I inspected my glass and finding it unbroken after the mini ice storm, finished up my wine. “There’s a ritual to test babies. Initiate the next generation. That doesn’t imply single-use.”

      “The ritual was to test David’s adult potentials. To see if they could handle the magic.” Malik took the water out of the colander. “David was a slick talker. He convinced another witch to create the initiation and induction rituals in order to keep the world safe for future generations. Witches are big on that.” He didn’t sound impressed.

      “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “I like this world. I like my toys and my playmates. Make sure that’s not disturbed.”

      “Make sure yourself. Help me.” I looked to Lila to include her in that, but she was gazing out the window, giving no indication she was listening.

      Malik laughed and laughed, putting final touches on his sauce while I scowled at him, arms crossed. “Oh. You were serious.”

      “Lila.” When she turned, I handed her the gogota finger still purple from the magic signature spell we’d cast. I’d retrieved it from Rabbi Abrams before going off for the painting. “What’s it going to cost me to find out who did this?”

      “One night with your lover.”

      “You’re not his type,” I said lightly, tamping down a hot flare of “over my dead body.” Who was I kidding? She was everyone’s type.

      “You are though. I want to possess your body for one night, habibty.”

      “No.”

      “Why not? You’re the host. I’m just a passenger allowed to experience your passion.”

      That cold calculating part of my brain said to pay her price if it meant answers. The rest of me recoiled.

      Lila sipped at her wine, her eyes intent on mine.

      “Even if I was willing, which I’m not,” I said, going with my heart and my gut, “he’d never agree.” I didn’t want her knowing me that intimately. Didn’t want her perverting a precious experience.

      She stroked a hand over my hair. “He doesn’t get to know.”

      “No way. That’s wrong.” I ducked out from her creepy touch and grabbed the gogota finger. It may have been my body, but I wouldn’t be alone and I’d never do that to Ro. I wouldn’t take his choice away.

      Malik blocked my route to the door. “Don’t be ridiculous. This is nothing.”

      The marid may have appeared as an attractive, civilized man but in the end, he was still a demon and he was old. To him, time and life were an impressionist painting where any of the individual dots failed to matter.

      “It’s everything.” Magic erupted out of me. “Now get out of my way or so help me we’ll both find out exactly what I’m capable of.”

      Hands up, he let me pass.
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      I sped through the city, hell-bent for the chapter club, white-knuckling the steering wheel. Barely holding myself together from the adrenaline and yeah, fear, still pumping through my system. I’d texted Ro that I was coming back but hadn’t answered his questions on how the delivery had gone.

      I curved onto my dead-end street, the car fishtailing. The trees on each side that afforded us privacy from our neighbors pressed in on me. I floored the gas pedal that final millimeter, my body straining forward in my desire to get home.

      The gate was open, Ro waiting for me to slow to a stop. The stiffness in his pose wasn’t all from his injuries. He strode past the wards out to the curb, stuck his head into my rolled-down driver’s side window, clasped my face in his hands, and kissed me. Leaning further into the window, he pressed me back against the seat, his hum of relief vibrating down to my toes.

      I gripped his wrists, refusing to be let go of.

      “You’re giving me gray hairs, Sparky,” he murmured with a shaky laugh, before kissing me again.

      I rested my forehead to his.

      “Are you okay?” he said.

      “Better now that I’m back.” I leaned across the car and opened the passenger door. “Get in. I’ll drive us up.”

      An oshk materialized out of nowhere, denting the hood right as Ro walked past it.

      I jumped out of the car and blew the demon back against the stone fence. While this oshk had the same blobby body as the one at the wreta house, instead of a single human arm, she had a fully defined female face with short blood-colored hair.

      Her amorphous body expanded to deflect the impact. The oil slick pattern on her skin momentarily sucked all the light into it, creating the illusion of a massive void that was oddly hypnotic. I tore my eyes away, checking Ro for possible contact and repeat symptoms.

      The glint in his eyes and hard set of his jaw was directed at the oshk, not me. He snicked out his blades as the oshk peeled herself off the fence.

      I shoved him out of the way and blew a steady stream of electricity at the demon. “Are you kidding me?” I made a mental note to get some kind of long folding switchblade.

      “I can’t just stand here.” A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      I respected him enough that this had to be his choice, even if getting another hit of secretion wasn’t worth him lending his magic to this battle. “Your choice,” I said.

      “Stop being reasonable,” he snapped. But his knives went away.

      The oshk curled in on herself, her flesh rising up over the gash I’d caused and sealing it. “Where is he?” Her screech was a broken rasp. “Where is Candyman?”

      “We don’t know,” Rohan said.

      “You killed Five.” Was that a name and were there four more like her? Her eyes flashed red.

      I launched a new offensive, but she ignored my magic like the deadly voltage was a gentle mist, and flew at us.

      Rohan pulled me behind the open car door, swinging it outward to collide with the demon. The oshk slammed into the metal hard enough to rattle the hinges and disappeared.

      “Bhenchod!” Rohan stormed up the driveway.

      I got back in my car, driving past Ro and giving him space.

      Drio was home so I dragged him into the library, filling him in on what had just happened.

      The front door slammed. Rohan marched in wearing a deadly smile. “Leo needs better intel. Oshks aren’t Unique. Time to have a little chat with her.”

      Ro had covered for Leo at every turn since I’d known him. Was the oshk in front of the chapter house really the final straw? Was he just frustrated or was he done keeping her secret? I stepped forward, but Drio gripped my arm, expression bland.

      “That’s not Leo’s job.” He waved a hand around the library, deceptively mild, but leaving no doubt whose job it really was. “An urban legend’s got to have documentation somewhere.”

      Rohan returned Drio’s impassive smile. “It better.”

      The first time I’d met Drio, there’d been a moment when I thought Ro was going to kill him. I’d never seen that again from him and I wasn’t freaked out because I was seeing it again now. What had my palms clammy and my heart galloping was that Drio looked a blink away from methodically dismantling my boyfriend over my best friend.

      Drio pulled the laptop close and ran a new search for the female face in the database.

      I gripped the top of a chair watching the anger rolling off Rohan meet the implacable front that was Drio. It scraped my already raw nerves to fine wire. I opened a window but the fresh sunny breeze failed to ease the powder keg vibe.

      Screw it. I jogged downstairs and rapped on Rabbi Abrams’ door.

      “Come in.” His voice was a bit muffled.

      I threw open the door. “What’s wrong?”

      He crumpled up a Kit Kat wrapper. “Found them.”

      I placed a hand over my heart. “Stop at one, please, and no more honey in your tea today.”

      “Agreed. Do you have an update?” He waved me at a chair.

      “Yeah.”

      Give the man his due, he stayed pretty calm while I told him about his illustrious founder. I left out the deal Lilith had proposed because there wasn’t enough money in the world to make me talk sex with the guy. “You think Rabbi Mandelbaum knows this? Or that he’s up to the same thing? Making demon pets to help fight this war?”

      “I’ve never heard any of this, and I’ve been around this Brotherhood much longer than he has.” He stroked his white beard. “It is, however, possible. Does Esther have anything to add?”

      “She doesn’t know yet. I’ll go see her soon, but first I need your help with something else. Ever heard of an oshk?”

      He sat forward with an interested gleam. “No. A demon?”

      I gave him a brief run-down, asking if he could think of the best place to search for it since it wasn’t in the database or any of the texts we’d tried. He reached for another Kit Kat from the stash on his desk, leaning back with a grumble when I shook my head at him.

      Denied his treats, Rabbi Abrams heaved himself out of his chair and pulled a thin book off his shelf.

      I took it from his gnarled hands. “It’s a journal.”

      The leather binding was brittle to the touch, the ink on the parchment was faded with time, and many of the pages had come loose. Entries were written in a spidery handwriting in a combination of English, Hebrew, and Russian while the pages were filled with illustrations of demons I’d never heard of, not that that meant anything. I didn’t have as complete an education in demonology as the other Rasha. “Are these Uniques?”

      “The Brotherhood doesn’t believe them to exist. According to them, Rabbi Shokovsky made it his life’s work to record the whisperings of madwomen.”

      “Witches?” I said.

      “The Brotherhood wanted facts, demons that were confirmed in different cultures, not crazed rumors and fanciful tales. He died alone and reviled.” He ran a wrinkled finger along the edge of the page. “You said the oshk was an urban legend told by other demons. Perhaps Shokovsky heard the story.”

      I stopped flipping pages at one covered in rough scribbles, all the sketches a variety of the oshk I’d met. “I’d say he did. How’d you get this contraband, Rabbi?”

      “He was my great-great-great-grandfather.” Rabbi Abrams winked and tossed me a Kit Kat. “My family doesn’t precisely toe the party line either.”

      I skipped into the library, clinging to this small victory like a lifeline. “I have returned triumphant.”

      The mood had thawed between Rohan and Drio, but both the men seethed with frustration, open half-drunk beer bottles on the table in front of them.

      “Did you bring us chocolate, too?” Drio asked.

      “No. Rabbi Abrams gave this to me because I’m his favorite. He also gave me this.” I lay the open book down on the table, tapping the demon’s name that Shokovsky had written at the top.

      “A matryoshka,” Rohan read.

      “Like the Russian dolls?” Drio humphed, studying the drawings. “We’re dealing with eight of them?”

      “Seven,” Rohan corrected. “We killed one of the versions with an arm.”

      “Seven out there for Candyman to make more Sweet Tooth with? That’s plenty,” Drio said.

      “The matryoshka is a Unique. She just comes in parts. Leo wasn’t wrong,” I said pointedly, dropping into a chair.

      “No, she wasn’t.” Rohan hooked an ankle around my chair and tugged me close. It was all the apology that I was going to get.

      The journal entry confirmed that the matryoshka ate other demons with no apparent interest in humans. Its secretion worked as a paralytic on demons.

      “We’re lucky it doesn’t work as a paralytic on us,” Drio said.

      “It’s bad enough,” Ro replied.

      “Speaking from experience.” Drio smirked.

      “Don’t start,” Ro said. It was unclear whether he meant me or Drio. Drio’s smirk grew wider and I pressed my lips together, pointedly looking away.

      We poured over the drawings, learning everything we could about the rest of the forms. A head, an arm, a leg–put the eight parts of the oshk together and she made a complete human figure.

      The guys discussed how best to track it, as well as what protective gear we’d need to keep from getting splashed with its secretion. Ro agreed not to tempt fate by using his blades so he and Drio made a list of weapons we had on hand that would get the job done.

      I told them that the heart was the sweet spot then tuned them out, needing to properly regroup after the shit show at Malik’s. Needing to release the breath that had been stuck in the base of my throat these past couple hours. I pressed up against Rohan. With every inhale, I filled up a little more with him. My skin heated, my tension eased, and my muscles became pliant. I shifted closer as if the hard warmth of his side could keep me upright when my spine so clearly couldn’t.

      He didn’t look at me, didn’t speak to me, listening to Drio expand on an idea. His only movement was the idle play of his fingers on the neck of his beer bottle but his utter awareness of me emanated outward. So when the table got jostled and he reached past me for the box of tissue to blot the pooling liquid with a murmured “kitchen,” I had to shut my eyes to steel myself because the unease humming in my system had become low grade arousal and that one word skyrocketed me.

      Rohan left the room carrying his beer and the soggy tissue.

      Drio kept reading the journal. “Go after him.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I scampered into the kitchen.

      Rohan caught me, pushing me up against the cabinets. “I hated letting you go to Malik’s by yourself.”

      “But you did.” I slid my arms around his neck. I didn’t want to think beyond this moment, so I kissed him deeply, and whatever else he might have said died as his lips met mine. The kiss danced on the edge of violence, grinding against each other, working through all the anger, fear, and frustration we both had penned up.

      Our darkness banished, our lips became a sweet tease. Rohan wrapped his arms around me and we held each other, our heartbeats slowing in tandem.

      “Want to tell me what happened?”

      I pulled away with a shaky sigh. “Yeah. But let’s get Drio. And food. Lots of food.” I hadn’t eaten since breakfast on the red eye flight home, and using my magic had long ago metabolized it.

      Excellent boyfriend that he was, Rohan made sure I was stuffed with my favorite Szechuan food, even ordering the ginger beef extra crispy for me. He stayed at my side, a steady presence, while I caught Drio up on Orlando, and told them both about meeting Lilith.

      Ro took the bit about Lila making my mouth vanish better than I expected. His vibrated fury only lasted a few seconds. He stuffed it down to focus on me, pulling me into his arms and rubbing my back in slow, steady strokes, as I recounted everything else that had transpired.

      Almost everything. I couldn’t tell them about Lila reliving my memory or her offer. I tried three times, and on each occasion broke into a coughing fit. The third time my coughing was so violent that Drio actually got me some water instead of his expected response of letting my brains leak out of my ears. When I was able to speak again, I ended up saying I’d pissed her off with my questions and it was a no-go.

      I yawned, my lids half-closed.

      Ro tugged me up. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      As soon as he climbed under the sheet with me, I gripped his hand, wrapped my leg over his, and stuffed my cheek against his chest. He was something real and solid to rest against; someone caring and fierce and mine. I finally felt secure enough to let sleep claim me.

      I woke up in the middle of the night because I’d kicked the sheet off and I was cold. I reached for Rohan, but he wasn’t there. My hand hit something crinkly. I switched on the light to find a note Ro had left me on his pillow.

      Gone to Palm Springs. Back in the morning. Don’t worry.

      He’d snuck out in the middle of the night to fly to California. Why would I possibly worry? I tried to go back to sleep, but his absence left me raw and empty, like a demon had sliced me open, casually thrust in a claw, and yanked out my insides.

      Dawn was a long time coming. Rohan’s reappearance even longer.

      I’d been sitting on the front stairs for two hours, consumed six cups of coffee and two bagels, and worked myself into one righteous fury by the time Rohan rolled up.

      A smoke-infused haze covered the sky, the sun a bright orange ball from forest fires burning hundreds of kilometers away. The air was heavy and stagnant with no hint of a breeze coming off the water through the trees.

      He got out of the car, saw me, and flashed me his rock fuck grin. “You won’t believe what I found. Women’s clothing and a fairly recent photo of Ferdinand with some lady. I don’t know who she was to him but I’ll find out. It’s a great lead.”

      “Don’t patronize me.” I spoke in a low voice, my eyes locked on his. “And don’t lie to me. Ever.”

      “How did I lie?” He sat down next to me. “I checked out Ferdinand’s place.”

      “Red-eye flights aren’t that red-eye. You didn’t charter a jet in the middle of the night. You kept it, didn’t you?” My hands tightened on my coffee mug, now cold and empty.

      “I called them to arrange it when you went to deliver the painting.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He twisted his Rasha ring around. “I was going to, but I was waiting for you to come home, and then the oshk happened and…” He leaned back on his elbows against the stairs. “I didn’t want to worry you.”

      “I wouldn’t have stopped you.”

      “No? You were locked onto me last night so tight that I couldn’t even turn over. You’d have asked me to wait and I would have.” He looked away. “I didn’t want to.”

      “Better to ask for forgiveness than permission, huh?” I’d lived that way, but I’d never figured Ro would pull that on me. Never figured he’d strip the connective threads that bound us with his manipulations. Funny how fast “doing better and doing this together” flew out the window when it didn’t fit with Ro’s wants. I crushed the remnants of my bagel into a pulpy mess and tossed it onto the grass. “If I ask you to wait, then convince me otherwise. Don’t sneak around.” I jabbed a finger into his chest. “You know who sneaks around, Ro? Addicts.”

      And addictions never ended well.

      “Here comes the melodrama.” He stomped up the stairs.

      “Better than the death wish.”

      “Oh, okay. You fight the oshk and you take down the Brotherhood. I’ll just sit here enveloped in bubble wrap and you tell me when it’s safe to move.”

      I jumped to my feet. “I have a better idea. How about you pull your head out of your ass and examine your behavior? You’re spiraling. Acting on emotion, not logic. Great way to get yourself killed.”

      “Spare me the bullshit. You want this blown open more than I do.”

      “I thought I did.” I clenched the coffee cup, stifling the urge to chuck it at him. “But you’re getting obsessed. Running full tilt on everything. You need to slow down. You were the one who said we were in this together.”

      “We are,” he growled.

      “Then keep your promise. And don’t break us.”
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      Naomi and Christina’s dingy lobby had been renovated since the last time I’d been here, the new flashy disco tiles in varying shades of sea green a dazzling pop upon entry. The faded red carpet in the hallways had been ripped out and replaced with hardwood which brightened things up, but the plaster was still cracked in the far corner and the ill-fitting stairwell door still stuck.

      Amazing how easy it was to make something look surface shiny. Kind of like the smile I’d perfected on the drive over.

      I knocked on their door, balancing a cardboard tray with coffee cups and a large brown paper bag. Christina opened the apartment door and I held up the bag. “I brought bagels with lox and cream cheese.”

      “From Siegel’s?”

      “Where else.”

      She grinned, taking the bag from me and calling out for Naomi to join us. I braced myself but other than the turtleneck sweater Naomi wore that was out of place on this beautiful June day, there was no sign of what she’d suffered. Externally, at least.

      “I got you chicken noodle soup because I wasn’t sure you were eating solids after the surgery.” I handed Naomi the take-out container and plastic spoon, half-expecting her to throw it back at me. Definitely expecting her to say something cutting.

      “Thank you,” she said in a raspy voice, her throat still healing. She took it and curled up on the corner of the sofa.

      I grabbed my own sandwich and sat down, making bright chatter with Christina about all the beach traffic on my drive over. The conversation progressed to a restaurant we’d both heard good things about and on to the mind-numbing topic of our recent weather. If we discussed house prices, we’d have run through the greatest hits of Vancouverite small talk.

      Even though Christina was keeping up her end of the conversation, she kept shooting glances at Naomi like she was waiting for her to tell me something.

      I pushed my mostly uneaten sandwich away, wondering if I should make my excuses and leave.

      “I’m quitting the firm.” Naomi put the soup on the table, pulled a worn fleece blanket off the back of the sofa, and laid it across her legs.

      I did a double take a Naomi’s words. “Why? You sounded so glad about making associate soon.”

      “She was happy about what her parents would think,” Christina said. “She’s going to put herself first for a change and go traveling. Rock climb in Copper Canyon and slackline in the Moab Desert.”

      “I’ll go back to law eventually, but not in the corporate world. The attack…” Naomi fiddled with the spoon. “It put a lot of things into perspective. Made me realize it was time to go for things I didn’t think I deserved.”

      Christina smiled at Naomi and took her hand.

      “Oh. Oh.” I said. “Good for you two. I’m sorry for being kind of a bitch to you all those years, Naomi, and I can’t really discuss it but I wasn’t lying when I said I was in the security business. I promise you that we’re going to get those responsible for the Sweet Tooth.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” she said.

      “Now that we’re all friends,” Christina said.

      “Weellll,” Naomi and I said in unison and laughed.

      Christina glared at us. “Shut up or I’ll hurt you both.”

      “Vicious. Good luck with that,” I said to Naomi.

      She shot Christina a heated look. “I like her feisty.”

      I covered my ears. “Nope.”

      Christina kicked her foot out at me. “I think we should all go out sometime soon. You can bring hot stuff that you’re dating.”

      “I’d like that.” Something good was coming out of the Sweet Tooth tragedy after all. I needed, no, I wanted more friends in my life. It was an unexpected victory. Our lunch relaxed into a much more upbeat affair after that, though I couldn’t stay long. With firm promises to get together soon, we said our goodbyes and I headed for the hospital.

      Along with visiting Naomi and Christina, seeing Dr. Gelman out of isolation and surrounded by flowers and get well cards went a long way to brightening my shitty morning.

      “You can’t portal.” Dr. Gelman took a bite of the fruit compote on her tray and made a face.

      “Out of everything I’ve told you, that’s the part you’re most interested in?”

      “One thing at a time. Portalling is elimination magic.”

      “Which Rasha have.”

      “Not that type of elimination magic. You eliminate demon life, not the spaces between two points.” She pointed her knife at me. “Don’t be obstreperous.”

      “I’m not difficult.”

      She hid a smile like she hadn’t expected me to understand. That Word of the Day app was brilliant.

      “Ari shadow transports,” I said.

      She poked through the rest of her food. “That definitely shouldn’t be possible.”

      “It is if I’m a witch and Ari got some kind of echo of some of my ability.”

      “Figured that out all by yourself, did you?” She pursed her lips. “It’s our fault, really, for not seeing the obvious. There wouldn’t be a female Rasha. That’s redundant.”

      “You agree?”

      “Yes. I pronounce you witch.” She tapped my shoulder with an imaginary wand. “Welcome to the club.”

      I still wasn’t convinced I wanted to be a member. “No badge? No cake?”

      “Here. Mazel tov.” Gelman pushed the corner of her tray with the bland white cake square close to me.

      “Pass, thanks. The sticking point in all this is that my magic is pink, not red.”

      “That’s because you’re a mess.” She wiped her mouth and threw her napkin on the tray, covering the food.

      “No. I used to be a mess. A hot one even, but I’m only lukewarm now.”

      “That too, but I was referring to this twin business. Seems it affected you as much as it did Ari.” She picked at her fruit salad, eating around the maraschino cherries. “In some ways it would have been better if he hadn’t had magic at all.”

      “Why?”

      “As the two of you developed, gestated, Ari’s magic must have inhibited yours. His lay dormant, waiting for the induction ritual, and that leeched onto your magic.”

      “But when the ritual happened, it was my magic that burst free.”

      “Because your magic is innately stronger. It overpowered his.”

      I rubbed my temples. “Even so, why didn’t I get all my magic at once?”

      “The induction ritual freed it, but that ritual is designed to only call out the magic bestowed upon Rasha.” She shrugged. “That’s what you got.”

      “The elimination magic pertaining to killing demons. Right.”

      “Give your magic time to fully manifest and stabilize.”

      Sienna pushed the door open, letting in the hum from the floor polishers outside. Her scrubs were printed with teddy bears and she’d changed the beads on the ends of her dreadlocks from blue to glittery green. She saw me and groaned. “My day is complete.”

      “Happy to brighten your world. Anyhow, Rabbi Abrams is totally a candy sneak which can’t be good for his diabetes.” I babbled on, while Sienna placed her hands on Dr. Gelman’s chest and closed her eyes.

      “I have a nurse on this ward, you know,” Gelman said. “She’s lovely and takes very good care of me.”

      Sienna finished her magic treatment before responding. She opened her eyes, shaking out her hands. “She doesn’t have my vested interest. I lose you, I lose the best rugelach around.”

      I clasped my hands under my chin. “You make rugelach?”

      “She does.” Sienna headed for the door. “If you want any, next time spring for something better than crappy hospital store flowers.”

      Dr. Gelman frowned. “Why didn’t you want her to know?”

      I made sure Sienna had disappeared down the corridor before answering. “I get the impression she hates the Brotherhood.”

      Gelman snorted. “To put it mildly.”

      “For all intents and purposes, I’m still Brotherhood.” My Rasha ring glinted under the lights. Was there a way to get this stupid ring off me if I wasn’t Rasha?

      “You’ll need to be trained in the full extent of your infusion and elimination magic.”

      “Are you offering?” Having Dr. Gelman as my mentor was my dream.

      “Depends. There’s a test to verify you are a witch and not a mutant Rasha.” Gelman nudged me with her blanket-covered foot. “This is where you come in.”

      “Shouldn’t this have happened before you welcomed me to the club?”

      “I was trying to make you happy. You so desperately looked like you wanted to belong.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What kind of a test?”

      “Enough questions. There is a test. You will take it.” Gelman plucked a flower out of the vase beside her bed. Not from the bouquet I’d brought. Mine were at least all alive. “Restore the azalea to its natural beauty.”

      “Is most infusion magic healing?” How boring. I exhaled in a hard “oomph” like I’d been punched in the gut. My lungs started bubbling, going at it like a pot of water on full boil, getting larger and larger, pushing everything else inside me aside. I was going to pop.

      “I’m infusing your lungs with air. Blowing them up like a balloon. Does that feel very healing?”

      I flailed around until she released me, then rubbed my chest. “Can I learn that?”

      “We’ll see.” She squeezed my hand and warmth unfurled inside me, taking the pain away.

      The azalea sprig had only a single white-tipped pink bloom, brown curling one shriveled edge. I carefully took the wilted piece of compost…

      …and two of its three remaining petals fluttered to the ground.

      “Brilliant start.”

      Everyone was a critic. I wasn’t warm and fuzzy at the best of times so pulling some latent Mother Nature instinct out of my ass didn’t exactly come naturally. I waved my finger over the flower like a wand.

      “Say ‘abracadabra’ and I’ll stab you,’” Dr. Gelman said.

      “Like that plastic cutlery’s gonna inflict hella damage.” I scrambled for a different plan. “You’re not such a bad little flower. You just need a little love.” The words had worked for Linus and the Christmas tree. Thinking good vibes, I sent the tiniest spark of magic into the sprig, hoping that might jump start it back to life.

      Its last petal fell off.

      “Let’s table this for now.” Figuring that electricity was at the heart of all things and perhaps the flower simply needed a good long soak, I infused the sprig with a constant low-grade stream of magic. “Did you know about Lilith or what the painting implied? Any of it?”

      “No.”

      I peeked in at the petal. Nada. “Could Lila be the one binding demons? Even if she’s part demon or whatever now, she was a human witch at some point so she could have both red and blue magic giving us the purple. She’s got to be massively powerful.”

      “She’s not a demon.”

      “She has to be. Mahlat was her daughter and Asmodeus her grandson. Weird though. That would have made him only a quarter demon, but his power was immense. He was like demon royalty, not some wannabe. And he didn’t dissolve into gold dust when I killed him like other halflings do. Like his own two spawn did.”

      “Lilith isn’t an ordinary human.” Gelman adjusted her blankets. “By the time she’d birthed Mahlat, she was already suffused with dark magic. If Mahlat and her sisters presented as full demons in every way that counted, then I imagine the demon and dark magic formed a genetic mutation resulting in this superbreed of creature. And remember, David already had Rasha magic when he slept with Mahlat and had Asmodeus. The mother of Asmodeus’ offspring must have been a regular human.”

      “Insanely powerful mutant demons. That’s terrifying. But what about Lila feeding off my sexual memory like a succubus?”

      “No, Nava.” She cut off all further protest. “Lilith is not a demon. It doesn’t work that way. There is no spell to make a person part demon. You can’t be turned or bitten. The only way she could still be alive is through magic so dark I don’t know how it hasn’t killed her.” Her brows drew together. “No one else has ever survived its practice for very long.”

      I opened my fist again but there was only the same flowerless stem. “Everyone is so certain they know how this all works. Except when they don’t.”

      “I do. Lilith offered to find you the witch. She never would have done so had she been the one binding those demons, and you can be sure Malik would have known if it was her.”

      “But she isn’t helping me.” I glared at the azalea, frustrated with my lack of a name, a lack of answers, a giant fucking lack.

      Gelman poured herself some water. “She isn’t helping you because you refused whatever price she put on the job. Yes?”

      I raised startled eyes to hers and she nodded. “Your Rasha may not have understood your coughing fit, but I did. Lilith is not the one you seek.”

      “Then who is? Your leads aren’t panning out but someone has to know something about the bindings. I’m a witch. Introduce me. Get me into the community so I can actively investigate.”

      “Give me a week to get through this final round of chemo. If I haven’t found anything then I’ll bring you in.”

      “Like a witch debutante. I’ll start shopping for my gown.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      Sweet Tooth 911. Orwell had texted me.

      I tossed the azalea sprig onto her bed. “I have to go.”

      “Nava.”

      I waved at Gelman over my shoulder.

      “Nava.” More insistently.

      I turned and she held up the sprig. A single green bud had formed. She tossed it to me. “You’re a witch. And probably a damn good one with enough training. But more importantly, you really are part of our group, and we’re going to find whoever is betraying us.”

      Us. I tucked the precious bud behind my ear. “Yeah. We are.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are we sure this was Sweet Tooth?” I said to Rohan and Drio. I’d texted them the second I’d left Gelman’s room and they’d gotten there first.

      “They fucked themselves to death.” Drio moved away from the rooftop ledge so I could take his place. He handed me the camera. I knelt down to get the best angle, loose rocks digging into my bare knees, and peered through the telephoto lens. “Holy hell. They look like they were torn apart by wild animals.”

      The crime scene bedroom on the sixth floor of the building across from the roof I stood on was destroyed. This wasn’t an overturned lamp or shit knocked off shelves during a bout of crazed sex with red scratch marks and a couple of hickeys. This was every photo and stick of furniture smashed, holes in the plaster with blood smeared at the edges, and–

      “Fuck me!” I shoved the camera at Drio. “She’s got a chair leg stuffed up her vagina. She’s impaled on it.”

      “To be fair, his dick broke off, so…” Rohan said.

      I grabbed the camera back.

      “It’s in the far corner,” Ro said.

      I swung the lens over. “That’s not a lumpy sock?”

      The cops and the coroner left the room, missing the appearance of the oshk. The one with the female face. She flowed over to stand directly over the victims for a moment, her expression downcast, and blinked out.

      “Visitor.” I told them about the oshk.

      Drio packed up the camera case. “That thing needs a tracking chip.”

      “Oh. What about a location spell?” I tossed him the lens cap that had fallen on the ground.

      “Rasha can’t do those,” Rohan said.

      Drio snickered. “You’d know. The Passover dinner,” he told me. “But he’s right. It’s not something you cast. It’s something witches do and I’m not bringing any witches into this.”

      “Too late,” I said. “Ta da!” I threw jazz hands, giving him my brightest smile.

      Drio gave me his Torture Time smile in response and blurred out. Ro jumped in front of me with a winded omph as he collided with Drio, who flickered into place.

      Ro grabbed Drio’s arm, wrenching it up behind his back. “Not happening.”

      Double checking that Rohan had Drio secured and was calming him down from the bombshell I’d dropped, I moved to the far end of the rooftop and phoned Dr. Gelman to ask what I needed to do.

      Gelman explained that location spells were misnamed because there wasn’t a spell, it was elimination magic. Removing the distance between a single item and its source, like a hair and a person’s head or a prized possession and the owner. It didn’t work on compounds, so I couldn’t use the Sweet Tooth. However, if the oshk had left any secretion behind in the crime scene room, that would work.

      “What do I do with it?” I said.

      “You ask Sienna really nicely. I’m going in to chemo and you can’t pull this off without training.”

      “I portalled. Isn’t this the same idea?”

      “You portalled under extreme stress. Try it now and get back to me. Besides, this may be the same idea, but it’s far more complicated to execute. Sienna’s still on duty. Bribes work. She likes sambuca.” Gelman hung up.

      “Ack!”

      Drio had flash stepped to stand directly in front of me.

      I fumbled my phone.

      “You’re more powerful than me?” he said.

      I bounced on the balls of my feet. “You gonna try and take me, suckah?”

      He chucked me under the chin again. This was starting to be our thing. “Training is going to be fun.”

      “You’re a weird puppy. You know that, right? Can you zip on over to the crime scene and check for oshk goo? You got gloves? Something to collect it in?”

      Drio rummaged in the camera bag, snapped on a pair of latex gloves and dumped a thin filter out of its case. He flashed out.

      And then there were two.

      I fiddled with the flower behind my ear. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you first about Gelman confirming me as witch.”

      Rohan jammed his hands in pockets and shrugged. “That’s the least of the shit between us.”

      My lack of a protest lasted a second too long. He gave a bitter laugh and turned away. Only a few feet separated us physically. Emotionally, we were across a chasm I didn’t know how to breach.

      My phone rang. It was my mom and I debated ignoring the call but it couldn’t be worse than this pained silence. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Can you come over?”

      I gripped the phone. “Did something happen?”

      “No. Why would you ask that?”

      It’s not like you call me for social visits. “No reason.”

      Drio returned and shook his head. Damn. No secretion and no bribing Sienna necessary.

      “I can come now.” I stuffed my phone into my pink capris. “Gotta go.”

      Drio ignored me and Rohan nodded. There was no goodbye kiss.

      I stewed on that fact for the entire drive over to my parents.

      A charred, slightly sour smell hit me when I unlocked the front door. My knotted-up stomach lurched because the one time Ari had let the coffee burn off, Mom had torn a strip off him. My ass nothing was wrong.

      I turned off the coffee maker and put the carafe in the sink to cool. “Mom?”

      No answer. I ran through the house, searching, my panic escalating, and images of her dead on the floor whipping through my thoughts.

      She was sitting at her desk in her study, her back to me.

      “Mom? Mom. Shana!” I shook her shoulder.

      She blinked at me. “You got here quickly.”

      “You could have burned the house down. The coffee maker.” I clarified at her blank stare.

      “Oh.” She stood up, but I pushed her back down.

      “It’s handled. Thanks for giving me a heart attack.” I peered at her screen to see what had had her so engrossed. It was open to a search on witchcraft in Judea. “You know you can’t publish anything on that, right?

      “What? Oh. Yes.” She closed the laptop. “Have you considered the possibility that you’re a witch and not Rasha?”

      I pressed a hand to my heart, my relief that nothing bad had happened supplanted by a rushing in my ears as she regarded me with professional curiosity and not an ounce of maternal concern. “Uh, yeah. Turns out I am. Ari doesn’t know yet, though. This other witch I know confirmed it.” Mom didn’t say anything and I kept babbling. “I think you’d hit it off with her. She’s in the hospital now, but I’ll introduce you when she gets out. She’s a physicist.”

      “Maybe she’ll influence your academic choices,” Mom said dryly. Goody, there was the mother I knew, and well, knew. She opened her desk drawer and handed me a letter. “If you don’t confirm your registration by the end of the month, UBC will force you to withdraw. I’ve pulled all the favors I can.”

      I took the letter, not bothering to complain that she’d opened my mail. “No one asked you for any favors.”

      “From what I understand, most of the Rasha have degrees. You won’t get anywhere within the Brotherhood with your high school diploma.”

      I stuffed the letter in the back pocket of my capris. “I won’t get anywhere because I don’t fit the definition of ‘brother.’ Aside from that, I think the only real criteria is staying alive and I’m not dead yet.”

      “Don’t be so morbid.”

      “You’re right. It’s all sunshine and rainbows fighting demons.”

      Mom slammed the drawer shut so hard that I flinched. “You think I don’t worry every single day about my kids dying?” I shrugged. Mom muttered something under her breath about me.

      “I’m not going back to school. Not now. You can bask in your golden boy’s achievements.” A tight smile on my face, I spun around. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      “What ‘golden boy?’ Nava, stop.”

      I froze, conditioned to obey that sharp tone. I forced out a breath to the count of three. “Ari. It’s what you always called him, right?” I didn’t mean to sound so bitter. I mean, I was, I just hadn’t intended for her to hear it.

      A fleeting sadness crossed my mother’s face. “Nava,” she said. “He wasn’t my golden boy. He was my golden-haired boy. The same way you were my raven-haired girl. You and Ari shortened it to Golden Boy and Raven, when you were about three. You told me they were your superhero names.”

      I wrapped my arms around my chest. “Nope. No memory of that.” Mom pushed me out of the room. “What are you doing?”

      “Disabusing you of this ridiculous notion of yours that Ari is more important to me.”

      Mom forced me down the stairs and into the TV room. She pulled an album off the bookcase, quickly flipping through the pages. “Here.”

      The photo showed me as a preschooler, sitting in our kitchen on top of a pile of candy. “Yeah, the year I went as a crow.” Good haul.

      “The year you went as a raven.”

      I took the album from her. “Are you sure?”

      She glared at me. “Yes.”

      “Why did you stop calling me that then?”

      “Because you’re the most stubborn child imaginable. I don’t know what your brother had done to set you off, but you stomped in one day when you were about seven and announced that name was done.”

      I sat down hard on the sofa. Those were pretty much the exact words I’d said to Ro when I’d told him to stop calling me Lolita. That part was plausible but… I bit my bottom lip. “You treated Ari like your golden boy. My entire life.”

      Mom sat down next to me, fiddling with her wedding ring. “When Rabbi Abrams told me about your brother, I cried for three days.”

      “Because you were proud of his big destiny.”

      She tucked a curl behind my ear. “Because I was terrified. How could this tiny baby fight demons? Would I,” her voice cracked, “outlive him? I swore to enjoy every second I had with him.”

      I ripped a tissue out of the box on the coffee table and blew my nose. “Never mind that you had twins.”

      “You had Ari and you had dance and you seemed so together, I didn’t need to worry about you.” She reached past me for her own tissue and her Chanel perfume teased a memory from when I was little of falling asleep in her lap all the times she and Dad had stayed up late playing cards. How she’d held her cards with one hand so she could keep me snuggled against her chest with the other.

      I blew my nose again.

      “Sweetheart. You suffered the fallout of my fears and I’m so, so sorry.” She gripped my hands. “The day you realized you couldn’t keep tapping and accepted your place at UBC? My heart broke for you.”

      I’d lost the battle not to cry. “Why push so hard for me to go to school then? Even now?”

      “I was scared of how empty you were without dance. But I was always proud of you.”

      “Really?” My skin was tingling, a warmth radiating through my body.

      “Well, except maybe the past couple years. You’ve been a disaster, my girl.”

      I choked out a laugh through my tears.

      There wasn’t much talking after that, just the clock ticking and Mom’s arm around me as we looked at the photo of the girl I used to be.
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      Any lingering anger at Rohan evaporated after my visit with my mom. She and I had wasted too much time on misplaced emotion and misunderstanding and I wasn’t about to do the same with him.

      Ro waited for me on the front stairs at Demon Club, but he jumped to his feet when he saw my red-rimmed eyes. “What happened?”

      “A good thing.” Things weren’t fixed between Mom and me, but they weren’t broken either and that was better than they’d been in a long time. I kissed him. “I don’t want to fight and I don’t care about anything except us being okay.”

      “I don’t either. I love that we get to share everything about our lives, but it’s hard.” He gave me a wry grin. “I’m used to my autocratic ways.”

      “I may be somewhat intractable myself. Not confirming or denying.”

      “Best not to. We deal with danger all the time and I don’t want to add to yours. I never want to be the reason you get hurt. Physically or emotionally.” Rohan stroked my cheek. “Being thrown into all this? The way you’ve held your own and proven time and time again you can hunt with the best of us? You’re amazing.”

      I blushed and mumbled my thanks.

      “This is touching. Now we will all go into the bathroom and discuss douching together, sì?” Drio lounged in the front door.

      I batted my eyelashes. “You’re the douche expert.”

      His lips quirked.

      “I had an idea about Candyman.” I led them back into the library, scooping up water bottles from the fridge on the way, and tossing them to the guys. “What if his name applies to a physical attribute, not a dealer handle?”

      We entered all kinds of keywords into the database, scoring a match with “sugar.”

      “Hoc demon. Rings a bell.” Drio spun his bottle on the table.

      “Hoc is an acronym,” Rohan read. “Hydrogen, oxygen, carbon. They survive off this compound.”

      “They eat sugar?” Drio said.

      I picked at the label that was damp with condensation, a thought niggling at the corner of my brain.

      Rohan dug deeper into the database. “They absorb it through their skin like plants with photosynthesis. Their intake cycle is twenty-four hours. Dusk to dusk. They need to be in their natural form to absorb the sugar.”

      Drio snapped his fingers. “They’re related to fix demons.” The demons who fed off addictions.

      I studied the drawing. The hoc looked like a hairless cat, but with a tiger head. “How big is it? Kitten or giant feral predator?”

      “Cougar-sized,” Rohan said.

      Drio tipped back in his chair. “How do we find a demon giving himself a sugar scrub before his night out?”

      “Buying all that sugar, rubbing itself down, it’s a lot of hassle.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Candyman used the wretas to distribute Sweet Tooth. Their home was in East Vancouver along the water. The drop was in Crab Park, also along the water on the Downtown East Side, and the first address we had for him?”

      “East Van. Along the water?” Drio said.

      “The most east, and not that far away from the water,” I said.

      “What’s your point?”

      “Guess what else is in that general area?” I took a sip of water. “The sugar refinery.” I pushed Ro’s bottle at him so he’d hydrate.

      He nodded his thanks and drank some. “We may not be able to question the hoc while it’s in its natural form.”

      “I could flash in, slap it with a tracking device, and get out,” Drio said. “We follow it, question it wherever we want. No problem.”

      “Slight problem,” Rohan said. “Hocs have strong pair bondings and don’t tend to go anywhere alone. We’ll all go in case one of them needs distracting. Better to have us and not need us.”

      “Slight other problem,” I said. “The refinery is at the port and we need clearance. Everything down there is fenced off with manned booths at every entrance.”

      Drio fired off a text. “Sending in an ID request. The Brotherhood won’t be able to pull anything together for tonight, though.”

      “Even better,” Rohan said. “Gives us time to match employee uniforms, get a layout, and figure out the most likely place to find the hoc.”

      “We’ll do that tomorrow. Tonight we’re going out. Double date. I’ll tell Leo.” I cut off the men’s protests. “No. People need balance in their lives. There is always going to be another demon, something else we need to deal with. We can’t go to the sugar refinery until tomorrow and I don’t have it in me to deal with the purple magic tonight. I need fun downtime to regroup. We need this. Shit like this matters.”

      I didn’t understand why Drio looked so uncomfortable with the idea. “Didn’t you tell me we needed balance? Come on. I will brook no dissent. We’re going to have fun and then we’ll save the world tomorrow.”

      I gave them the details. I’d been waiting for a chance to put my plans for Rohan into motion, but including a double date made the night even better.

      A couple hours later, I wheeled a small suitcase into the foyer and whistled. Rohan stood there in a skinny black suit with white piping along the edges of the lapels, worn over a crisp white shirt, with his sockless feet stuffed into a pair of shiny black shoes. He sported a silver thumb ring and a leather cuff, his hair gelled spiky, and his eyeliner making his gold eyes pop.

      He took in the scarlet fall of my silk dress, held up by a thin ribbon around my neck, and motioned for me to turn around.

      I closed my eyes, the warmth of his body behind me palpable.

      He ran his hand up the inside of my thigh under the fabric, his calloused fingers reverent, but with a bite of sandpaper. The fabric rustled, slipping against my bare ass.

      Rohan bit the hollow between my collarbone and neck. “You expect me to sit through dinner knowing you’re naked under this?” His finger dipped inside me, his lips ghosting my skin. “Knowing how wet you are?”

      I dragged in a ragged breath.

      The shrill beep of his phone receiving a text was the spell breaker I needed to step away from him. I had plans for a long night but I’d been about ten seconds away from taking what I wanted here and now and fast.

      Really needed to practice the virtues of delayed gratification.

      “Drio’s leaving Leo’s place now.” His gaze licked over me and he took a step back, noticing the suitcase for the first time. “Going somewhere?”

      “We’re staying at a hotel tonight.”

      The smile he turned on me was pure wolf. “You’re right. A night off is exactly what we need.”

      He insisted on driving, and though I’d never admit it, riding in the Shelby was a rush. The leather seats molded to my ass like they were custom made, the sound system was top-notch, and the car didn’t so much drive as prowl. I rolled down the window, letting the sweet summer breeze tamp down my fevered need to a manageable simmer.

      First stop was dinner at a downtown fancy steakhouse. Suited men drank tinkling highballs in a dozen shades of amber and women in cocktail dresses enjoyed good wines in a room lined with wood paneling and dangling chandeliers. The muted hum of conversation filled the restaurant over the live pianist playing jazz standards and the smell of grilled meat had me salivating in seconds flat.

      We joined our friends at a private booth with leather upholstery and a high curved wooden back. Leo was beautiful in a floral vintage dress with a poufy skirt, her red hair pulled back in a bun and secured with a large flower barrette. A stunning shawl in fiery reds and purples was draped over the back of the booth. This must have been the gift that Drio had brought for her from Italy. I couldn’t fault his taste.

      Drio’s slim black suit was only a couple of shades lighter than the scowl on his face. He sat stiffly in his seat across from Leo, greeting us only with nods.

      “Girls’ side of the table? Yay!” I slid in beside my bestie, giving her a hug. “What’s his deal?” I whispered.

      “No clue. If he wasn’t so pretty, I’d never take him home again.”

      I opened my menu. “Good to know you’re a sure thing.”

      “Says the chick not wearing underwear.”

      Drio may have been having some kind of hissy fit not wanting to sit beside Leo, but I’d seen women on the Atkins diet gaze at chocolate cake with less hunger than him drinking her in. I caught my reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Oh. Shut up, Katz.

      Leo was my best friend; Rohan was Drio’s. The talk should have flowed fast and furious.

      Dead. Silence.

      We all studied our menus way too carefully. It wasn’t until I’d surreptitiously checked Ro out for the fifth time, Drio had wrenched his eyes from his date yet again, and Leo had given her third quiet sigh, nibbling her bottom lip, that I clued in to how our collective sexual tension could power the next Mars mission but was doing sweet fuck-all for scintillating conversation.

      “Would you care for something to drink?” our waiter asked.

      “Wine,” we all chorused.

      The waiter smiled. “That type of day?” He recommended a Malbec. “I’ll bring it for you right away.”

      “That was pathetic.” I wiped away tears of laughter and rubbed my finger. “My mascara is smudging.”

      “Waterproof. I keep telling you. It’s an amazing cosmetic technology.” Leo stood up and smoothed her skirt down. “Come on, we’ll go fix it.”

      Drio shot her a wry look. “That’s code for they want to talk about us in private.”

      Leo planted her hands on her hips and arched an eyebrow saucily. “Anything we could possibly say about you, Ricci, could be said before we left this table. There’s just not that much there,” she said.

      Drio put his hand to his heart and fell back, mock wounded, a smile so sweet on his face, that I checked for cameras to see if I was being pranked.

      Rohan wore the same gobsmacked expression that my face had frozen in. Drio shot me the finger, but when he turned to Ro, he shifted in his seat, his eyes dropping to his lap.

      “Oh. No, man.” Ro clapped him on the shoulder, without a word. Some unspoken message passed between them, some permission granted, then Drio nodded and relaxed, smiling at Leo again.

      Leo looked as lost in this little exchange as I was, though she also preened under his attention.

      “Snap out of it,” I hissed as we scootched sideways through the tightly packed tables.

      Smirking, Leo skipped her way into the restroom.

      “How serious is this?” I said.

      Leo wagged a finger at me. “Uh-uh. I can see the hearts and flowers dancing around your head. Not all of us are you and Le Mitra. Or want to be. Boy toy. That’s it.”

      “That’s fine.” Better than fine, because Leo had a small chance in hell of keeping her demon secret if the two of them stayed casual.

      She uncapped her lipstick. “I don’t think I’ll sleep with him tonight.”

      I blotted my smudged mascara with a paper towel. “I can see that. Those piercing green eyes, that olive skin against his blond hair, that hard body. Meh.”

      Leo paused to glare at me in the mirror. I grinned. “I didn’t say I didn’t like him or want him,” she said. “I’m not dead. I said I wasn’t going to sleep with him tonight. You made Rohan work for it.” She gasped theatrically, covering her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide. “Oops. Sorry. Wrong friend.” She smirked. “You rolled over like a cat in heat.”

      I threatened her with my mascara wand. “Piss me off and your friend base goes into negative numbers.”

      “I have plenty of friends. Drio is my friend.”

      “Drio may be many things, kitten, but friend?” I screwed up my face.

      “Harry.”

      “Harry is your boss and mentor. Different dynamic. I’m it.” I puckered up. “Give me some sugar.”

      She twisted her lipstick into the tube, popped the cap on, and dropped it into her small clutch. “Drio has a masochistic streak. I make him work for it, things go very nicely for me.”

      “Gross.”

      She snapped her fingers. “Kane is my friend. Kane who tells me all sorts of TMI things.”

      “You’re a pervy voyeur and you’re not allowed to gossip about me.”

      “Pfft. Whatever. You’re a raging exhibitionist.”

      “True.” I dropped my mascara back in my clutch, then checked the stalls to make sure we were alone. “Get this. I’m a witch, not Rasha.”

      “Reaaaaallly? That ought to liven things up. Can you give me bigger boobs?”

      I grimaced, remembering the frog fiasco. “No. There’s more. I met Lilith.”

      “You met Sarah McLachlan?”

      “Why would I have met Sarah McLachlan?” I scrunched up my hair, plumping my curls.

      “You met Lilith. Lilith Fair? Sarah founded it and she lives here in Vancouver.”

      “Garden of Eden Lilith.”

      Leo tugged up her sweetheart neckline. “Oh.”

      “Meeting the person out of the Old Testament is less exciting?”

      “Those SPCA videos Sarah does?” She sighed and patted her heart.

      I shook my head and headed for the door. “Why do I bother?”

      “You gonna give me more details later?”

      “D’uh.” And with a wink, I left the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      Ro and Drio were almost finished their first glasses of wine. Drio had switched seats to be across the table from Rohan.

      “What’d we miss?” asked Leo brightly.

      “Me.” Drio stretched his arm out along the top of the booth.

      Leo dropped into Rohan’s lap, curling a finger into his hair. “Not so much.”

      Rohan wrapped his arms around her, mugging at me.

      “Bella.” Drio’s purr rumbled through me, so Leo, as its intended target, was probably creaming herself.

      On my boyfriend. Ew.

      I jerked a thumb at her. “Off.”

      Then I sort of got distracted by Drio shrugging out of his jacket, revealing a tight black shirt that was kind of shiny and somewhat see-through, but not in a cheesy way. I swallowed, mesmerized by his intensity as he tipped his head to watch Leo from under his fringe of lashes, before flicking his hair out of his eyes with strong fingers.

      “Ahem.” Rohan tugged me down beside him.

      I hadn’t even noticed Leo vacate his lap and plant herself at Drio’s side. He tilted his head down to murmur something to her. Leo blushed, caught herself, and said something back to make him laugh.

      “You really want to remind me he’s your type?” Ro said.

      “You’re my only type.” I patted Ro’s abs absently, my eyes locked on Drio’s physique.

      “At least look at me when you’re being patronizing, Sparky. Put some effort into selling the lie.”

      “His shirt is just so shiny.” I tilted my head, all the better to see the light catch the translucent fabric, and the teasing glimpse of olive skin stretched taut over sculpted abs.

      Ro clapped a hand over my eyes.

      “Looking is allowed,” I said.

      “Is it? I’ll remember that.” He removed his hand.

      A flare of jealousy for this wholly fictitious girl spiked through me. I tore my eyes from Drio and hooked my fingers in Ro’s belt loops. “Try it and I’ll gut you like a fish.”

      His answering smile was a tad smug.

      The waiter carried over a tray laden with plates.

      “You ordered for us?” Leo said.

      “Appetizers.” Drio rearranged the wine glasses to make room for the crab cakes, beef carpaccio, seared scallops, and oysters.

      “Is there anything you guys didn’t order?” I said.

      “We figured we needed energy.” Rohan threw me an exaggerated wink.

      “Less so with every passing second,” Leo chirped, but she speared a scallop and held it out for Drio to eat off her fork.

      I kicked her under the table because the expression on her face was pure infatuation.

      “Ma che cazzo!” Drio kicked me back. “Did you just kick me?”

      Leo, who’d just eaten her own scallop, began choking with laughter, then actually choking. Hurriedly she downed a glass of water.

      “Don’t think so,” I said.

      Rohan held a paper-thin piece of carpaccio out for me, his eyes twinkling. “Oh, how she lies.”

      I ate the beef, pleasantly surprised by the tangy, citrus reduction drizzled on it, then held up my glass of Malbec. “Eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die.”

      Drio dropped his napkin and swore. Leo’s fork clanged against the china plate. I could swear that even the restaurant dimmed, conversations petering out around us as the candles fluttered nervously.

      “Lovely, Nee.” Leo topped me up. “Only happy drunk girl allowed tonight.”

      “Sorry. The saying just popped into my head. And well, let’s face it, we don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow. We never know.” I raised my glass in cheers. “I know it’s sappy, but there’s no one else I’d rather be with.”

      Drio was the first to clink his glass to mine.

      Rohan took my hand. “We’re gonna make it.” I didn’t know if he meant us personally or the general us versus them, but either way, I agreed.

      Drio slurped an oyster. “Let me tell you about the time I had to track a lunatic troll from Oslo to Rome.” Soon he’d swept the somber mood away with his witty tale. I never thought I’d hear about Drio in a fur coat disrupting a Vatican tour by climbing out of a sewer, but here we were.

      “He’s being charming,” I whispered to Rohan. “Should I be scared?”

      Ro looked relieved. “No. This is what he’s really like.”

      Well, damn.
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      The rest of the night panned out according to expectation, with a lot of banter and laughter. Time flew by after that until it was 10PM and the real games were about to begin.

      Shocker, Leonie totally took Drio home. It was a good thing she could use the excuse of wanting privacy to never come back to Demon Club, because as a half-goblin she couldn’t cross the wards without help from one of us. One bounce off those invisible shields and Drio would know the truth and kill her. I didn’t think that his feelings for her outweighed his intense hatred of all things demons.

      Rohan dropped me off in front of the Robson Plaza Hotel, a snazzy boutique accommodation at the bottom of Robson Street, our main shopping district downtown. It was within walking distance of Stanley Park and my favorite beach, English Bay.

      I retrieved the suitcase from the trunk and handed him a gift bag. “Come back in one hour.”

      The suite I’d reserved was perfect for my needs. I hurried to set everything up and get myself ready.

      Rohan knocked on the door sixty-one minutes later.

      I smoothed down my clothes about four times more than I needed to, resisting the urge to run for the bathroom and change. This was our chance to step out of being us for a night. To connect without all the other bullshit and reset things, get back to what was great about our relationship without the stress.

      I opened the door, only sticking my pigtailed head out.

      He held up the mask I’d gifted him with. The rest of the costume was nowhere in sight. “Whatever are you up to, Sparky?”

      My heart sank at the sight of his regular clothes, but I mustered up a smile and stepped aside to let him into the short entrance hallway of our suite. “Call me Harley.”

      Rohan gaped at my red and blue satin short shorts with the black hip belt and T-shirt reading “Daddy’s Lil’ Monster.” Blessings for online cosplay stores. “Harley Quinn hates Batman,” he finally said.

      My cheeks flamed. I toed at the ground but it didn’t conveniently open to swallow me whole. “Plenty of fans ship them.” I’d checked.

      My boyfriend stepped back like I might infect him. “We’re roleplaying fanfic? It’s not canon. It’s wrong. I mean really wrong. Weirder than that alternate universe with the zombie Alfred.”

      Save me from fanboys and screw you, buddy. I’d subsisted on Chickeny Delight to save up the cost of hotel rooms and cosplay outfits, not to mention stepped way outside my comfort zone in dressing up in the sexual foreplay miscalculation of the century. We needed this night.

      I needed this night.

      Except Rohan was still frowning at me. I wasn’t getting this night.

      “My bad.” I gestured for him to head into the main part of the suite, ripping out one of my pigtails. Would it be too much to skip the glass and just stick a straw directly into the champagne bottle chilling in the stainless steel bucket over in the corner on a stand?

      He did a double take at the bed’s spiffy little addition of an under-the-mattress restraint system. Four nylon and Velcro cuffs, one for each arm and leg, were connected with cords under the mattress. No headboard or footboard needed. “You were going to let me tie you up?”

      “Yup.” I slingshot a blindfold onto the bed.

      “Fuck canon.” He turned the Batman mask over in his hand, then stuffed it in his pocket, and poured us each a splash of champagne. “Breaking into my home? You can’t get to Wayne Enterprises that easily, Dr. Quinn.”

      Bruce Wayne, the guy who didn’t want to reveal himself.

      I accepted the glass. “I never thought anything about you was easy, Bruce.” I swallowed my champagne, savoring the fizziness dissolving on my tongue, and ran a finger down his chest. While he was distracted, I whipped out the miniature wooden toy bat I’d had tucked against my back.

      Rohan disarmed me in a second. He spun me, pulling me tight against him, the bat to my throat. “Nice try.”

      His voice vibrated up along the base of my neck, into my skull.

      My nostrils flared, my empty glass bouncing onto the plush carpet. I rubbed my ass back against him. He was half-hard, his biceps tense as he kept himself in check.

      “Safe word,” he whispered.

      Ms. Clara had discussed this with me, had patiently answered my many, many questions about what I could expect, but happily imprisoned against him like this, damned if I could remember the word I’d come up with. “Chair?”

      He chuckled, then his grip on me tightened, back in character once more. “Didn’t think I could get to you that quickly?”

      “No,” I said hoarsely. “I thought I had more of a chance against you.”

      “This game was decided the moment you invaded my space.” He forced me to the bed, cuffing my wrists above my head. “Too tight?”

      I tugged on them. “No.”

      I swung my legs in a scissor kick, catching him around the waist and locking him tight. “I’m not that easy.”

      “I never thought you were.” Rohan pulled the metal, bat-shaped throwing star that had come with his costume out of his pocket and sliced my shorts off me. I was so surprised I dropped my legs, allowing him to catch my feet and cuff me, spread-eagle.

      My heart pounded.

      Rohan stood at the foot of the bed, his hooded gaze on me.

      The straps were pretty comfortable. And strong. No matter how much I jerked and strained against them, I couldn’t get free. Believe me, I tried. Laying here, naked from the waist down was a vulnerability I hadn’t counted on.

      “Any time you need to, say it.” That was my boyfriend, not Bruce.

      “Got me where you want me?” I asked in a throaty murmur.

      “Not even close.” Ro wielded that throwing star like a pro. Okay, more professional chef than ninja, but he got the job done. The rest of my clothing fell off me in tattered shreds, leaving me in only the hip belt. Remarkably, there wasn’t a mark on me. He picked up the blindfold that had fallen off the bed, twirling it around his finger.

      I jerked my chin up. “You can strip me but I won’t break, Wayne.”

      He slid the blindfold over my head. “I don’t want you broken, Harley. I want you desperate.”

      I took a deep breath, my ribcage tight.

      My lack of vision made everything more intense: Rohan’s cologne, the air conditioning humming over my skin, the scrape of the belt along the base of my spine.

      Rohan ran a finger down the side of my neck and along my collarbone. I suppressed a gasp at the contact. He whipped the belt off me, using it to stroke me everywhere: toes, hands, stomach, legs, breasts, mapping my body.

      Goosebumps trailed in its wake.

      The leather creaked and then the buckle clattered against something. “Next time, Harley, bring leather, not this cheap shit that falls apart.”

      “You seem pretty sure there’s gonna be a next time.”

      He gave a dark laugh that shivered through me. “I’m fairly confident.”

      My nipples hardened.

      I canted my hips. His hand splayed over my stomach, pinning me in place. A bite where his hand had been, then nothing. The sting of his teeth faded quickly. I strained to hear a footfall, to pinpoint his location, but the carpet was too thick and Rohan too practiced at moving silently.

      The minutes ticked by. I rubbed my ass against the mattress, seeking relief and finding none.

      My stupid boyfriend crunched ice instead of getting me off.

      “Desperate yet?” His cold tongue swiped a line from between my breasts to my pubic bone.

      Ooh. I arched off the bed. “You’ll have to work harder than that.”

      “Can’t ever be easy with you, can it?”

      “Wouldn’t want you losing inter-eeest.” My voice jumped two octaves because he’d rubbed an ice cube against my clit.

      “Not a problem.” The ice against my clit disappeared. “More? Use your words.”

      “I’m not begging for anything.” Didn’t need to. My writhing worked just fine as consent.

      “Your first strategy doesn’t have to be war.” He ran the cube over Cuntessa in slow, even strokes. “Haven’t you heard you can catch more flies with honey?”

      Cuntessa pulsed with a vengeance. The ice was rapidly melting, running down and out along the crack of my ass. “But you don’t want honey. Maybe you did at one time, but now? It’s too sweet for your tastes.”

      My thighs were soaking and I had no idea how much of that was the ice. I dug my heels into the pillowy mattress top, muscles clenching.

      The ice melted and his strokes stopped, leaving me on the brink. I arched my back, clamping my mouth shut so I wouldn’t whimper for more. My pulse thudded in my ears.

      He drizzled sticky grape-juice-smelling liquid over my tits. The champagne. “You think you know what I want?”

      I barely had time to register the fizzy booze sticking to my skin before the cool liquid was replaced by the heat of his mouth, licking and suckling in exquisite torture. He squeezed and pinched my breast, thrusting the fingers of his other hand between my lips.

      Like he didn’t want me to answer.

      I sucked on them greedily until he withdrew them, lavishing hot, messy kisses along my body.

      The sting of his teeth nipping my skin, his rock-hard cock pressed against me through his pants, his lips worshipping me, Rohan was branding me and it still wasn’t enough.

      My fingers flexed, wanting Ro but closing on thin air.

      The warmth of his body disappeared. A thud and rummaging. “Trying to discover my secrets by going through my purse?” I said.

      “No. Looking for… ah.” The squirting sound of lube and skin moving on skin.

      “Are you jerking off?” I bucked against the cuffs. “Without me?”

      “Definitely not without you. I’m staring at every inch of you spread open for me.”

      I rocked my hips and moaned.

      “Are you picturing me?” he growled. “Shirt open, one hand running over my abs.” His slaps grew louder, faster, his breath quickening, his harsh exhales matched by my own. “I’m so hard for you. I can see how wet you are and all I can think about is plunging into you.”

      “Scared you won’t measure up if you actually try it?” My voice wasn’t so much sultry as frantic with sexual anguish, but he sounded too far gone himself too notice.

      He laughed. “I’m not scared of anything you can dish out, Harley.”

      I tugged the restraints. I didn’t want to be anybody else. Not with Rohan. Not now. “Chair.” I was practically thrashing against the bonds, my heart trying to punch its way out of my ribcage. “Chair.”

      “Hey.” He tore the blindfold off.

      I blinked, my eyes adjusting expecting a harsh brightness, but he’d turned the lamps off in the room. Any light spilling in from outside was dim enough not to hurt, but having my sight again, being rooted in a physical space instead of the sensual one I’d floated in was disorienting.

      He stroked my hair back from my face. “Sweetheart, it’s okay.”

      “Is it?” I arched toward him. “I don’t want to be Harley. I want to be me.”

      His face was inches from mine, his gold eyes wild and fiery. “And who am I in this?” His hands curled around my biceps.

      A wild laugh tore out of me. “You think I don’t know it’s you? Always you? Rohan. Liam. Mitra. My Ro. My Snowflake.”

      He ripped my cuffs off me, plundering my mouth. Under the coolness from the ice, was the taste of licorice thanks to the candy-coated fennel seeds he always popped.

      Rohan plunged his cock into me in a single ferocious stroke. “My beautiful girl.”

      He pulled out an inch, pushing forward again slow and filthy until the exquisite fullness of him so deep inside me made me tremble. “Fuck. Being inside you like this?” His expression was full of dizzy wonder. He cupped the back of my head, nipping my bottom lip.

      “Oh God, Ro. Please.” I wrapped my legs around his waist, scrabbling at his shoulders. I sounded unhinged and didn’t care so long as he kept going. I pled incoherently for more, sweat trickling between my breasts and down the backs of my knees.

      He fucked me into the mattress, riding me in short, hard pounds, my shredded costume floating through the air with each bounce, like streamers at some kind of sex parade. With each thrust, he danced in and out of the slanted shadows: his muscles contracting, his eyes slits of gold, and his hands a dark caress of my slick, hot skin from my shoulders to my waist and back again.

      I raked my nails down his back, thrilling at his hiss. Blood roared in my veins and static buzzed my brain. We were tangled up, taking up residence under each other’s skin.

      His hands fisted in my curls, and growling low, he bit the hollow of my neck. “You taste like music, you know that?”

      I whimpered, my body caving into his touch.

      He grazed his teeth along my neck. “This tastes slow and dreamy like one of Chopin’s piano concertos. But here?” He palmed my breasts, sucking my nipples into his mouth. “Mmm. A fat R&B groove.”

      My breath came in greedy gulps. “Yeah?” I ran a hand down my side. “What about here?”

      Ro held my hands over my head, and ran his lips along my skin, his thrusts slow rolls. “Bouncy Top 40. The infectious kind that you find yourself humming all day.”

      I wrapped my legs around him, drawing him in even tighter. I’d spent so long convincing myself I didn’t want this connection, this attachment, and I’d been right. Wanting meant craving something that could be taken away without catastrophe, like candy or alcohol, something you liked, something that maybe even had its hooks in you, but that ultimately, you could survive without.

      I could not survive without this.

      “I think we’re both music,” I said. “We’re like two different parts of the same piece: separately we’re cool and interesting, but together we’re transformative.”

      “God, Nava.” His eyes blazed molten gold. “I meant it. You’ve slain me. I–” Rohan shuddered and came, his face twisting in ecstasy and his fingers clutching mine.

      My orgasm slammed me sharp and hard and bright, sparks erupting off my skin to singe the blanket.

      Rohan watched me with those expressive fucking eyes of his and chasing hard on the heels of my dreamy flying state, came the sensation that I was unbound. Unmoored. My entire being undone for him.

      I buried my face in his neck, light-headed and shaking, like a butterfly had been trapped in my chest, its wings madly fluttering, except it had just revealed that it was really a pterodactyl, its teeth bared.

      Rohan gathered me into his arms, wrapping himself around me, and pulling the blankets half over us while he stroked my hair, whispering how incredible I was. My breathing slowed. Every heartbeat drove me closer to him.

      Rohan kissed my eyelids. “How are you?”

      Threadbare, I could only nod, unable to speak in the wake of these emotions breaking wide-open inside me.

      He didn’t let go of me and I was grateful, letting myself succumb to his embrace. “It’s intense,” he said.

      Understatement. My eyes hadn’t fully slid back into focus yet and my soul ached. Role-playing was supposed to be an escape from all these feelings, not something that made me feel them even more. Not something that forced me to tell the truth to myself when I wanted to pretend.

      I tried to get up, but my arms wouldn’t support me.

      Rohan kissed me, slow and sweet. “Stay there. Let me take care of you.” He wiped me down with a warm washcloth. “Are you dehydrated? Do you want water?”

      “Juice box. In my purse.” I motioned with a shaky hand.

      “Someone came prepared.” He pulled the straw free with a crinkle of plastic and punctured the top.

      “Ms. Clara was very thorough about what I could expect.” I sucked about half the juice back in one go.

      Rohan winced, blushing. He sat naked and cross-legged on the bed and massaged my leg. “You told Ms. Clara?”

      “Are you embarrassed? That’s adorable. Of course I told Ms. Clara. I needed to talk to someone about this.”

      “It was good? For your first time?”

      “It was perfect.” I smiled. “If I’d known I was going to get a spa treatment after, I might have signed on for this faster.”

      “Think we can do that again sometime?” He said it with a studied casualness, pressing his thumb into the arch of my foot.

      I flexed my toes against his hand. “Next time you’re paying for the outfit.”

      Ro grinned down at me. “Do I get to pick the toys, too?”

      “We’ll see. I’ll have to run your suggestions past my sex mentor. See if she thinks it’s a good fit.”

      The full-body massage he gave me left me boneless. When he finished, he kissed the precise spot at the corner of my mouth to send shivers through my body. “Do you want a shower?” he said.

      “If you’ll help me. Buddy system and conserving water and all.”

      “We gotta do our part for the environment.”

      “That we do.” And we did, though there was no more sexytimes. Both of us were too exhausted and shower sex sucked. Rohan lathered me up, letting me close my eyes as he massaged my scalp. Kissing me pressed against the tiles, his fingers laced with mine until the hot spray finished, and believe me, it took a long time in a hotel to make the water turn cold. The walls ran with rivulets of water, the bathroom now a steam room, but all that, including my pruney fingers, was worth it.

      I dried off, wrapping a towel around my head and slipping into underwear and one of Ro’s T-shirts. I felt light as air and so very, very happy. Giddy even. I bounced on the bed. “Can I have room service?”

      Rohan towel dried his hair. “Baby, you can have whatever you want.”

      I kept bouncing. This mattress was pretty great. “Oh yeah? Will you get me a pony?”

      “And rent a stable to keep it in. You gotta be practical when it comes to equine care, Sparky.”

      I laughed. I didn’t care about Ro’s money, but after the past few days, silly teasing was a welcome relief. “Will you get me gadozens of fancy purses?”

      “Gadozens?”

      “A gazillion dozens.” Bounce. Bounce.

      “A gadozen gadozens.” He pitched the damp towel into the bathroom and grabbed the boxers I’d brought for him.

      “Will you take me to Paris for dessert?” Rohan stilled. I hadn’t meant to say that, especially since I only knew about this part of his romantic history because I’d been eavesdropping. Except, I guess I had meant to say it, to let Rohan know that I knew about the lengths he went to for Lily. I didn’t like that about myself. I didn’t want to be the girlfriend threatened by his past.

      “Cheeseburgers,” I said gaily, to cover the impending awkward silence. I hopped off the bed, picked up the receiver, and hit the room service button. I ordered for both of us, then stared at the phone, wondering who else I could call so I wouldn’t have to deal with the loaded tension.

      He wrapped his arms around me. “Do you want dessert in Paris, Sparky? You can have it.”

      “I don’t. Not really.” I turned in his embrace and raked his damp strands of hair out of his eyes.

      “I gave Lily that, but I never fully gave her myself. Not like I do with you.”

      “It’s fine, honestly. I mean, Cole never had me like this, either.” I snapped my lips together against that final truth that had just slipped out.

      “Phrasing,” Ro snickered.

      I rolled my eyes, but I was secretly thankful to put things on a more lighthearted track.

      Half an hour later, we were eating cheeseburgers in our underwear and T-shirts, watching an old Fugue State Five documentary that Ro had bitched about putting on. The mattress dipped under his weight as he returned to the bed and tossed me one of the two tiny bottles of Scotch he’d liberated from the mini bar.

      “You’re one classy motherfucker, Mitra.”

      “Right? L’chaim.”

      We lifted our bottles in unison and clinked them. I shot back a hefty swallow, clenching my jaw against the burn.

      “Cheeseburgers after bondage are the best.” I couldn’t shovel the food in fast enough.

      He licked ketchup off the corner of my lip. “Agreed.” He grimaced, watching his younger self talk at length about the poetry of his lyrics. “Please shut this off. It’s painful.”

      “Your lyrics are beautiful.”

      “My lyrics are fine, but I was hardly Leonard Cohen. Fuck, I was pretentious.” He polished off his cheeseburger and lay on his side, propped on his elbow, inching his hand up my thigh.

      I snorted my laughter, pointing at the screen. “Oh my God! They did make you guys take dance lessons!”

      He sighed and flopped back against the bed in resignation, pulling a pillow over his face to hide his embarrassment and deter further questions until the interview finished or I changed the channel. And it would have been the perfect night, cheeseburgers, and lyrics, and Rohan and I all wrapped up in a warm bed with good jokes and music, except that’s when the Man in Black broke in.
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      A balaclava obscured his features and black leather gloves covered his hands, but this guy had to be Rasha. He had the build and that familiar coiled tension. His presence wasn’t random either, because he went straight for Rohan as the greater threat. Ro held his own, the two of them grappling for a hold on the other with a flurry of punches and kicks.

      Magic would only escalate the situation and I wasn’t about to have him unleash some unknown power. I grabbed the wooden toy bat.

      Rohan slammed a fist into the attacker’s body. He grunted, his entire frame curling around Ro’s punch but recovered pretty damn quickly, slamming both hands to either side of Ro’s head. Rohan’s blades flickered out for a second, snapping back inside him under the thin coat of ice that formed over his skin.

      I swung the bat at the back of the attacker’s head but the weapon froze and splintered before contact. The Man in Black turned on me with a menacing smile. Still deep-freezing a struggling Rohan, he grabbed my arm, wrenching it up my back.

      Ice filled my veins. Literally. My heart stopped and my blood crystalized into miniscule sharp-edged snowflakes. The world crackled black.

      He dropped me on the floor and cracked Rohan’s skull into the wall. Once. Twice. Frost slithered down the wall. “One warning. Back. Off.”

      He stepped over me and left.

      I curled in a ball, dragging in a deep breath. Big mistake. I shook with a wracking cough, air hitting my half-frozen, tortured lungs.

      Blood dripped out of Rohan’s ears as he knelt over me to scoop me into his arms, the drops falling in slow motion. Each plump droplet hit the carpet with a rumbled thud before fracturing, staining the fibers.

      He ran the water in the jacuzzi in the bathroom, only letting go of me long enough to strip us of our clothes, before lowering me into the tub braced against his back.

      “Cold.” My words came out a garbled mumble. My teeth wouldn’t stop chattering.

      “Here.” He shifted for maximum skin contact, wrapping his legs around me.

      There was enough hot water in the tub that feeling seeped back into my toes. I cried out, breathing through the blazing agony of having what amounted to my entire body coming off the world’s worst brain freeze.

      Ro’s tears hit the water in pretty pink streaks. “Don’t cry,” I said, my chest tightening at how upset he was over my injuries. No, he wasn’t crying. It was blood. His hair was matted with it. My too-tight ribcage convulsed with fear. The water was only a few degrees below boiling and if he was concussed, hot water was a bad idea.

      I peeled myself off him. “Out.”

      “Yeah.” He climbed out of the tub and collapsed on the floor.

      “Ro? You okay?” Still trembling and seeking heat, I slid further into the tub until only my mouth and nose peeked out above the water. I didn’t have the energy to move. Defrosting took a lot out of a girl. Now I finally understood why my Chickeny Delight always tasted so exhausted.

      “Dizzy. Need a sec.”

      Eventually we recovered enough to throw on our evening clothes, grab our stuff, and get the hell out. Rohan had cleaned up any traces of his blood and had reached the end of his patience with me checking his pupils for a concussion.

      “Hey.” Ro took my purse from me. “You’re shaking.” He pressed a hand to my skin. “Are you still cold?”

      “No.” My reflection in the burnished gold elevator doors showed a rosy cheeked Nava. I stabbed the elevator button, storming inside the empty car when it opened with a ding. I curled my hands around the metal railing, trying and failing to get my fury under control. “They tracked us here tonight. Came after us, trying to scare us.”

      “The further we go down this road, the more the Brotherhood will be gunning for us. We won’t even be able to properly watch our backs, because it might be a friend who sticks the knife in.” Rohan tilted my chin up to face him. “You heard the guy. One warning. Do you want to stop? Walk away?”

      “We can’t. And I wouldn’t. Would you?”

      He shook his head.

      I slid my hand in his. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “You were fighting the guy but it wasn’t because you were trying to protect me.”

      The elevator opened into the parking garage, revealing the Shelby. Ro had snagged a spot right by the elevators.

      “Slugger, you didn’t need protecting.” He unlocked my door and placed my bag on the floor mat.

      “Still,” I said. “Thank you. We need to be smart and way more stealthier from this point on.”

      “Plans C through Z. Be more careful. Told you.” Rohan blocked me from getting into the car. He brushed my damp hair out of my eyes. “You’re hooking into me, Sparky and I want to be caught for a long, long time.”

      The words didn’t scare me this time. He wasn’t saying them because he was under the influence of a demon drug or even because of the Man in Black. Our night together had shifted something between us–stripped us down and gently deposited us here–a place of cautious optimism.

      I curled my toes, rolling onto the sides of my feet. “You’re hooking into me, too.”

      Rohan glanced down at the ground, a pleased smile tugging at his lips. “Well, all right, then.”

      The first person we called back at the chapter house was Kane. Rohan and I had holed up in my room, leaving our Brotherhood phones downstairs. We used my burner phone and called the landline in Kane’s hotel room in Osoyoos, a small town in British Columbia’s interior.

      “Sorry to disturb you.” I put the call on speaker, the cell sitting on the mattress between Rohan and me. “But we’ve got a situation.”

      Kane yawned. “This better be an emergency. We’ve got a gong show on our hands between the demons and this flooding.”

      “Put your cell in the bathroom and turn on the shower,” Rohan said.

      Kane muttered about paranoia but did as he was told. “Speak freely.”

      I told him what had happened.

      “What do you need?” He sounded wide-awake.

      “What Rasha has ice magic?” Rohan said.

      “Hang on. Gotta get my laptop.” We heard Kane moving around and keys clacking.

      “Is it secure from Brotherhood prying?” I asked.

      “Don’t insult me.” More typing. “Hold off on telling your brother about this, babyslay.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m more than mildly annoyed hearing what went down, which means Ari will go ballistic and I need his head in the game right now.”

      “Got it.”

      “Let’s see what we’ve got.” Kane hummed under his breath. “Fuck.”

      I leaned forward. “What?”

      Kane didn’t answer me.

      “Kane,” Rohan snapped.

      “Wait,” Kane snapped back. “Fuuuuck!”

      I gripped Ro’s hand. “Kane?”

      “There’s only one Rasha in the past fifty years with ice magic. Ferdinand Alves.”

      I needed a moment to absorb the fact that a supposedly dead man had attacked us.

      Ro paced in a tight circle. “Search for all Rasha killed in the past, say, six months.”

      Kane came up with a list of twelve. Four of the men were the hunters that had been killed in Askuchar.

      “You sure those Rasha are dead?” Kane asked.

      “Yeah. Mahmud saw their bodies and I trust Mahmud.” Ro pinched his nose. “Any correlation between missions? Chapter houses?”

      “No and no,” Kane said. “Other than the fact that they all supposedly died, there’s nothing connecting them.”

      “Thanks, Kane,” Ro said. “Be careful, man. We don’t know what the Brotherhood has managed to piece together about who’s working with us, but just being our friend is enough to throw you in the danger zone.”

      “I’m hard to kill. And no one else is getting hurt on my watch.”

      As soon as Kane had hung up, Rohan grabbed the burner phone. “I’m gonna call Drio. He needs to be warned.”

      I flopped back against my mattress, rubbing my eyes. “He’ll want to come back here because it’s safer for us to be together.”

      “It is safer.”

      “And if he decides to bring Leonie with him?” I stared at the print Leo had given me, wishing I could grab her and disappear into that neon cityscape.

      “I’ll convince him there’s no point coming back here tonight. But she has to tell him.”

      No, that was the one thing she could never do.

      Ro’s conversation with Drio was short and to the point. True to his word, he assured Drio there was no reason to come back tonight. Ro didn’t expect any more visits and the attacker had done what he came for. At least until we made our next move.

      We had one final call to make and I insisted on making it.

      Rabbi Abrams took the development in stride, even the news about my witch status.

      “I always knew you were an interesting girl,” he said.

      I switched the phone to my other ear. “Does this change anything?”

      “Should it?”

      “Well, no?”

      He chuckled. “Beseder. Then get some sleep.” He said he’d arrange privately to beef up the security at the chapter house. A ward could be set to keep all Rasha out, but that would include us, so Muggle security solutions it was.

      I chucked the phone onto my rug and rolled myself up in my blanket like a burrito. If Rohan was able to confirm that those eight hunters left on Kane’s list weren’t actually dead, then they had to be the ones working with Mandelbaum on whatever was going on. I edged my head out of my cocoon. “Can I see the photo you got at Ferdinand’s house?”

      “Sure thing.” Rohan jogged downstairs, returning with the snapshot.

      In his forties, Ferdinand was ruggedly good-looking, with a crew cut and the deep tan of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. His clothes were neatly ironed. He had his arm around a woman with long blonde hair with gray streaks, wearing a tie-dyed dress in brilliant swirls of color.

      “One of these things is not like the other,” I said.

      “Huh?”

      I tapped the photo. “He looks like he’s in the military and she’s a Woodstock refugee.”

      “Love is blind.”

      “Is it? Really? Check out her pendant.”

      “A crescent moon. Witch?”

      “I’d say love knew exactly who it was tapping.” I yawned. “I’ll see if Gelman can identify her.”

      “First, sleep. We need to hit up the sugar refinery in a few hours.”

      “The excitement never stops around here.” I didn’t bother leaving my blanket roll.

      Rohan crashed out on my bare mattress.

      I was woken up by someone shaking my shoulder. “Five more minutes, Mom,” I mumbled.

      “Sparky, wake up. Sarah needs to install the safety bars on your window.”

      I flung a pillow at Ro’s head.

      “Sorry.” A dimpled woman who had to be close to retirement poked her head in to my room. She had a large red tool box in one hand. “I’d have let you sleep, but Uncle Isaac told me this was urgent.”

      I blinked through my grogginess, squinting at my clock. I couldn’t see it from this angle, but my room was flooded with bright sunlight. “Yeah. Of course.” I had never been so happy to be wearing sweats and not my dress from last night.

      Last night!

      I stumbled out of bed, scanning every available surface for the purse I’d so cavalierly tossed somewhere and any bondage systems that may have tumbled free.

      “Smooth,” Ro murmured, brushing my hip. “I put it in my room.”

      “But it’s mine.”

      He grinned, booped me on the nose, and left.

      Sarah tested her cordless drill. “You two are adorable. New relationship?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged on Ro’s hoodie that was draped on my chair. “I’ll get out of your way.”

      I followed the rumble of the coffee maker down the curved staircase, my hands jammed in the pockets of his hoodie. I rubbed my cheek on the shoulder because the fabric smelled like him.

      “Navela.” Rabbi Abrams beckoned at me from the front porch. I almost tripped off the last stair. The man wasn’t in a suit. Just dress pants and a long-sleeved shirt. “Come see what we’ve done.”

      I threw a longing glance back down the hallway toward the kitchen and found Rohan behind me holding out my already doctored coffee. “Remind me to thank you in sexual favors,” I whispered.

      Rabbi Abrams showed off the new front door. He hadn’t changed the hand scanners because he didn’t want to alert anyone, but this door was some heavy duty shit. It had rebar running in a “T” pattern. When the door was locked, the rebar sunk deep into the frame of the house. No one was breaking in through this puppy. The back door was now the same model.

      My burner phone trilled. I glanced at the text as I finished off my coffee.

      Thank me in sexual favors.

      I snorted my drink out, coughing. Ro patted me on the back, a pious expression on his face as he asked the rabbi questions about how the new security bars on all the windows opened from the inside.

      Rabbi Abrams walked us around the house, pointing out all the hidden camera that would be recording twenty-four seven with the data on a server in-house for our eyes only.

      “Does your niece own the security company?” I said.

      “She’s not really my niece. Daughter of my wife’s best friend. But yes. She’s discreet, trustworthy, and very good at her job.” Rabbi Abrams lowered himself into a chair on the back deck, rubbing his knee. “Do you have your phones on you?”

      We shook our heads, having left the Brotherhood-issued phones in Ro’s room, and got comfortable on the wicker sofa. I leaned against my boyfriend, my legs curled into my chest.

      “Update me,” Rabbi Abrams said.

      Rohan told him about the list. Rabbi Abrams asked for each individual name, closing his eyes. Once again, I’d have sworn he was asleep if he hadn’t been fidgeting with his kippah. “Stop,” he said at the seventh name. “Ilya. He trained here as an initiate many many years ago. His brother still lives here. Mischa didn’t carry the Rasha gene, but they were inseparable. I can put you in touch.”

      “Wouldn’t his brother have been told he was dead?” I asked.

      The rabbi opened his eyes. “Most definitely, but Mischa was his twin. How well did you believe being told Ari was no longer Rasha?”

      I pulled Ro to his feet. “We’re in business. But first I have to see a witch about some demons.”
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        * * *

      

      Gelman was in-between chemo treatments and looking a lot better today. In fact, she was dressed and waiting around for her green light to return to her sister’s house. That was the good news. The bad news was that when she glowered at me, holding the photo of Ferdinand and the woman tight enough to turn her fingers white, she was healthy enough that if she decided to blame the messenger, I was toast.

      Fuck it. What was one more target on my back? “Do you know her or not?”

      “This photo is a fake.” She flung it back at me.

      I picked it up off the ground and brushed it off. “Based on your savvy Photoshop skills?”

      “Based on the fact that Tessa would never have anything to do with a Rasha. She isn’t working with one and she certainly wasn’t involved with one.”

      I picked up the photo and shrugged. “Looks pretty chummy to me.”

      “Then she’s being coerced.”

      “Yeah, at a patio restaurant with a good view and a fancy-ass bottle of wine. Scary.”

      Gelman slammed her hand on the arm of the chair. “She hates the Brotherhood.”

      “You sure? Love makes people do stupid things.”

      “Yes, I’m sure, you insolent girl. Who do you think I got the Vashar from?”

      “Whoa. Hang on,” I said. “She made the Vashar? Is that not a case for her being involved in black magic?”

      “That magic was gray at best.”

      “Tomato, tohmahto. How can you defend her when she sicced the gogota on you? Those demons may have been modified by the Brotherhood, but Tessa was the only one who could have forced them to attack us. Bad enough the demon came after me for the Vashar, it came after you, period.”

      Gelman crossed her arms, jutted her chin out, and looked pointedly away.

      “This is your last warning. Quit upsetting her,” Sienna said, entering the room.

      I glared at her. She had bags under her eyes and her cartoony penguin scrubs were a glaring contrast to her listless shuffle. Even her dreads hung limply.

      “Do you have an APB out for my visits?” I said.

      “Yes. The nurses on this ward call me when you show up. Did you pack your toiletries?” Sienna went into the bathroom.

      “I already checked,” Gelman said.

      “Uh-huh.” Sienna returned, holding up a toothbrush. She hipchecked me off the hospital bed to toss the toothbrush into Gelman’s open suitcase.

      “You’re a total witch,” I said.

      Sienna raised her eyebrows. “And?”

      Grr. I pulled up a chair. “Lure kids to your gingerbread house, much?”

      “Nah. I have celiac. It’s straight up puppies and candy out the back of vans.”

      “Your patients must love you.”

      “They do.” She rubbed her temples.

      “Pulling overtime again?” Dr. Gelman said.

      Sienna blinked at her confused for a second, before nodding. “Yeah. Rough night.” She pointed at me. “I don’t like you and I certainly don’t trust you.”

      “Sienna, enough. Nava is annoying, but her intentions are good.”

      I pressed my hand to my heart and fell back in the chair. “Such praise. I’m verklempt.”

      Sienna picked up the photo. “Since when is that Tessa’s type?”

      “It’s not,” Gelman said. “He’s Rasha.”

      The room went absolutely, eerily still. Sienna’s lip curled and any trace of tiredness vanished. “Who is he?” she growled.

      “Since you both seem to be so chummy with her, how about one of you call her and find out what the deal with this guy is?” Suddenly, I was levitated horizontally, then crashed onto the ground. Hard. On my tailbone. Bypassing the nice chair I’d been sitting in altogether.

      I rubbed my butt, letting Sienna see the magic crackling over my hands. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “You want to earn a drop of trust with any witch who isn’t Esther? Give me his name.”

      If Sienna went after Ferdinand, I suspected it wouldn’t go well for him. I shut down my magic and hauled myself back into the chair. “Ferdinand Alves. I don’t know where he is but he attacked me and he has ice magic, so if you want to rip his balls off for taking advantage of your friend or whatever? Go nuts.”

      Sienna dropped the photo in my lap. “Bloodthirsty. There may be hope for you yet.” She scanned the empty closet and closed up Gelman’s suitcase. “Call me if you aren’t feeling well tonight.”

      I didn’t rate a goodbye.

      “Will I be able to levitate someone like Sienna did? Or wait.” I slid the photo into my pocket. “Fly?”

      “Levitating, even a split-second elimination of gravity, takes years to master. So I’m going to go with no. You want to fly? Book a plane ticket.” Gelman rummaged through her purse for her phone, scrolled through her contacts, and called Tessa. She left a message saying it was urgent. “We’ll be lucky if she gets this any time soon. This week was solstice. She’s probably at the Santa Barbara celebration.”

      “There are witchy vacation destinations?”

      “There are places of interest for our community, but Tessa lives in Los Angeles. It’s not far.”

      “Is Tessa powerful enough to wield black magic?” I said.

      “Possibly, but she wouldn’t do it for the Brotherhood. Tessa’s a very talented witch who fervently believes that organization is to blame for our community losing strength.”

      “How so?”

      “What do you know of the Laws of Thermodynamics?” she asked.

      “Nothing.”

      She muttered a few choice words about the dumbing down of humanity. “First Law. Energy can’t be created or destroyed. Same with magic. Think of all magic as a cup of rice. The number of grains are finite. They can be divided into piles but to do so you must take from one pile and give to another. No adding in new grains.”

      My stomach growled. “Hold that thought. I’m just gonna run to the vending machine.” I’d forgotten to restock my purse stash of snacks in all the excitement of the past couple days.

      Gelman rolled her eyes, reached into her bag and tossed me a granola bar.

      “Aw, thanks, Mom.” It even had chunks of dark chocolate in it. Sweet!

      “Feel free to chew before swallowing.”

      “I’m channeling my inner anaconda. So what you’re saying is the more Rasha, the smaller the witches’ pile?”

      “Yes.” She unwrapped her own granola bar, eating it with pointed slowness. “Tessa figured she could reverse the problem. Magically castrate the Brotherhood and all would be replenished.”

      “Hence the Vashar.”

      Gelman smiled.

      I gasped. “You cold-hearted snake.” I tipped my head in acknowledgement. “You stole the amulet from her so she couldn’t use it and then handed it over to the Brotherhood. Why would you do that? If not having Rasha means witches get stronger, don’t you want the same end goal?”

      “Take away the hunters, do you take away the demons?”

      “No.”

      “Precisely. So we stop future Rasha from being made and in, what, thirty years? Fifty? Demons run wild over the earth. We witches are not trained to handle it anymore, and most in my community have other concerns. We need hunters. Also.” She waved a hand dismissively. “The amulet was a crude solution. Stopping Rasha one at a time would be futile.”

      I made puppy dog eyes at her purse but no more treats were forthcoming. “Is it less magic or weaker magic as well?”

      “I suspect both. Historical records report witches’ magic had once been strong, come easily, and incurred less of a personal cost. That’s changed.” She cleared her throat. “We seem to succumb to disease faster these days.”

      I closed my eyes briefly. Was it her magic, not her smoking that had caused the cancer? On the surface, magic seemed so cool. It was necessary; I just wasn’t sure it was worth it. And from the wistful expression on Gelman’s face, I couldn’t tell if she did either.
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      Armed with Tessa’s full name and place of residence, I went to an internet café and Googled the shit out of her. What I found floored me.

      I leadfooted it back to Demon Club, parking the car practically sideways in my haste to get inside.

      Rohan and Drio were clipping their Brotherhood-crafted employee passes on beige overalls. A set of work boots and a hard hat sat on the table for each of us.

      I waved the record I’d found and printed at the café, mouthing the word “Phones?”

      “All clear.” Ro tossed me my overalls.

      “They’re married. Ferdinand and Tessa. I don’t think her friends knew about this.” I stripped off my sweats to step into my uniform. Changing backstage or in coed dressing rooms all those years for dance meant I didn’t give a crap about stripping down to my underwear in front of people.

      Rohan smacked Drio across the top of his head when he stared at my boobs more than listening to me.

      Drio shrugged. “Leo’s are better.”

      I plumped up my girls. “You wish. Pay attention. Even if Ferdinand charmed Tessa into marriage, convincing her to use her talents to bind demons, why would she go along with it if she hates the Brotherhood?”

      “Table it.” Ro zipped up my overalls and I smirked at him. “We gotta get to the docks.” Ro left the room but before I could stop him, Drio stepped in front of me.

      “Wanting a peek for the road?” I said. “Smart to wait for Ro to leave, but still not happening.”

      He scowled at me, rubbed his neck, and then scowled again. “I want to do something nice for Leo. Take her out. The two of us.” He jabbed my shoulder. “Why aren’t you making one of those little comments you think are so funny? You don’t think I’m good enough for her?”

      “This isn’t just hooking up. You want a serious relationship with her?”

      “Forget it.”

      “No.” I grabbed his arm. “You just caught me off-guard.” To say the least. I wasn’t going to out Leo and I wasn’t going to cast aspersions on their relationship, but I was going to have a very serious talk with my bestie very, very soon. “Take her to a Whitecaps game. Our soccer team,” I clarified.

      His face lit up. “She likes football?”

      “European football, she’s nuts about. North American football, not so much.”

      “Who would be?” he said.

      “That’s cute. Your confusion does double duty as Italian condescension.”

      Rohan popped his head back in. “You two planning on coming?”

      “Grazie.” Drio gave me another chin chuck and bounded out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      From the road, the sugar refinery was confined to a series of connected, six-story brick warehouses with arched windows that were over a hundred years old, but once we got through port security with our passes and identification very thoroughly checked and onto the site itself, we saw how large the property actually was.

      Fellow workers in white or beige overalls, all with hard hats and work boots milled about, going between the different buildings that facilitated the various aspects of the sugar refining process.

      After careful study of the map, we’d pinpointed the most probable area for Candyman to show himself. He wouldn’t be in any of the packaging centers, nor did the buildings for storing or melting sugar seem likely.

      “This way.” Drio led us to our destination along the waterfront like he’d been here a million times before. There were so many employees that no one glanced twice at us, plus if we’d cleared port security, we’d obviously been vetted. We kept our stride purposeful and not hurried, despite the fact the brilliant gleam of pink and gold sky was already shot through with inky purple, the sun starting its descent, and Candyman needing to feed for his next twenty-four hour cycle.

      The shed where they stored the raw sugar looked like it had been built for a giant. The huge bay doors were open, revealing massive piles of sugar the color of wet sand. I could easily picture some baby cyclops sitting in here building sandcastles, spinning turrets stretching up to the slanted ceiling.

      A group of workers were busy using the crane to transport the raw grains. We bypassed them and stepped inside the shed, only to be immediately hit with the smell of molasses that was so pungent, I tasted it at the back of my throat. The air was so thick with sugar that even this short exposure left my skin skim-coated in it.

      Steel beams ran the length of the ceiling, illuminated in pools of light. There were plenty of shadows for the hoc demon to portal in up there and never be seen.

      First rule of monster hunting? Always look up.

      We climbed the metal staircase to the catwalk, talking quietly, occasionally pointing at the sugar like we had some logistical problem to solve, scanning for any hint of movement.

      “There.” Rohan tilted his chin the tiniest bit to indicate the shadowy creature sitting at the juncture of two beams overhead.

      The hoc scrubbed at its mottled gray skin with its front paws, a long pink tongue lolling out between two very sharp fangs. Hairless cats were fugly. Demon hairless cats that were the size of a cougar with gremlin ears and wrinkles I could count like tree rings were profoundly disturbing.

      “Where’s the mate?” I asked. “Is this Candyman or the other one?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Drio said. “We tag this one, we follow it back to the other one. Va bene.”

      I leaned over the catwalk. “Clear.”

      Drio flash stepped the length of the catwalk. Our only sign that he’d jumped onto the railing and pulled himself up onto the beam with the hoc was when the demon swatted his ear with a heavy paw. Drio had tagged the hoc with a subdermal tracker.

      A sharp whistle sounded from down below. Drio stood at the bottom of the stairs, throwing a thumbs up.

      Ro and I kept our attention on the sugar, bodies relaxed as we clomped down the stairs, pretending we couldn’t feel the weight of the demon’s tawny-eyed stare on our backs.

      As soon as we hit the street, I pulled off my hard hat, scratching the top of my head in relief. According to the tracker, the hoc was still in the sugar shack, completing its sugar synthesis process, so we waited in my car.

      Drio sprawled in the back seat, fidgeting and tapping his feet. Every few seconds he let out an annoyed huff.

      “Quit it before I fry you,” I said.

      Another huff. “Your witch friend going to train you to fully use your magic?” he said.

      “I hope so, but I’m not sure when that’s going to happen.” I twisted around and ruffled his hair. “Worried about me?”

      He pushed my hand off his head and sank back against the seat. “Leonie is worried. Call her.”

      I hid my smile because that wasn’t actually a denial on his part.

      “You’re growing on him,” Ro said, his eyes trained on the tracking screen in his hand.

      Drio kicked the back of his seat.

      Ro shot him the finger, then held up the tracker. “Brace yourself, kids. It’s recalibrating.”

      The screen buffered for a second and redrew the map. We hightailed it to the next location. The hoc had set up shop in an empty storefront a few blocks away, its windows papered over, and a faded To Let sign on the outside wall.

      We parked in the alley around back, next to a stack of pallets, and exchanged our cloth employee overalls for brand new chemical protective suits and facemasks in case the oshk showed up, wriggling into them as best we could in the car.

      Ro picked the lock on the back door and I stepped through, magic on, ready to short-circuit any alarm panel. Good thing there wasn’t one, because in light of what I found in this back room, disarming any system went clear out of my head.

      One of the matryoshka, this one with a blood-encrusted female human torso, was bound to a metal folding chair with thick iron chains. The fat iron vise gripping her chest was overkill.

      Oozing sores dotted the raw red skin along the top of the chains and her tiny head was missing a chunk, like it had been bitten off. The demon had lost all blobbiness, her body more a teardrop than a water balloon. Ribs protruded from her human torso and she’d shrunk to about a third of her size, though slumped over unconscious as she was, her exact height was hard to determine.

      Clear plastic tubing was attached to her nipples with metal clamps. The other ends of the tube fastened on to a still, like the one we’d found at Candyman’s previous residence. That still was some kind of fucked-up mad science, with a humming box dispensing corn starch into the glass beaker collecting the oshk’s dripped secretions.

      The person-sized cartoon cake doughnut painted on the wall from the previous tenant, smiling merrily at us with the words “Add some YUM to your day!” floating in the clouds around it, really added that je ne sais quoi to the tableau.

      With a mechanical rumble, the vise clamped down, squeezing the oshk. Bloody liquid glugged out of her nipples and into the plastic tubing. The oshk was being milked, emitting a hot gush of cotton candy-scented stank with each spasm.

      I gagged, covering my own boobs in sympathy. Rohan put his hand on my shoulder to steady me.

      Wind whispered against my face. Drio was gone.

      Whistling in the front of the store cut off with a strangled shriek. Drio dragged Candyman through the doorway, into the back room. The hoc flickered between his human glamor of unremarkable brown-haired, white guy and his wrinkly hairless cat form. He fought hard, but Drio had skewered him through the shoulder on the end of a short iron spear. With the iron coursing through his system, the hoc was unable to portal.

      The hoc finally managed to lock into his demon form, sinking his fangs into Drio’s arm. Trying, anyway. His teeth snapped together with a sharp click, closing on thin air.

      I backed up against the wall, one eye on the back door and one on the exit to the front office. Chances were if the mate showed up, she’d portal in, but I didn’t want to be taken off guard because she used a door.

      “Here kitty, kitty.” Drio crooked a finger at him.

      The hoc leaped for Drio. Another miss. He bellowed a roar and pounced on me, knocking me to the ground with all four paws, but immediately bounced off with a yelp when he got the electric shock of his life.

      Snarling, the cat swung his head at Snowflake.

      “Where’s your mate?” Rohan casually flicked out all his blades.

      The hoc growled and charged him, knocking Ro off his feet. My idiot boyfriend was grinning as he wrestled with the demon cat. The hoc snapped his fangs at him, barely missing Ro’s nose.

      Ro sliced the demon’s belly open. Liquid gooshed over his gloved hand and when Ro jerked away, it glistened, stretching like taffy.

      Candyman was coated in a fine sheen of sweat, his skin streaked with black from the iron now poisoning his system thanks to both Ro’s blades and the spear. Leaping away from Rohan, the demon changed back to his human form and tore the spear out with a wet plop. The iron tip splintered, leaving part of it embedded in him. It was designed to do that, but the demon didn’t know it.

      The sugar syrup that made up his blood streamed from both his shoulder and his gut. He was grayer as a human than his natural demon skin color.

      I grabbed the broken spear. One good tight grip and a little magic elbow grease and my current heated the broken tip until it glowed white hot. “Hold him, boys.”

      They pinned the hoc to the floor and I jammed the tip in a fraction of an inch away from the kill spot in his stomach. His flesh seared like a good steak, though the smell was more fetid flesh than delicious BBQ. I kept up the heat and soon he was bubbling, charred human hair falling to the ground.

      The demon mewled.

      I crouched down so I was eye level with him. “This is a new trick for me, and I’m happy to spend the next three hours practicing increasing the heat on all the parts of your body. Or you can answer our questions and I’ll put you out of your misery. Where’s your mate and how did you capture the oshk?”

      The demon lasted another fifteen minutes before he cracked and admitted that he’d trapped this oshk after it had eaten his mate. There were no other Sweet Tooth production centers. It was kind of hard to understand him because half of his head was a ruined, blackened mess, but we got the gist.

      I drove my fist into his gut, firing my magic through my gloves into his kill spot. There may have been justice for Naomi and Jake and that poor couple, but there was no satisfaction. Soon as he’d disappeared, dead, I tore off my protective head gear and fired it at the wall, snarling at the single whisker left of the demon, beyond done with this entire mission.

      “You brutalized him.” Drio nodded approvingly, pouring the beaker of oshk secretions into a patch of weeds just outside the back door. He and Sienna would get along beautifully.

      Rohan unplugged the still and the humming quieted. He found a dented cardboard box and packed the still and tubing into it.

      I stood up and unscrewed the vise. The oshk flopped over in her chains, her smaller head blob jiggling. Her flesh overhung the side of the chair like a slime toy. “What do we do with her? The matryoshka doesn’t hurt humans. She eats other demons. Isn’t that something we want to leave alive?”

      Drio flicked something squishy off his suit and pushed up his face mask, cheeks ruddy. Being in these suits was like being roasted alive. “Kill her.”

      “She suffered.”

      “Demons are never victims.” Drio looked around the room for anything we’d missed. “We kill them. It’s what we stand for.”

      “The only good demon is a dead demon, I know.” But there were exceptions to every rule and he was currently sleeping with one of them.

      “Drio’s right.” Ro remained fully outfitted from head-to-toe.

      Drio shook his head, as if that was obvious, picked up the box of drug-making paraphernalia, dumped his helmet on top, and carried it all out to my car.

      “How can you say that?” I demanded. “What about Leo?”

      Ro squatted down, working on the locks imprisoning the oshk. “I make an exception for her.”

      “How magnanimous.”

      “Yeah, it is.” The chains binding the oshk to the chair fell to the floor with a clang. “If I had my way, Malik wouldn’t be around anymore either. I appreciate he has his uses, for now. You’ve taught me the value of squeezing every drop of assistance out of demons I can before killing them.”

      “That’s not at all–Argh.” I threw up my hands.

      “Nava, things may not be black and white, but there’s still right and wrong.” Rohan kicked the chains aside, catching the oshk before she fell over.

      “Why is it still alive?” Drio was back.

      “We’re discussing what to do with her.” I picked up the chains.

      “What’s to discuss? It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t gun for humans, her secretions can harm us, and she has to die,” Drio said. “It’s not open to debate.”

      “The basic element of right?” Ro said. “Don’t fuck people over.”

      “This isn’t about the Brotherhood,” I said.

      “Demons, Brotherhood, it doesn’t matter,” Drio said. “Listen to your boyfriend.”

      “Bite me.”

      “It turns out we do have one more use for this one.” Ro threw the oshk over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He was fully protected by the chemical suit so I wasn’t worried about another episode. “She’s going to help us kill the rest of the matryoshka.”

      Drio nodded. “That works.”

      The oshk had some use as a demon-eater, but ultimately, it didn’t matter if she had to die. One day I’d kill Malik, too. No, I was incensed over Ro’s high-handed attitude about Leo. She wasn’t an exception. They’d become friends. Could he really flip on her that easily if push came to shove? Drio’s reaction didn’t surprise me, but I’d been counting on having Ro’s help in protecting Leo if things went sideways and Drio’s feelings got hurt. Now? Would Drio’s rights as a full human automatically trump hers as a half-demon? Would her human half even matter?

      Driving home, ignoring the guys chatting about some Rasha that Drio had run into on his jaunt to Palm Springs, I got my anger under control. I’d promised to have Leo’s back. I glanced at my two passengers and their combined deadly force and my heart sunk. In another world where Drio didn’t hate demons and Leo didn’t have that unfortunate parentage, they would have been great together. With all that baggage? There was only one way to keep her safe: convince Leo to stop seeing Drio before she went from an exception to a statistic.

      Ro and I carried the oshk from the car to the iron chair in the torture room. She remained limp and unconscious, as far as we could tell without her having eyes. I leaned into the oshk with the side of my body, keeping her upright so Ro could tape her in place with the special duct tape threaded through with iron and salt. Under my gloved hands, the demon had the blubbery consistency of Silly Putty.

      Ro ran the duct tape over her raw sores to pin her torso to the chair and the oshk jerked violently against me.

      Startled, magic snapped out of me like a whip. “Jeez!” I laughed, placing my hand to my chest. It had only been a spasm. The oshk was still limp, out cold.

      Ro tore off his glove, reached for my ribcage, and abruptly dropped his hand before he touched me. “Does your skin feel wet?”

      “Shit.” I flung off my gloves, grabbed the chemical suit and twisted the material to examine it. My magic, born of surprise and therefore, uncontrolled, had torn a hole in the suit.

      There was a single glistening drop on my skin that I wiped away with the fabric.

      I bit my lip. “One tiny drop. It didn’t even sink in. How much damage could it do?”

      “Right.” He slung an arm over me. “Besides, I’m here to keep an eye on you. Go all crazypants and I’ll take you out.”

      I bumped his hip with mine. “And to think some women only get jewelry. I get my own personal assassin.”

      “Anyone can buy jewelry.” Rohan slapped his hand against the scanner to open the door and let us out into the Vault. “I’m full-service.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ghosted my lips over his. “Prove it.”

      He did. Three times.

      It was yet another night of very little sleep, but I wasn’t complaining. In fact, when Ro woke me the next day, I bounded out of bed. Meaning, I opened my eyes on the first try and didn’t brain my boyfriend with sleeping implements.

      “How you feeling this morning?” he asked.

      I stretched. “Sore, but good.”

      Ro crossed his arms, wearing another pair of board shorts–these a dark plaid–that rode low on his hips. “Demon-wise, Sparky. I figured when you woke me up that last time begging for it, that you were probably good.”

      I was momentarily struck dumb by the dip between his hips and his abs in the strip of skin visible between his shirt and waistband. One bite of that beautiful brown skin, please and thank you. Maybe a couple of licks.

      He snapped his fingers. “My eyes are up here.”

      “Yeah. Not really interested in that feature right now.”

      Rohan tackled me and I squealed. “Just because I’m the hottest lay you’ve ever had,” he said, “doesn’t mean you can objectify me.”

      I beat him with the pillow until he rolled off me. “One of these days,” I said, “your arrogance will outweigh your use in providing orgasms.”

      “With you? Not if you had three lifetimes.”

      I reached for him, fisting my hands in his shirt. Pulling him close, I kissed him. “Let’s test that theory.”

      He groaned. “Drio’s waiting for me. Rabbi Abrams got us a meeting with Mischa.”

      Sighing, I let him go, smoothing out the wrinkles I’d put in his shirt. “All right. Go confirm his twin is still alive.”

      “What are your plans?”

      “I gotta talk to Leo. Then I’ll check in with Gelman, see if she got hold of Tessa.”

      I lay in bed a bit longer after hearing the front door close and the Shelby drive off. I texted Leo asking if I could come over and got a thumbs up emoji. Got my word of the day as well: indomitable. Why yes, I was, thanks.

      As I hopped out of bed and grabbed my headboard, the room swung sideways, my vision blurring at the edges. I’d stood up too fast. Coffee would fix that. Hmm. Since I was going downtown to Leo’s anyways… I sent her another text and grabbed a clean towel for the shower.

      If I was going to convince my bestie to dump the best sex of her life, a Belgian waffle bribe was in order.
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      Leo stabbed her Liege-style waffle in the pool of syrup on her plate. “Was this supposed to be a bribe?”

      “Think of it as an offering. Well? Ready to cut loose from the Italian Stallion?”

      “For the last time, and I do mean last, I’ll take my chances.” She chowed down, oblivious to how much danger she was in.

      I gripped her hand. “I don’t think you understand. He’ll find out at some point and then he’ll kill you. Very slowly and painfully, because he hates people who betray him only slightly less than he hates demons and you’re both.”

      Leo tried to pry herself loose but I had to impress on her how serious this was. I tightened my hold.

      “Are you insane?” she hissed. “Let go of me.” She picked up a fork, raising it over my forearm.

      “Stab me. I’m not walking away until I get your promise.”

      “Then you’ll shrivel and grow old here. I’m not ending things with him.” She pressed the fork into me until I released her. “The sex is phenomenal.”

      “He wants to date you. This is getting serious.”

      A small smile tugged at her lips. “I’m worth being serious about.”

      “No shit, but that isn’t the issue. I’m sorry, Leo, and I wish I was wrong, but there is no happily-ever-after for you two. For whatever reason, he won’t be able to get past this. Please, please break up with him. It might hurt, but at least you won’t be dead.”

      Leo flung her fork down. “Back. Off.” She pushed her plate away and marched out of the restaurant without a look back.

      I called after her, but she ignored me. This was a disaster of epic proportions. Leo had fallen for him. Fuck.

      I called for the bill. My Eggs Benny quivered uneaten on the English muffin, all of it drowned in Hollandaise sauce. Poached yellow vomit. My stomach twisted and sweat beaded my neck. I dragged myself to my car, fanning myself with the front of my shirt, wobbled into the driver’s seat, and lay my head on the steering wheel, ignoring the honks of the car wanting my parking spot.

      Driving home was a bitch. I swear my brain was stuffed with cotton. I pretended I was in a video game and had to exactly follow the car in front of me, because I kept veering sideways.

      What a time to get sick. How long would it take my healing to knock this flu out of my system? My entire body ached, my skin hot and itchy. I’d have taken an oshk drug freak-out over this, but the flop sweats that punctuated my drive home, while extreme, hadn’t ever been a side effect of Sweet Tooth. Plus, my generous tip back at the restaurant had been the opposite of punching the waitress and wrestling her for the maple syrup jug to drink from until I fell into a sugar coma, so this wasn’t caused by the drop of oshk secretion I’d gotten on my skin.

      I blacked out briefly waiting for the scanner at the chapter house gate to identify my car and let me onto the grounds, barely managing to throw the car in park, and stagger up the front stairs into Ro’s bed, where I passed out into a restless sleep.

      “Nava.” Drio shook me. “Wake up!”

      Wincing, I sat up. My stomach muscles screamed in protest. “Was I doing ab curls?” Why was Ro asleep next to me? “Is it night?”

      “Are you drunk? Look at him.”

      Ro’s face, the one part of him not wrapped in blankets, was blue. His eyelids were closed, fluttering madly, his jaw was badly bruised, and he had an angry red scrape across his forehead. Ice crystals dotted his hair, melting and running in tiny pearl droplets down the side of his head.

      My heart slammed into my throat. I burrowed my hands under his covers, frantically searching for a pulse.

      Drio pulled me off. “He’s breathing.” He lay his hand on Ro’s head. “He’s breathing,” he said, quieter.

      I beat on Drio’s chest, lost to the wild fury whipping through my blood. “Why didn’t you have his back?”

      “Cosa?”

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I snarled. “You and him. You screwed up with him before and he got hurt.”

      Drio grabbed my wrists and pushed me away. “You–” He dropped his head, almost deflating, then shook himself off and picked up one of the hand warmers that he’d thrown on the bed, kneading and cracking it to activate it. He tucked the warmer inside Ro’s blanket.

      Magic flared off my skin, flinging Drio sideways. “Don’t. Touch. Him.”

      I didn’t hear him leave, busy inserting the rest of the warmers in key points between Rohan’s skin and his blankets and checking every few seconds that he was still breathing. When that was done, I reswaddled him, needing something to keep busy with, to keep my choking panic at bay.

      I couldn’t tell. Oh, God. I couldn’t tell if he was getting better.

      I rubbed my hands together to warm them, then placed them on either side of his head. I’d made the azalea sprig bud; I could heal Ro. I visualized a bright white light emanating from my palms, burning away all other magic in his system.

      My hands tingled and even though I kept it up until I shook with the strain and my vision fogged, I didn’t feel any magic pouring out of me. I grabbed the lamp on his bedside table, thrusting it close to his face to check. He was so cold. So still.

      Time blurred. I changed the IV that Dr. Sousa had set up, sleeping in fits and starts between my repeated attempts to heal him, terrified I’d miss him waking up, or worse, him taking a turn for the worse.

      Rabbi Abrams brought me food and water. I think I drank a bit. Food held no appeal.

      Drio darkened Ro’s doorway. He was shirtless, gauze taped over some white ointment smeared on his side. “How is he?”

      I gave up trying to wrestle Ro out of his shirt myself to sponge him down. “Make yourself useful and then get out.”

      We stripped him. I fished in the bowl of warm water for the sponge, gently wiping away the sweat glistening on Ro’s forehead.

      “You need to hear me out,” Drio said. “Ilya’s alive. Ferdinand ambushed us when we left Mischa’s.”

      “Yet here you stand unscathed.”

      Drio flashed up, grabbing my throat. The sponge hit the floor with a splat.

      I jutted my chin up, meeting his eyes. “Try it.”

      “Rohan is the last person I’d ever hurt,” he said, his expression pleading. He stepped back, raking a hand through his hair. “The fight was nothing. Barely started. Ferdinand hadn’t used his magic on us yet, but we were swarmed by shedim.”

      If Gollum had gotten drunk and fucked the monster in the original Alien movie, their spawn would be the prettier version of these demons.

      I wrung out the sponge, cleaning under Ro’s chin and along each arm, my fingertips lingering over his palpitating pulse.

      “Ferdinand was their main target, but we were caught in the crossfire.” Drio’s hands balled into fists. “That betraying Rasha fuck caught Ro right as one of the shedim pinned Ferdinand down. The demon sent his magic into Ferdinand, Ferdinand’s ice flowed into Ro and…” Drio glanced at the bed, then cleared his throat. “Ferdinand is dead, but that attack wasn’t random.”

      He tossed a pointed leathery ear onto the bed. A purple pointed leathery ear. Shedim were burnt-orange.

      I dropped the sponge in the water, wiped off my hands and reached for the ear. It had been cleanly severed. “You did the signature spell?”

      “Being attacked right after learning what we had about Ilya? Ro didn’t think it was a coincidence. He’d sliced the ear off for us to test so I tested it. I want the witch behind this.”

      “What will you do to her?”

      “If he doesn’t pull through? It’s going to be war.” He glanced at Ro one last time and left.

      Rohan was going to pull through, but Tessa had to pay for what she’d done.

      I whipped out my phone. “Where is she?”

      My eyes were glued to every twitch of Ro’s, constantly checking him for fever, for an improvement in color, for his continued breathing.

      “Who?” Gelman said.

      “Tessa. Don’t give me any bullshit about her being in Santa Barbara. She’s here. She attacked Rohan.” My voice cracked.

      Gelman dragged in a breath. “Tessa’s dead.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Her burned body was found.”

      My hand tightened on my phone. “Murdered?”

      “Burned from the inside. Black magic. The Los Angeles coven was trying to keep it a secret.”

      “When?”

      “Nava.” Gelman sounded wrung out.

      “When?” I growled.

      “Last week.”

      If that was true, then Tessa wouldn’t have been able to bind the shedim. But if it wasn’t Tessa, then every lead we had just came to jack shit. I hurled my burner phone at the wall with a screamed curse.

      My attempts to wake Ro up yielded nothing and more nothing. I kept at it until I was lightheaded and my whole body ached. Every breath was energy I resented expending on myself.

      Finally, deep inside me, a faint bloom of magic unfurled. That same primal silkiness as when I’d portalled. I caught my breath, barely daring to hope. Eyes screwed tight, I visualized stoking that bloom from a pale pink nub to a deep red bloom, the flower growing and stretching, pushing into every inch of me and flowing out into Rohan.

      “Nava.” It was a whisper and his eyes only fluttered open for the briefest millisecond, but my heart soared.

      “I’m here.”

      It was like a fever breaking. He didn’t wake up, but he became warm to the touch, his color turned normal, and his breathing evened out, deep and steady.

      Exhausted, I crawled onto the bed beside him and let myself sleep.

      “Nee?”

      I rubbed my eyes, but Leo wasn’t a hallucination. “You shouldn’t be here. You’ll get sick.”

      “I’ll be okay for a short period.” She already sounded strained from being on this side of the wards. “Rabbi Abrams helped me across.”

      “You told him?”

      “Old news.” She stood at the edge of the bed. “Ro’s okay?”

      Rohan stirred and rolled over, the first movement he’d made.

      Tension ebbed out of my body. I motioned for her to follow me out of his room so we didn’t wake him.

      “He will be.”

      “And you?” she said.

      “What about me?”

      Leo grabbed my hand and pulled me up the stairs into my room. She planted me in front of my mirror.

      Daylight highlighted my every flaw better than HD. My hair was a snarled mess and my eyes were bloodshot with dark circles under them.

      “Have you showered?” she said.

      “I was busy.”

      “You didn’t eat or leave his side for two days. You gave Drio third degree burns. Not to mention how weird you were at breakfast with me. Something’s wrong with you.” Leo shoved me onto the bed, snagging my arm in a death grip.

      “Ow!”

      “Hold still,” she snapped. She screwed her eyes shut, face scrunched in concentration. “You’ve been poisoned.”

      “I had the flu.”

      “It’s poison and it’s making you crazy worrying about the people you love. Was it the oshk?”

      “Impossible. It was only a drop and it didn’t behave like Sweet Tooth.” I tugged but was held fast. “Naomi and Jake with the drug, Ro touching the oshk, the effects hit them immediately. They got a happy high followed by this intense darker moment when they were denied the object of their desire, and then, well, they either died or came out of it. Mine was more groggy, sleep for a week sickness. It wasn’t the secretion.”

      “It most definitely was. You absorbed a drop in its pure form,” Leo said. “You can’t use humans or Rasha as a template for the secretion’s behavior when affecting someone with witch magic. Come to mama, you little bastard,” she muttered, twisting my arm like she was wringing out the poison.

      I curled double, panting. Her touch had woken the venomous snakes in my veins, hissing and snapping and not wanting to be pulled out from my skin into the light of day. I let out a low moan.

      “The poison is in deep.” Leo’s voice was reedy, sweat dripping off her brows.

      “Leonie?” Drio stepped into the room. “What are you doing here?”

      My head snapped up and I prayed he wouldn’t understand what he saw. I tried to jerk free but Leo hissed for me to stay still, that she wasn’t done.

      “What’s going on?” he said.

      “I’m just… I’ll come find you later,” she told him.

      He didn’t budge, brows furrowed, his gaze locked on her hands doing their poison-removal.

      “She has her industrial first aid,” I said through gritted teeth, racked with tremors from the de-poisoning process.

      Leo gave a pained laugh. My forearms, Leonie’s hands, all were slick with black goo.

      Drio grabbed one of her hands, forcing it against my iron bedpost.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” she said, returning her hand to my arm. That little amount of iron wouldn’t hurt. She ate salt, too. No, the only thing hunching her head deeper and deeper into her neck and bowing her spine were the wards.

      Drio recognized the effects on her. “But you crossed the ward line.”

      “I’m a riddle.”

      “I’m good now,” I said brightly. “That first aid certification really came in handy.”

      “Nava.” Leo sighed. She pulled the poison away from me, stretching it like taffy before condensing it into a small, hard ball and crushing it to dust between her hands.

      “No. No.” Drio was a blur, flash stepping up to Leo and away again. He came into focus, ramming his fist into the doorframe on the other side of the room hard enough to splinter the wood.

      I flinched.

      Leo got to her feet, pale, her still-coated hands planted on her hips. She sneered at him. “You’re a smart man, Drio. Did you really not put it all together before now? Or did you know deep down and not want to admit it?”

      “You’re a PD.”

      “Yeah. I’m also the woman you’ve been sleeping with and the person who just healed her best friend. If you can’t reconcile all those parts of me, then fuck you.”

      Drio scrubbed a hand over his face, half-curled over like he’d been punched.

      I crossed my fingers that I was wrong about him. That when faced with the truth, he’d choose the reality of Leo over his prejudices.

      He snapped straight up and jerked a finger at her. “You have two minutes to get out of my sight. After that, I see you? I’ll kill you. Clear?” he snarled.

      Leo didn’t back down from the menace rolling off him. In fact, she looked a breath away from taking out her silver eyebrow ring and stabbing him with it. “Crystal.”

      He flashed out.

      She dragged in a breath, her hands trembling. “Guess you were right about him. I thought…” She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now.”

      I pulled her into a fierce hug. “I didn’t want to be right. Do you have somewhere to go?”

      “Yeah. You good?”

      “Only because of you. It’s out.” I stepped back, searching her face. Clear-headed once more, I didn’t regret my efforts to heal Ro, but my behavior over the past couple of days had been crazy messed up.

      I practically strong-armed her out to her car. “Go. I almost lost Ro. I can’t lose you, too. Get out of here and go away for a few days. Hide.”

      One more hug and a promise from her to call me if she needed me. I jogged down the drive, following her car, standing guard until she’d turned the corner at the end of the block. Leo had been forced into hiding and I couldn’t be there for her lest I risk the Brotherhood finding out about her.

      I locked down any telltale emotion and went in search of the massive loose end.

      Drio, still in his street clothes, was in the Vault laying into the bag with murder in his eyes. He pounded on it bare-fisted, his knuckles split and bleeding. “You let me be with that–”

      The hits intensified.

      “Not a ‘that.’ Leonie. Beautiful, wonderful Leo.”

      “She’s a demon.”

      I swallowed, inching closer, my hands up. “She can’t help who the sperm donor was. And you know how amazing she is. Why does it change things? Why are you acting like it’s personal?”

      “Because it is!” he roared.

      I tensed but he just stood there, head bowed, one hand pressed over his eyes. He slid down the wall onto the padded flooring.

      I’d given up on this conversation continuing when he spoke.

      “You know how I met Ro?” he said.

      “You were paired up for a mission?”

      “I was fifteen.” To Rohan’s thirteen. I blinked. He’d known him ten years? “My father is a civil engineer, specializing in water conservation. He was transferred to L.A. for a year, so I had to train at that chapter house.” Drio gave a faint smile. “I took one look at Rohan’s emo bullshit and thought ‘fuck, no’ but the only other initiate was this eight-year-old brat called,” his voice went flat and unimpressed, “River.”

      “Like you’d hang out with some hippy kid.” I folded myself onto the floor.

      “I picked Rohan as the lesser of two evils. Not that I was always sure I’d made the right choice, but there was one good thing about him.”

      “What?” The faster I humored him, the faster I got an answer about what really mattered here.

      Drio was silent a long time before he fished his phone out of his pocket with a shaking hand. He opened his photos, flicking through them, then slowly handed the cell to me, like he was parting with some great treasure.

      I sat down beside him.

      The photo in question depicted a girl of East Indian heritage with a pixie cut and nose ring. Her knowing grin was coupled with gold eyes that were startlingly familiar. “Is this Asha?”

      Rohan’s beloved cousin.

      Drio swallowed and nodded, taking the phone away from me and pressing it close to his chest.

      “Were you? Did you…”

      “It took me two years to convince her to be my girlfriend.” His smile was filled with such pain and love that it hurt to look at it.

      It was my turn to drop my head in my hands, my heart breaking for him. “How long were you together?”

      “Five years.”

      From the moment I’d met Drio and Rohan, I’d been obsessed with knowing their history. Their big bomb of a secret. Now, I’d do anything not to know because I knew how this ended.

      “I killed her.”

      I flinched at the words fired like gunshots. “No. Demons killed her because Ro was too fucked up from fame and he wasn’t there for her.”

      Drio laughed harshly. “Asha announced she was coming to live with me in Rome. I had other ideas. For me, the thrill of the hunt was the greatest rush in the world. After two years, I’d become one of the best hunters. One of the most addicted. It was a high that being tied in one place to a long-term girlfriend couldn’t compare to.” He rested his head against the concrete wall, turning the phone over and over in his hands. “I’d given her some bullshit excuse about the importance of the mission to keep her away.” Drio didn’t look at me as he spoke, each new detail striking a blow into my heart at what they’d all suffered. “Ro found out and we had a huge fight. He said if I wasn’t going to treat his cousin properly I didn’t get to have her, and he told her the truth.”

      “He had no right.” Rohan had said he’d gotten cruel. That his opinion of himself had been arrogantly off-the-charts. Fame might have been the cause, but Asha was the tragic consequence. That didn’t mean it was anyone’s fault other than the demon’s.

      I curled my fingers into my palms so I didn’t reach out for him. Drio wouldn’t want my sympathy. “Your flash stepping,” I said. “It’s because you run into danger.”

      “It’s because the moment I became Rasha, I was running away from her.” His voice was thick with self-loathing.

      “Did you still love her?” He glared at me for even having dared asked that. “Exactly. And you’d stayed with her those first two years of hunting. That’s not running, Drio. Trust me, I know what is.”

      Hope flashed across his face, but he shook it off. “Asha flew to Rome to confront me but Mandelbaum said all the right things to keep me hopped up, fighting the good fight, and I told her to go home. I’d make time for her later.” His voice cracked in pain. He exhaled. “I guess the demon I was hunting spied us together. She got to Asha, then disappeared. Asha…” He pressed his lips together. “Asha is dead.”

      Was this the first time he’d said that out loud? My heart cracked a hundred times more. I reached for his hand, but he jerked it out of reach.

      “The one bright part of my life was gone, and it was my fault because I stupidly believed that something else mattered more. Because I betrayed her.”

      “Stop,” I pleaded.

      Drio flexed his fingers, wincing. “Leo betrayed me and you betrayed me.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that he’d lump me in on the blame, but yeah. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I listened to his fading footsteps. All the trust and goodwill and friendship that I’d built with him was gone. He wouldn’t rat me out to the Brotherhood because that would mean ratting Ro out, but the man that had walked out of this room was no longer on my team. I’d lost Drio and my world was bleaker for it. I already missed the stupid psycho with his fierce devotion and wry take on the world.

      No one would ever be Asha for him, but him and Leo could have been something new together, calming each other’s rough edges and brightening the dark parts. But if they each spiraled fully and completely into that darkness? I pressed the heel of my hand into my breastbone, rubbing at the sting, but it didn’t ease the hollow worry.
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      Ro was awake when I checked on him. “My magic,” he whispered, white-knuckling the sheets. “I can’t get it to work.”

      Adrenaline spiked through me. I reached out for him, then froze. “At all?”

      He rubbed his hands briskly over his arms. “When I reach for it, I hit a dead zone. I can’t…”

      The anguish in his voice lashed me.

      “It’s still there.” It had to still be there. “I’ll be back.”

      I ran out of the room, sprinting into my bedroom to call Dr. Gelman. The screen on my burner phone had cracked in my outburst earlier, but it worked. I counted the rings, willing her to answer.

      “Nava, now’s not a good time.”

      “Please. I tried to heal Rohan and now his magic doesn’t work.” I slid down the wall, my hand pressed to my mouth, swallowing the metallic bile in the back of my throat.

      “Coming,” she said and hung up.

      I stood at the gate, gripping the iron bars, waiting for her to arrive. I hit the scanner the second I saw the car. Dr. Gelman’s sister, Rivka, was in the driver’s seat. She popped the locks on the door and I scrambled in the backseat. “Thank you.”

      “No more breaking into my house.” The resemblance between her and Dr. Gelman, her younger sister, was strengthened by the aging that Gelman’s cancer had added to her features.

      “Never again, I swear. I’m sorry.”

      Rivka nodded and sped through the grounds.

      I helped Dr. Gelman out of the car and up the front stairs, forcing myself to accommodate her slow pace.

      “Isaac.” Rivka stopped inside the foyer.

      My eyes darted between them. They’d dated years ago and he’d broken her heart. Should I have cleared this visit with him?

      “Rivka. Esther.” He gave a half-bow, clearly puzzled.

      “They need to help Ro,” I pleaded.

      He patted my shoulder. “It’s all right, Navela. Take them to him.”

      Ro was sitting in bed, his eyes closed. He kept tensing his muscles. No blades popped out.

      “Ro?” I said.

      “Not now.”

      “Ah. The illustrious Rohan. We didn’t get a chance to meet in Prague.”

      Rohan opened his eyes at the sound of Dr. Gelman’s voice. “Sorry?” He was giving me a what-the-fuck look.

      I helped Dr. Gelman into a chair. “This is Dr. Gelman and her sister, Rivka.”

      “Also Dr. Gelman,” Rivka said, moving to the side of Ro’s bed. “A real doctor, unlike this one.”

      My Gelman snorted.

      “I understand you’re having some trouble with your magic?” Rivka reached for his hand. “May I?” He placed his hand in hers. She clasped it, asking him what had happened. After he’d finished up, she nodded and placed his hand on the blanket. “Your magic is still there.”

      “What’s the bad news?” he asked.

      “It’s tangled up with the magic of the shedim and the other Rasha to such an extent that I can’t unravel it.”

      “Is that all it is?” I backpedalled, seeing the flash of hurt on Ro’s face like somehow that wasn’t bad enough. “I mean, who can? Unravel it?”

      “The demon and the Rasha are the sole causes,” Rivka assured me. Her sympathetic smile faded. “But I don’t know of any witch who has the power to break this. I’m sorry.”

      Rohan swung his feet out of bed. “Forget it. Thanks for trying.” He strode to the door.

      “Ro.”

      He didn’t glance back.

      The two women murmured platitudes about giving him time before they left. Their concern was wasted on me. I thanked them and walked them to their car, but I couldn’t get rid of them fast enough.

      I’d scoured every inch of the house and most of the grounds before I found him.

      Rohan had hidden away in a secluded back corner of the garden, sitting on the ground, his back against a tree. His knees were drawn up to his chest, his arms covering his head, the only sound his harsh, broken exhales.

      Giving up his music had cost him, but he’d been able to get back to it. Losing his magic? It would destroy him. He had to have his powers. That’s all there was.

      And I could get it back for him even if it was the worst thing I ever did.
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        * * *

      

      “Who says the offer is still on the table?” Lilith had accepted my container of red velvet cupcakes from the finest cupcake store in town as her due. She licked the last of the frosting off her fingers. “Especially with your new condition on the agreement.”

      A light breeze provided relief to the evening heat, teasing the strands of her hair and the hem of her coral sundress. White-capped waves danced under a brilliant blue sky, and the beach-goers here at English Bay were in a festive mood.

      Where was the rain and gloom when you needed it? If I was going to step into the role of cold-hearted betrayer, I didn’t need the fucking sun mocking me. I wanted my treachery on an appropriate stage, my villainy for all to see, because the thought that I could do this and get away with it, even coming out like some kind of hero, was killing me.

      I am David, thinking outside-the-box. Fighting on my own turf and playing to win.

      I sipped my iced latte, shifting to take up more room on the bench so the couple who approached us would find somewhere else to sit. “The memory you experienced before was nothing compared to the passion between Rohan and me now.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” Lilith took my hand and I focused on the night in the hotel. When her hold slackened, her eyes were half-glazed with lust. Her skin was luminous, her breasts higher and tighter. She’d fed off the memory.

      “Told you.” Taking this precious memory and offering it up like so much smut when what had mattered was the trust and the tenderness and the raw intimacy made me wish I could scrub my skin bloody. I dug my nails into my palms, riding the pain. She couldn’t know how every second propelling me forward into this deal was flaying my soul.

      “What about your pesky morals?” she said.

      “They don’t matter in the scheme of things. You were right.”

      She nodded. “I know better than anyone what it takes for a powerful woman to blaze her own path. Decide what’s important; let the rest go. Once you understand that, you can take anything you want if you want it badly enough. You will have near infinite power.”

      I didn’t want power over Rohan, I just wanted to save him. “What Ro doesn’t know won’t hurt him. He won’t know, correct?”

      “Neither of you will be aware of me. To be clear, you’re offering one night with Rohan in exchange for the name of whoever is behind the purple magic and the return of his Rasha magic. That’s the agreement.”

      “The purple magic on all three items and no using black magic to fix him. The deal is off then.” I pulled the gogota finger, the yaksas horn, and the shedim’s ear out of my purse, arranging them on the wooden bench between us.

      Lilith picked up the items, curling her fingers lightly over them, staring out at the freighters far out on the water. She handed me back the gogota finger and horn. “The witch who did this is dead. She is of no importance.”

      Tessa. This was the definitive connection between Prague and Askuchar, between the Brotherhood and a witch able to bind demons to do her bidding, but there was no surge of sweet triumph. “How about the ear?”

      She turned it over and over in her hand, caressing its ridges. Super creepy. “I know this magic. No, something close.” She sniffed the leathery ear. “Millicent,” she sighed.

      Millicent? It took me a moment to remember where I’d heard that name. “The witch who practiced black magic? She’s dead.” I looked at my companion. “Isn’t she?”

      “She is,” she said sorrowfully. “This isn’t her magic. But similar.”

      “Sister? Daughter?” I held out my hand for the ear, dropping it in my purse with the other items.

      “Daughter. Yes. The one she gave up.”

      Leo might be able to help me search adoption records, except she was hiding. I hoped. “Got a last name for Millicent? Her daughter’s name? Anything useful?”

      She shrugged, like she’d lost interest. “She was white; the father was black. Her family didn’t allow her to keep the child.”

      My latte hit the ground. “How old would this kid be now?”

      “Thirties?”

      Sienna was in her thirties. Brotherhood-hating Sienna who had been furious to learn about Ferdinand and was very upset the last time I’d seen her. Around the time of Tessa’s death. It had to be.

      “We need to formalize our deal.” Lilith took my hand, scoring her thumb across it. My palm split, drops of blood welling up.

      “Wait.” You’re doing this for his magic. He’ll never know and it’s still me that he’ll be with. It’ll merely be like someone watching us. “You swear it’s only one time.”

      “Yes. Tonight.”

      “He’ll just have gotten his magic back. He may not be in the mood.”

      “Then convince him.” She cut her own hand open and pressed our skin together. I repeated the words of my vow to uphold the oath. Our gashes sizzled, scabbing over like a pink, twisted burn. “It’ll fade once the deal is completed.”

      There’d be no mark save for the blemish on my psyche. “Can you get through the wards?” I said.

      “I don’t need to. I’ll be in you, and you can cross them no problem.”

      No problem. What a joke. Ro lived by the code that you didn’t betray your team, and in making the deal with Lilith I’d done just that. It didn’t matter that the ends justified the means, because if I didn’t save him this way, I’d lose him. It didn’t matter that he’d never know what I’d done.

      I’d know, and I hated myself already.
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        * * *

      

      Lilith sashayed to my car, throwing coy smiles at all the turned heads.

      I clutched my purse strap so I wouldn’t clock her.

      She slid into the front seat and, pulling down my visor, applied some lipstick she had stashed in her bra.

      “You said he wasn’t going to see you.” I wrenched the engine on, grinding it. It went well with the still-dented hood.

      “I want to look my best for me. Now, let’s see what we’re working with.” She pumped my arm up and down.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Do you have to know every little detail?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I tried to swat her hand away but she swatted me right back.

      “You have a bit of healing magic, but it’s weak. No one trained you?”

      “No one knew I was a witch. How did you?”

      “Who’d ever heard of a female Rasha?” She kept pumping my arm.

      I squirmed, checking that no one was staring in through the windows at us. “This is ridiculous.”

      “I’m priming the magic up for one good shot. You want your boyfriend fixed, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but there’s no way you’re really doing anything.”

      “Ye of little faith.” She pumped my arm one last time.

      “Ye of big bullshit. This doesn’t work, our deal is off.”

      “Be careful when you release it. There’s a bit of a kicker on this.”

      “Fucking hell.” What a joke.

      She brushed off her hands. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Ready?”

      I snapped my seatbelt in. “As I’ll ever be.”

      One second she was there, the next she wasn’t. A feather-light touch skimmed my shoulder blades, my skin stretching like the not-unpleasant sensation of flexing my fingers with tight, dry skin and that, apparently, was that.

      I searched my eyes in the rearview mirror but there was no sign of her. Nothing about me looked different, nothing felt different, yet driving home, my fingers twitched, itching to claw off my own skin, find her, and rip her out.

      I called Dr. Gelman over Bluetooth. “Sienna’s taken over from Tessa.”

      “You’re doing wonders for my recovery. Would you like to come over and throw some nuclear waste on me?”

      “Sienna is your friend. Did you know she was Millicent’s daughter?”

      “Bat zona!” A long drawn out pause, followed by a flick, and a deep inhale.

      “Are you smoking?! Put that out!”

      “One drag. Rivka,” she called. There followed a fast and furious conversation in Hebrew and I was put on hold.

      I scrolled through the dial: Paula Abdul’s “Cold-Hearted Snake,” Bon Jovi’s “You Give Love A Bad Name,” and “Burn” from Hamilton. I punched off the radio.

      “Sienna’s cell is out of service,” Gelman said. “My ward nurse said that she up and quit suddenly after seven years on the job.”

      “Could Sienna take over from Tessa? Binding demons?”

      “She would have had to be training in secret for years, but that’s how it works, isn’t it?” Her lighter clicked on and off. “Working for the Brotherhood, however? Tessa may have been charmed into it by Ferdinand, but Sienna? No. Whatever she’s up to, she’s not helping them.”

      “Did she kill Tessa for it?”

      “No. That was the magic.” She said it with absolute certainty.

      I pulled up the chapter house gate, expecting alarms to blare, and my flesh to boil when I passed the ward line onto the property. I crossed my fingers, hoping for the out, and gunned forward. There was no bouncing off the invisible shields, just a smooth slide onto the grounds.

      “How’s Rohan?” Dr. Gelman asked.

      “He’ll be fine.” Help me. I coughed.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Fabulous. Gotta go.” There’d be no help for what I’d done, but I could fix what was broken.

      Unless Ro and Drio, sparring in the Vault, killed each other first.

      They’d left the door open. We had an air conditioning system that did a pretty good job keeping the sweat stink at bay, but they’d propped open the door because it was steamy in there. I stayed in the shadows of the hallway.

      Ro, wearing gi bottoms and a T-shirt, swung a thin curved blade mounted at the end of a long iron pole at Drio’s head. His pecs tensed and flexed with the movement.

      The pole whistled over Drio, who’d flattened himself backward before springing back to his feet, a similar weapon at the ready. Drio’s gi bottoms encased his rock-hard thighs and his bare chest gleamed with sweat. Dude was so ripped, his six-pack had a six-pack. In a flash, he was behind Ro, his blade arcing toward Rohan with a hard whoosh.

      I eeped at the ensuing decapitation, but Rohan had it under control. He sidestepped the weapon, not even flinching as it brushed by the end of his nose. He swept his pole under Drio’s and would have torn a chunk out of Drio’s side had Drio not blocked it with a ringing clang.

      Both men strained, their weapons locked. Tendons popped on their arms, their teeth grinding, keeping each other at bay. Rohan stepped back, knocking Drio slightly off-center. Taking split-second advantage, he delivered a roundhouse kick to Drio’s thigh, hefted the pole high, and swung the blade down.

      Drio blurred out, reappearing on the other side of the room.

      The two circled each other. Rohan lunged suddenly, flipping the stick to knock Drio under the chin with the handle. Drio parried with his own weapon, sending Ro’s arm out of whack, but it wasn’t enough to block the hit entirely. Drio may have saved himself a pole through the underside of his jaw, but the blow still landed on the side of the head.

      He staggered back, blood flowing from his ear.

      Rohan went in for the kill. Even without his magic, he drove Drio to his knees.

      “Basta,” Drio said. He pushed up off his knees, wrestling Ro’s staff to take it away from him. “Enough, Rohan.”

      Ro’s hair was plastered to his forehead, his T-shirt soaked through. He grabbed the cloth wraps laying in a pile beside some discarded boxing gloves and began wrapping his knuckles. “What happened with the oshk?”

      Drio grabbed his T-shirt off the floor and used it to staunch the bleeding. “Took her outside the wards again today, but if she’s calling the others, they’re not coming for her. I’ll try again tomorrow. Come upstairs. You’ve done enough training for today.” Drio spied me at the door and his jaw hardened, but his concern for his friend overrode his animosity towards me. “Talk some sense into him.”

      “I’ll do better than that. Ro, come here.”

      “Kinda busy.” Wraps on, he threw a couple of shadow punches.

      “This is important.” I hugged him tight, laying my head against his chest.

      He tensed, but his arms finally came around me. “What am I going to do?” he whispered.

      “Not a damn thing.” I smiled up at him, reaching deep inside me for that magic Lilith had given me. This was no small sprig, but a massive rich bloom. I unfurled its petals, magic like dust motes flitting through me to fill my every inch.

      Red magic shot out of me into Rohan, snapping my head back. Each dancing particle was visible; the world cranked to eleven. The floor wasn’t blue, it was infinite depths of the ocean. Rohan’s heart glowed pink through his brown skin, Drio’s hair shone like spun gold. Could have done without seeing the individual drops of sweat flying off the men, but the rainbow prisms refracted in them were pretty.

      My amped-up power was a waterfall, a deafening roar lifting me off the ground, cool and pure and majestic. It lasted a single heartbeat and then turned off like a tap. I crumpled to the floor, mourning its loss. In that moment, I’d have agreed to anything to feel that way again.

      “O cazzo!” Drio held the poles like a cross.

      Rohan’s laugh bounced off the walls. Every single blade on his body was extended, his face lit up. I let his joy satisfy my craving for more of that magic. It was a salve, but it worked well enough.

      I collapsed back against the padding and feebly fist-pumped. “Healing, bitches.”

      He dropped to his knees beside me. “They said it couldn’t be unraveled.”

      “Scientist witches. They had to find a solution.” Lilith allowed the lie.

      “And you’re just that good.” Was it my imagination or did his eyes meet mine a little too pointedly? Was his smile a bit too wide?

      I held out my hand and he pulled me up. “You better believe it. With a little help from my friends.” I coughed. “I’m going to take a shower.” I trailed a finger down his chest. “You could make me dinner in thanks.”

      My stomach was knotted up and my mouth tasted like ash.

      Drio still watched me with hostile suspicion, but he lowered the poles, disappearing into the weapons room.

      My beautiful boy kissed my forehead. “You got it.”

      As kisses went, it was a passing sweetness. I’d like to say that I’d have cherished it for the rest of my life, but the memory had already faded by the time I joined Ro in the kitchen forty-five minutes later, my hair loose and damp.

      He’d laid out a candlelit table, which would have been romantic were the candles not pumping out a constant stream of smudgy smoke. Rohan presented me with crusty bread with olive oil and balsamic to dip it in, wine, salad, and fish.

      It looked delicious. The taste, on the other hand? I poked at the halibut. “This salt-crust is really… salty.”

      “Good, right?” Rohan ate with gusto. “It’s this Spanish recipe I’ve been wanting to try.”

      I muscled another bite past my gag-reflex. Figured the last meal he’d ever want to cook for me was this disgusting disaster. “Yum.” I knocked back my wine, pouring more into my glass. Nerves steady, I pulled the fridge magnets that Yael had given me out of my terry cloth bathrobe. “You game?”

      He laughed. “Smutty poetry magnets. Why not?”

      I dumped the tiles out. Have. Give. Slow. Explore.

      “Did you get burned when you healed me?” Rohan picked through the tiles for his selection.

      I stopped rubbing the scar Lilith had given me to seal the deal. “I guess.”

      Ro countered with: suck, stroke, quiver, throb.

      “Jumping a few levels there, Snowflake.” Naked. Make. Me. Moan.

      “I like this game.” We. Caress. Rub. Quiver.

      “My turn.” Girl. In. My. Body. The tiles jerked sideways before he could read them, slipping to the floor. I doubled over in a hacking coughing fit, tears leaking out my eyes, my esophagus trying to escape out my mouth. All the words I wanted to say and couldn’t were a tight pinch, choking me.

      It had been worth a try.

      Rohan got me some water, patting my back until I waved him off. I dropped my head in my hands.

      “Clusterfuck of a day, baby,” he said. “Come on. Let me take away all your tensions.”

      I could close the fraction of an inch between us, let him lead me to the bedroom, rock his world, and wake up treasured in his arms the next morning.

      I lay my hand on his cheek, not trusting my voice yet. Wishing there was any way other than this way outside-the-box plan. “I tried, but I can’t do this. I don’t want to be with you anymore. We’re done.”

      Rohan jerked away. “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m not kidding.” A maelstrom of jagged edges and burning gusts swirled inside me. Lilith voicing her displeasure. My lawyer father would have hung his head in shame that I’d negotiated without reading the fine print about the consequences of breaking this deal. The section pertaining to my death. I grit my teeth. “There’s no separation in our lives and it’s too much. I can’t breathe.” For someone without blade magic, I fired those metaphoric knives like a pro. “We can’t be together.”

      I stood up, crashing into the table, bent over double, feeling for my way out, wondering if I’d even make it to the door before the searing pain ripping me apart, consumed me. My vision tunneled down into a single dot.

      “Nava! Come back here. Please.”

      His pleading was wrecking me. One touch and I’d take it all back. I sped up so that couldn’t happen. “I’m sorry. This is how it has to be.”

      “You can’t.” That hadn’t been Rohan. That was Lilith, roaring up inside me. “Nice try. But you can’t get out of our deal that easy. I’ll take it from here.”

      My consciousness was shoved to one side, manhandled into a tiny ball, and stuffed into a black box. I fought her with everything I had, but my efforts were laughable. You said I wouldn’t even know you were here.

      “You won’t,” she purred and slammed the black box shut.

      I woke up the next morning naked in my bed. The scar was gone.

      I turned over to find Ro watching me. I cast about for the appropriate salutation after one had dumped one’s boyfriend and then been unconscious through body-possessed sex. “Have fun last night?”

      “You tell me,” he replied in a bland tone that clarified exactly nothing.

      Oh, how I wished I could. I stretched out my limbs, checked in with Cuntessa, tested for unfamiliar soreness. Nothing. Whatever had gone down last night, Lilith hadn’t been freaky. “About what I said last night?”

      “Forget it.” He got out of bed and pulled on his pants. “We’re going to try contacting the other oshk again. Meet us out back.”

      There was no good morning kiss before he left.

      I pressed my fists into my eyes until I saw stars.

      Rohan knew. I don’t know how, but he did. I’d broken up with him thinking it was my one way to save him, and instead Lilith had tricked me and fucked him and I’d lost him anyway. There was no point being mad at the duplicitous witch. My self-loathing, on the other hand, was endless.

      My phone trilled merrily with my Word of the Day notification. Specious: adjective. Having deceptive attraction or allure; having a false look of truth or genuineness.

      I deleted the app.
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      Drio deposited our oshk bait on a stump in the woods behind our back fence–outside the wards. Her body was wrapped in iron chains, not that she was in any condition to portal or fight back. Her sores hadn’t healed on her human torso, and her oshk skin had turned the color of rust. She was vibrating, emitting a sound like sizzling butter, and she smelled like mold.

      The three of us were back in full protective gear from head-to-toe. Drio gripped one of the iron poles with the curved blade that he and Ro had been fighting with in the Vault, while Rohan had three canisters of liquid nitrogen, modified with spray nozzles. He’d volunteered for the position, saying that with Drio’s flash stepping and my magic wielding from a distance, we were better equipped to deal with the direct attack. For Ro to take this support position was huge. He’d always been ready to sacrifice himself for the people he cared about–like me on more than one occasion–which wasn’t healthy.

      I was proud of him recognizing that fact and desperate to know if him not wanting to throw his life away in a fight he didn’t need to have was tied into our future at all, but he was sticking close to Drio. I could have pushed the point but things were so strained between us that any conversation was likely to explode into ugly truths and put the mission at risk.

      I kept telling myself that was the reason, anyway.

      Drio kicked the oshk. “Call the rest of your spawn squad.”

      A laugh burst out of me, dying at the look of malevolence he fired my way. Situation normal all fucked up. I wouldn’t forget again.

      I squatted down on the ground, scratching at a gnarled tree root through my gloves, not bothering to check for any support from Ro. Other than a quick glance when I’d first arrived, after which he’d pulled his mask down, my boyfriend hadn’t bothered with me. Though he might not be that anymore so… I snapped the root in half and kicked it aside.

      A faraway truck backed up, its beeping drifting in on the breeze and a neighbor had left their dog outside barking, but no matryoshka.

      The sun rose high in the sky. We’d pulled off our head gear and unzipped our suits, moving from shadow to shadow to stay cool. Waiting for the rest of the matryoshka to show was tense enough, couple it with the fact that the men barely acknowledged my existence the entire time, and I was ready to snap harder than that tree root.

      The oshk’s torso became brutally sunburned, and still the other matryoshka didn’t show.

      “This is bullshit.” Rohan drove the curved blade that Drio had tossed on the ground through the oshk’s heart. The demon disappeared, her chains slithering off the stump into the dirt with a rattle.

      “Way to make a unilateral decision there, Ro.” Drio scuffed one foot back and forth in the dirt.

      The forest stilled like a sound-dampening blanket had been tossed over it. The air shimmered and the remaining six oshk appeared.

      We scrambled to suit up.

      Drio grabbed the weapon and fist-bumped Rohan.

      “Go forth and fucking conquer,” Ro said.

      I wasn’t included in the rallying cheer.

      With my own war cry, I bombed the shit out of the matryoshka, keeping them disoriented enough for Drio to slice and dice them open for one of us to reach their heart kill spot.

      The ground became littered with oshk parts. Ro doused each one with liquid nitrogen, stomping it to dust beneath his feet so that it couldn’t reattach to the demons. The liquid nitrogen swirled around him like an eerie cloak.

      Drio and I had whittled a couple of the oshk down enough that one more well-placed strike would open them up, but the two melded with each other, resulting in instant regeneration, before separating once more hale and hearty.

      “You’ve got to be kidding!” I snarled.

      The battle raged on, trampling saplings, overturning mounds of dirt, exposing startled spiders that skittered away, and decimating one long ant formation. Not only were we starting from scratch with the two regenerated demons, but we had to keep them all away from each other so that regeneration couldn’t happen again.

      The outsides of our suits dripped from their secretions, eating away at the protective material. By the time we killed two more of them, I was slick with sweat, my limbs jerky from the magic I was expending.

      That left four against three and we were tiring. The oshk weren’t.

      The left-legged oshk drove me backward. For every hit of my magic on her skin, my suit took an equal blast of her secretion. Cool air blew across my thigh. I glanced down to see the tear in my suit, missed my footing and tripped over a fat fallen tree branch, falling on my ass.

      The oshk glided toward me, wound some blobbiness around my leg like an evil Barbapapa and pulled me toward her now-grotesquely distorted mouth. I dragged my gloves along the ground, scrabbling for a hold on anything, magic flying off my body.

      The oshk ducked and wove, avoiding my strikes. I went slack, letting her lift me up and position me over her fetid pie-hole, willing myself to remain still, remain calm even as the black hole of her mouth filled more and more of my vision. The demon lowered me, my toes brushing her lips. I held on another second until my foot was now inside her mouth, the hole closing around my ankle, and blasted my current out through my shoe, down her esophagus and into her body. It bounced around inside, lighting her up like a pinball machine before dinging her heart.

      She disappeared, dead. I fractured my ankle with the ensuing fall. Better that than my nose.

      Rohan and Drio weren’t faring much better. The last three oshks had forced them back-to-back and were taking their time circling in for the kill.

      The demons flowed together to form a huge misshapen woman with a human head, a right leg, a left arm, and a whole lotta blob.

      Drio fired his pole, impaling her in the heart but the iron weapon didn’t even stop her. She shook herself and expelled the pole without breaking her stride.

      Drio grabbed Ro and flashed out.

      Finding them gone, the huge oshk turned her gaze on me.

      I scrambled back in the dirt using my one good foot, my magic tapped out. I let her come for me, trusting that while the guys were mad at me, and my relationship had been ground into dust, that at least for this mission, they had my back.

      The oshk loomed over me, blotting out the sun.

      Drio and Rohan appeared behind her. Drio swung, decapitating her human head with a meaty thwack.

      The oshk fell apart into three separate entities and in the split second before they could regroup, Ro firehosed them with an entire canister, freezing them on the spot. I blew them up, demon blobs hitting the ground around us like hail.

      Drio located each of the larger blobs that was their hearts and drove the iron blade into them. The pieces disappeared, the forest once more tranquil.

      I tore off my face mask, unzipped my suit and rolled it down to my waist, exposing my sports bra and letting the breeze cool my fevered skin. My hair clung to my face in dank strands. The men had done the same as me, both equally sweaty and red-faced.

      Rohan gave me an inscrutable look before he and Drio left, canisters and the bladed pole tucked under their arms. I sat down on a log, my injured leg stretched out and the fingers of my left hand digging into the rough bark, breathing in the rich dirt, cedar, and pine.

      The mission was over for Ro and I, but the question remained: were we?

      A hand tangled into my hair, yanking me up off the ground. Malik’s face edged in close to mine. “Where’s Lila?”

      I stretched as far as I could for my tiptoes to remain on the ground, scrabbling at his fingers. “I don’t know.”

      Malik’s hold tightened. His hair was unkempt like he’d been running his fingers through it, his shirt buttoned incorrectly.

      Blood rushed in my ears and my heart threatened to break free of my rib cage. I stared into his glittering eyes and saw death. So I did the only thing I could do: I kneed him in the balls as hard as I could.

      Malik gasped a wheeze and dropped me.

      Ignoring the red-hot agony blazing up from my injured ankle, I scramble-hopped back inside the door to our warded backyard, tripping safely behind it as Malik lunged.

      He bounced off the invisible shield of the ward with a snarl. “Did you kill her?”

      “I voided our deal.” Or I carried it out in grand style. I had no idea.

      “Things not go as planned? Poor petal.”

      My foot throbbed, I was exhausted, and yet, the waves of deadly hostility rolling off him only amped up my own fury. It didn’t matter that I’d gone to Malik to begin with: I wanted to savage him for putting me in Lilith’s path. For facilitating whatever the hell state my relationship was now in. “Get lost, demon.”

      The marid nosed right up to the ward line. Only inches separated us. “You’ve got everyone poised to attack each other: your friends, the Brotherhood, witches, demons. There’s a war coming and you better be ready, petal, because I intend to survive it. And when I do?” He raked his fingers through his hair, smoothing it down, and smiled a polished smile. The one the wolf wore for the Three Little Pigs. “I’ll expand your lexicon with the true meaning of the word hurt.”

      He portalled out.

      I had no doubt that my day of reckoning was coming with him–with all of them–but right now there was only one person whose words meant anything.

      I hopped my way into the kitchen and cornered Rohan. “Can we talk?”

      He grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and jumped up on the counter. “Go nuts.”

      I tried, but dissolved into a coughing fit, still not at liberty to voice our deal. I swiped his water bottle, chugging it back, and wiped my mouth. “You go first. Last night.”

      I toyed with the cap, a hollow pit opening in my stomach. I didn’t want to hear the details, since she’d probably rocked his world, but I couldn’t not know, either.

      He studied me. “You really can’t say anything? Dr. Gelman wasn’t kidding.”

      My head jerked up. “Dr. Gelman?”

      “Nava, I figured there was something going on the second you restored my magic.”

      “Oh.” I grabbed an industrial bottle of extra-strength ibuprophen and dry swallowed two before swiping a pack of frozen peas from the freezer. I sank into a chair, slipped off my shoes, and slapped the bag against my ankle. “I guess you wouldn’t have believed I could heal you.”

      “I know you healed me once. I felt it when I was unconscious. It was the same honeyed warmth as when Rivka tried. But the second time? It was a sharp snap, more like an electric shock from all your magic at once. It was too much to believe you suddenly had the power to unravel the magic knot when Rivka didn’t know any witch strong enough.”

      “So you called Gelman?”

      “I did. She figured out what must have happened. Drio zipped over and picked up what I needed while you were in the shower.”

      “Those smudgy candles and the world’s saltiest fish.” Now it made sense.

      “We tried to pull Lilith out of you.” He rubbed his neck.

      I may not have had the Word of the Day app anymore, but I was pretty solid on my grammar. Tried implied that an attempt had been made. The silence that followed implied it hadn’t gone well. “And?”

      “She was too strong. Her hold on you was too deep. The best we could do was trap her unconscious inside you.”

      I probed deep inside but I could feel no trace of her. That wasn’t a win. I’d rather have had a handle on her. Nothing. I had a ticking time bomb living in me with no idea what might trigger its explosion. It was terrifying, but it wasn’t the reason for my icy fingers and stuttery breath.

      “When?” I mumbled, staring at my feet.

      “What?”

      I cleared my throat and met his gaze. “When did you knock her out?”

      He crossed his arms, his eyes blazing, and his body rigid. “You want to know if I’d already fucked her? If last night I believed I was making love to my girlfriend and it had been like nothing I’d ever experienced? Will it ease your conscience if I enjoyed it?” He leered at me, lowering his face close to mine. “You were the best, baby.”

      I slapped him.

      The sound lingered over the gurgle of the dishwasher kicking in. Neither of us spoke, the air charged like the seconds before the eruption of a thunderstorm.

      He rubbed his cheek. “How could you make that deal?”

      Would the frozen peas work on my heart? “How could I not? You’d lost your magic.”

      A muscle jumped in his jaw. “I told you before that I didn’t need saving.”

      “Really?” I adjusted the bag on my swollen ankle. “I saw you outside after you’d learned the bad news. You were devastated.”

      “I’d have dealt.”

      “Like you did with Asha?”

      “You have no idea–”

      “Drio told me.”

      “Then how the hell could you betray me?” he said. “Basic concept, right from wrong. Even you understand that.”

      Even me. I dug my nails into my palms. “I tried to keep things from playing out. I tried to spell it out with the fridge magnets and break up with you and–”

      “And at the end of the day, you made that deal with whatever the fuck Lilith is, involving me, without my consent.” A literal brick wall springing up between us would have been easier to breech than his unyielding stance.

      I reached for him, desperate for him to understand, but he stepped back.

      Was it me or this thing inside me? I was too scared of his answer to ask.

      “After Drio told me about Asha, and you were out there broken,” I said, “I understood wanting to do whatever it took to protect someone I cared about. I’d have done anything to help you. ‘If I have to be an asshole to save you, I’ll do it.’ Your words.”

      “‘Then you’ll lose me.’” He jabbed a finger at me. “Your words.”

      “Have I lost you?” I could barely croak out the words through the thickness in my throat.

      At least with his anger, he’d still felt something toward me. Rohan standing here, hands hanging limply at his sides, his eyes closed, not answering? That was him giving up.

      My skin tingled from the strain of holding in my sharp sorrow. It weighed me down in pieces: knotted behind my breastbone, pulsing in my temples, and pooling in my feet. Lilith didn’t rouse to gloat, though.

      I pressed my fists to the side of my head. “Where do we go from here?”

      “On which part?” He slumped over the counter, his back to me, his head braced in his hands.

      “All of it. Is it…” I took a deep breath. “Are we over?”

      His phone rang. Rohan glanced at the screen and answered it. “Hey Mom, this isn’t a good–” He straightened up. “What? When? Is he–?”

      Concerned, I stood up, hissing when I put my weight on my foot. Ro’s expression softened in sympathy for a second before hardening once more. His gaze flicked away.

      “Yeah,” he said on the phone, “I’ll get a flight today. Okay. Bye.”

      I placed my hand on his arm and he flinched. My eyes watered. “What happened?”

      “Dad had a heart attack.”

      I opened my arms without thinking, immediately correcting to wrap them around my chest. If he’d flinched at my touch, I couldn’t take seeing what he’d do at the full body contact of a hug. I dug my fingers deeper into my ribcage, moving to the opposite side of the island to give him space, but no matter how hard I tried to keep myself upright and dignified, my body leaned toward his. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s alive, but he’s in the hospital.” He clutched his phone, staring blankly at it. Then he shook himself off and headed for the door. “I need to go home.”

      When Rohan had sung me “Slay” he’d proclaimed that I was his home. The loss of status was numbing.

      But I had my answer about us.

      I pressed my hand against my mouth, but there was nothing I could do about the tears streaming down my cheeks.

      He stopped in the doorway, his back still to me. “Nothing happened. With Lilith. I would never…”

      “Okay.” I dragged in a shaky breath.

      In three strides he was back at my side, kissing my wet lashes. With my eyes closed, I could pretend that his lips on my tears were in comfort, and that the nausea swirling in my stomach was giddy anticipation.

      But I couldn’t keep my eyes shut forever, and when I opened them, I was hit full force with the cold vertigo of my splintered heart, his touch and warmth lost to me and the broken look on his face more devastating than all our words.

      “This isn’t the end of us,” he said. “Just…”

      I sniffled. “A break?”

      A coffee break? A bone break? A heartbreak?

      He rested his forehead on mine. “A slowing down. We kept saying we wanted each other desperate,” he said. “And as much as it had been a joke, it wasn’t. We can’t do that anymore. Can’t crave each other so much that it’s this all-consuming mess of fucked-up power dynamics and who gets to keep who safe and happy.”

      “I know. And the harder we tried, the harder we trampled each other.” The problem hadn’t been making ourselves vulnerable, it had been accepting the times when the other person’s vulnerability was on the line.

      I lay my hand on his cheek, wondering when he turned into it, his stubble scratching my palm and his eyes damp, if this would be my last memory of him.

      Of us.

      Rohan was right. We needed to slow down. I understood that intellectually. Emotionally, I was howling, laying bleeding and gutted on the floor, the ruins of what we’d had strewn around me in shattered disarray.

      He stepped back and I mourned the loss of contact. “I’ll call you when I get there.”

      I struggled for breath to form the correct, careful platitudes, gripping the counter behind my back to keep myself from going with him. No longer having any right to be his source of comfort. “I hope your dad gets better quickly.”

      “Me too.” We held a look that wasn’t so much mutual recrimination as tragic acknowledgment.

      Ro half-raised his hand in a wave and I nodded. All this time, I’d been so worried about Rohan and his bad behaviors, but it turned out that the real danger to our relationship had been me all along.

      I didn’t watch him walk out the door.
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      The five leaked song titles from Rohan’s upcoming album that I found on the fan boards were either A) written about me because Rohan wanted to publicly profess his forgiveness, B) not written about me because I was no longer lyric-worthy, or C) written about me but in a completely unflattering light.

      “Silver Lining” was the first title I learned about. A case for either scenario “A” or “C” depending on whether I was the silver lining to the tragedies Rohan had faced in his life or I was the tragedy. And if it was the latter, what was this silver lining’s name? Because she and I were going to have words.

      Next was “Tourniquet of Phrase,” which was just mean and suggested that he had to staunch the words that came out of my mouth. Another one for the “C” column.

      “Rhapsody in You.” As the Magic 8 Ball that I’d had for all of three days as a kid before Ari had dissected it to prove it contained neither magic nor science would have decreed in favor of the “A” column, “All signs point to yes.”

      Unless the “you” in the title wasn’t me.

      Moving on.

      “Asp.” Like the death snake that killed Cleopatra? Did he think I’d be the death of him? Seriously? I’d saved his sorry ass from a magicless life. In fact, I’d probably saved him from a reality in which he moved to the top of a mountain in a fit of emo pique, went off-grid, and eventually ended up with a peg leg because he sucked at gardening and couldn’t produce a single fruit or vegetable. The point was, I’d fixed things. Badly, perhaps, but he also wasn’t a legless mountain man, so there. And he calls me the asp?

      And then there was the final leaked title. The title that no matter how I spun it, never left the worst-case column, and in fact added a subsection of “get ready to be dumped and hard.” “Age of Consent.” Because we all knew how he felt about consent.

      I decided to take it from the top again and see if perhaps reading them for a seventh time changed anything when a strange noise caught my attention.

      I slid my phone into my pocket and peered across the kitchen.

      Ari Katz, my twin brother, was humming. Sure, sunshine streamed in through the open glass sliding door, the late July sky was a picture-perfect blue with fat pillowy clouds drifting lazily by, and the pop song streaming off Apple Music was pretty catchy. It would have been plausible, nay, likely even, that another blond guy would bob his head to Katy Perry and hum while doing dinner prep, but my brother? The guy who’d been tortured, liked weird art, and whose magic was the literal manifestation of darkness?

      Not on your life.

      I dumped more oil and balsamic dressing on the salad in the large wooden bowl that sat on the counter in front of me, pondering that Sherlock quote about eliminating the impossible blah-blah-blah to get to the truth.

      And the truth’s denim-clad bubble ass was currently bent over in front of the fridge.

      Kane Hashimoto elbowed the fridge door shut, holding by a pair of tongs a raw slab of T-bone that glistened with marinade.

      “Do you have…” he glanced around. “A plate?”

      “Because your meat is dripping?” Ari asked in a mild voice.

      “If it was?” Kane popped a hand on his hip, a cocky smirk on his face.

      This foreplay made no sense, since no one, and I mean no one, at Demon Club was getting laid. While Kane’s words sounded like some kind of sexy challenge, his arrogance was belied by a look of light panic in his eyes. It seemed unlikely to stem from needing crockery.

      Ari, to his credit and my astonishment, didn’t blush. He licked his lips. Slowly. Except again, less foreplay, more well, cheerful determination, like he was faced with a wild stallion he had to gentle and nothing was going to deter him from his path.

      Kane broke out in a full-body blush: from his razor-sharp cheekbones, across his bare sculpted torso, and down into his waistband. He ducked his head; even his spiky black hair looked flustered.

      My brother trained a fond expression on him and handed him a platter.

      “That’s it.” I threw down the salad servers. “What is going on with you two? Because ever since you came back from that mission in Osoyoos, you’ve been all…” I circled my finger around at the two of them. “That.”

      Kane transferred all three raw steaks from the marinade bowl onto the platter. “You need a life, babyslay.”

      “We kill demons, remember? Lives are overrated. What I need is cold, hard information so I can stop driving myself crazy.”

      Blue-gray eyes met dark brown as Ari and Kane shared a look.

      “When’s the last time you spoke to Rohan?” Ari said.

      I thunked the salad bowl into my brother’s chest, making his faded green T-shirt ripple. “Salt this. And don’t deflect.”

      “There’s nothing going on.” Kane tossed the words out over his shoulder, oh-so-cavalierly, and stepped outside. He had the platter in one hand and the BBQ tongs in the other.

      Ari shrugged and tossed a dash of salt onto our salad. “You heard the man.”

      If I had a twin sister, I’d have had the details ages ago. No matter. I’d break him.

      “If you two are dating, then tell me. Don’t pretend it’s not happening out of some kind of misplaced pity. Don’t want it. Don’t need it.”

      Ari set the bowl on the dark granite counter next to the forks and plates I’d already gotten out, then plucked Ro’s favorite purple guitar pick from between my fingers. I blinked, surprised to find that I’d fished it out of the front pocket of my shorts and had been rubbing it like a lucky rabbit’s foot.

      Again.

      I swiped it back before my twin confiscated it in some misguided Rohan intervention.

      Ari glanced outside at Kane on the flagstone patio by the stainless steel BBQ, grilling and singing away. “There’s nothing going–”

      An alarm blared from upstairs, startling us.

      “Mischa!” I yelled, sprinting for the foyer.

      The three of us ran up the curved staircase to Kane’s bedroom.

      Technically, the surveillance cameras we’d installed in Mischa Volkov’s townhouse weren’t legal. Neither was the B&E that had allowed us entry while he was at work. But what were pesky laws when the fate of humanity was at stake? I’d made the call and would make it again in a heartbeat.

      Kane dropped into his desk chair, tapped the keyboard, and shut down the alarm on our side that had been triggered by Mischa’s garage door opening. He peered at the various room views displayed on his monitor, Ari and I hovering at his shoulder. “Look at his bed. The top sheet is messed up.”

      Mischa wasn’t Rasha like Kane, Ari, and myself, but he’d spent some time in the military, given his hospital corners and blanket that was usually so taut you could bounce a quarter off it.

      “About the right size and shape for a suitcase,” Ari said.

      “The tracker,” I said.

      “On it.” Kane brought up another window, this one displaying the blinking light that represented Mischa’s car’s turning off his street. “Wherever are you going?”

      Over the past few weeks of watching Mischa, it had become clear he was a man of habit. Or a dude trying very hard to stay under the radar. He worked a boring nine-to-five job, shopped and did meal prep for the week on Sundays, and aside from the rare drink out with co-workers, didn’t socialize. Not once had he left his house on an early Saturday evening like now.

      Ari and I sat down on Kane’s mattress and settled in to learn  his destination in tense silence. Well, tense silence and cramming as much steak into our mouths as possible to temper the excruciating wait while Mischa drove along the highway for the next forty-five minutes.

      Over the past month, we’d hit more dead ends in our investigation of what Rabbi Mandelbaum and his select group of Rasha were up to than a fairgoer in a house of mirrors. Ferdinand Alves and Tessa Müller were still dead, Sienna Powell was still missing, and we still had no definitive clue as to the rabbi’s agenda.

      I crossed my fingers for a much-needed break, perking up when Mischa took the turn off for the ferries at Horseshoe Bay.

      “He’s going to Bowen. Gotta be. What’s the wait time for the ferry line up?”

      Ari opened a browser on his phone. “He’ll make the one at 7:10. With the crossing that gives us about a sixty-minute window.”

      Kane nudged Ari’s knee with his. “You good to go?”

      My brother wiped off his mouth and tossed his napkin on his plate. “Yup.”

      Kane handed me an iPad mini, which I tucked into my waistband against the small of my back under my flowy blouse.

      “There shouldn’t be any buffering problems,” he said.

      They followed me into my bedroom where I stuffed my feet into runners, tugged on a pair of fingerless gloves, and pulled on a balaclava, carefully tucking all my hair under it.

      “You sure you don’t want me to take you?” Ari said.

      “My portal mishaps were so two weeks ago. I’m rocking Witch Magic 101. Later, gators.”

      “Just make sure you don’t end up in the duck lake at the petting zoo again. That was a hard one to explain.” Ari squeezed my shoulder. “And be careful.”

      “You, too.” I pulled them into a hug, rubbing my cloth-covered cheeks against theirs. “If this is the start of all hell breaking loose, I want you both to know how much you mean to me. And also that you’ll need to feed me second dinner later because I expect I’ll be hungry.”

      Kane pushed me off of him. “I feel like I’m being groped by Deadpool. Go.”

      I closed my eyes. Witch magic was based on the idea of infusion and elimination. All I had to do now was eliminate the spaces in between my start and end points. It was still somewhat surreal that I was now my own mode of long-distance transport, but I gotta admit, witches beat Rasha hands down in the magic department.

      I took a deep breath and vanished, landing in the small forest clearing out back of the single-storied, very rustic log cabin that Mischa owned on Bowen Island, and startling the crap out of the herd of deer grazing there. As I didn’t end up all Han Solo embedded in the damn animals, all was well. Most of them bounded off, but one snorted, turning its disdainful gaze on me.

      I flicked it the finger and strode into the press of Douglas fir.

      Ari and I had spent the past couple weeks unearthing everything there was to know about Mischa, including that he owned this property. He hadn’t tried to hide the fact or anything, but then again, he probably hadn’t expected to be under surveillance.

      I inched my way closer and closer to the house that was set well back in the woods. It had been cool under the tree canopy, but the temperature shot up pleasantly as I skirted the back lawn to the bushes under the living room window. I elbowed my way into the brush, doing my best to avoid any brambles, and cautiously raised my head to peer inside.

      A man with shaggy brown hair sat sprawled on a battered sofa, texting. One of Mandelbaum’s Not-So-Merry Men, this hunter had actually trained at the Vancouver chapter years ago. He tossed the phone onto the cushions, rose, and padded into the small galley kitchen.

      I slid my burner phone out of my pocket and fired off a quick text of my own. He’s here. My phone buzzed two seconds later with a thumbs-up emoji. I stashed it in my pocket, and portalled into the cabin.

      “Howdy, neighbor.” I’d never spoken to this man before, so he wouldn’t recognize my voice.

      Ilya Volkov’s double take and barked Russian profanity were priceless.

      I planted my hands on my hips and cocked an eyebrow. “Come on. I nailed that landing. That was a solid ten by anyone’s standards. Even the Russians. Get it. Russians? ’Cause you’re… Okay, do you speak English?”

      His furrowed brow got more slanty and scowly. “I don’t talk to witches.”

      Ten points for recognizing I was a witch, and a big sigh of relief that he hadn’t realized I was also a fellow demon hunter, since the exact total of all female Rasha was me. Those fingerless gloves hiding my Rasha ring had been an excellent idea.

      Even if he’d seen any photos of me, say in the center of a dart board owned by Rabbi Mandelbaum, my balaclava obscured my face so my identity was hidden.

      “You just did. Talk to a witch. Because you answered–” I yelped and portalled behind Ilya and out of the path of the knives that rose of their own accord from the butcher’s block and flew across the cabin to impale me.

      They thunked into the wall in a reasonable outline of my head and torso, quivering from the force of their embedment.

      “Telekinesis! Aren’t you a special boy?”

      Ilya spun around and was caught up in a net of my magic electricity. He struggled, but he wasn’t going anywhere.

      I spared half a second to get the cabin layout and assess what else Ilya could use as a weapon. It was one big room, with the only inside door leading to a small bathroom. There was a rumpled bed in one corner, barstools shiny with age pushed haphazardly up against a high round table, and a living room area with a sofa and flat screen TV. The room smelled vaguely of cedar.

      It was two steps up from “serial killer in the woods.”

      “I just want to have a little chat,” I said. “And before you do something stupid like try and eviscerate me again, look at this.” I moved in close enough for him to see the iPad screen.

      His twin brother Mischa was strung up by his wrists in a dusty warehouse, his mouth duct-taped, and his head hanging forward, sporting a fat purple bruise over his left eye.

      Ilya’s mouth flattened out into two tight lines, but he didn’t speak.

      Since he was still caught fast by my magic, I pulled him toward me, as if he was in a lasso. Yeehaw!

      I got all up in his face. “Answer my questions and we all walk away. Fail, or hurt me in any way so I can’t give my team members the signal, and you’ll be attending Mischa’s funeral. Nod once if you understand.”

      He glowered at me. His snotty disregard for his predicament was pretty impressive, given he was levitating a couple feet off the ground.

      “Think it over. I’m gonna get a drink,” I said. “You want anything? No?”

      Leaving him in my magic net, which honestly, was so low-grade it didn’t even qualify as strong-arming, never mind torture, I strolled to the fridge and flung the door open. I staggered back, throwing an arm over my mouth and nose and slammed the door shut, breathing in the scent of the orange floral perfume clinging to my sleeve. Sadly, trying to overpower the stank of the sour milk burning my nose hairs was a losing proposition.

      The creepy stuffed owl mounted to the wall with the clock in its belly showed that I was twenty minutes into my allotted sixty.

      My phone buzzed with a text from Ari. Took private water taxi.

      Shit. That shaved a good fifteen minutes off my window of opportunity.

      I dropped my magic and Ilya plummeted to the floor. “Talk.”

      One of the bar stools flew across the room and smacked me across the small of my back. I howled, crumpling face down, the iPad slipping from my grasp to bounce on the hideous area rug that boasted a pine cone motif. The person who’d looked at that rug and thought “that’s exactly what I need to tie my room together” needed to be shot.

      I pushed myself up onto my knees. “Your brother’s gonna die.”

      “He’ll die for the cause.” Ilya raised a fist–to show his solidarity, or just toss a sofa at me, whichever. I wasn’t taking chances.

      I blew him into the television. He splintered the screen, the set crashing sideways onto the floor. I snatched up the iPad and marched over to him, shards of glass crunching under my shoes.

      “Fucking zealots.”

      Give me a villain with verbal diarrhea anytime. Placing the iPad within easy reach, I splayed my hand on his chest.

      Ilya stiffened and gasped, my magic wreaking havoc with his heartbeat.

      “You feel that, right?” I said. “Arrhythmia. A classic. I could give you trippy visuals that would make virtual reality look like 8-bit. It’s all in the synapses and magnetic pulses. But for my purposes today? Lungs.” I ground my palm into his ribcage. “Ever burned your lungs? I made a troll cry last time I tried it.”

      The troll had been on a murderous rampage and had killed two hikers. Killing him had been a mitzvah. This? Not so much.

      Ilya’s skin turned bright red, his eyeballs bugging out of his head. This was fucking ruthless, but the fate of the world might literally be at stake if I didn’t stop Mandelbaum and I was desperate for a break. Ilya was my last resort.

      I steeled myself and did what I had to. “Think of this as your own electric chair session. Your flesh is swelling and stretching. It’ll break soon, but I’m hoping you catch fire first. Apparently it comes with this cool popping sound like bacon frying, so if you’re not going to talk, I might as well get in some practice time.”

      Ilya thrashed against my magic, his mouth slack, uttering garbled sounds.

      “Did you want to reconsider? Great. What’s Mandelbaum’s agenda with the demons?” I dialed down the voltage coursing through his system.

      He opened his mouth… and spat in my face.

      My magic flared with a sharp snap before I strapped it back down under control, wiped the spit off with the hem of my shirt, and tapped a key on the iPad.

      “Stage two,” I snarled into the iPad’s built-in mic.

      After Kane, unrecognizable in his own balaclava, drove his fist into Mischa’s side, Ilya closed his eyes to block out our persuasion tactics.

      I turned up the volume on his brother’s strangled screams, punctuated with meaty thwacks. “Don’t like it? You could stop this. Just say the word.”

      Still nothing.

      According to the Brotherhood, Ilya Volkov was dead. He hadn’t allowed Mischa to believe that lie and I’d been banking on his connection with his twin to get him to crack now. Since he’d snuck away from whatever nefarious agenda he’d been working on with Mandelbaum to come see Mischa, his brother had to matter.

      Personally, I would never have even let Ari suffer stage one.

      I glanced at the owl clock. Ten minutes left if I was lucky.

      Ilya turned as bright red as a boiled lobster and blood leaked out of his nostrils.

      On screen, Mischa’s tenderizing continued.

      “Huh. Bones breaking really sound like the crack of a wooden baseball bat.” I let up on the magic for a moment in case he wanted to share.

      Ilya wiped the blood away with his sleeve.

      “You better have the balls to kill me because I’ll hunt you down for this,” he said through wheezing breaths.

      “‘Balls?’ Don’t need them. It doesn’t seem like yours are helping you terribly much at keeping it together, does it?” Fuck. He was really going to sell his brother down the river. I cranked my magic up again.

      Ilya’s hair was smoking–on his head, on his arms, on his face–but he didn’t say a word.

      Seven minutes left.

      “Stage three,” I said into the mic, holding the screen up once more.

      Mischa’s face was a bloody pulp. His head lolled at an awkward angle. Kane raised a gun and fired it into Mischa’s knee.

      Ilya flinched.

      I mentally fist pumped. “Last chance. The cause or your brother.”

      The pool of sunshine in the cabin had been dwindling down through our encounter to the last dull rays of twilight. The oppressive gloom now pressing in on us went a long way to setting the appropriate ambiance for the grand finale.

      Ilya turned his face away from me.

      “Shitty birthday gift for the two of you,” I said. “But kudos on your devotion to the cause. Kill him,” I said into the mic.

      Words I never thought I’d say. Especially to a twin.

      Several months ago, a Rasha had taken down a ward and facilitated the kidnapping and torture of my brother at the hands of a monster. I hadn’t been able to understand that kind of betrayal and yet here I was, the monster now torturing Ilya and blithely ordering Mischa’s death.

      I truly was a Fallen Angel, trying harder and harder to hold on to some of my light.

      The image jerkily zoomed in to Kane placing the gun against the back of Mischa’s neck.

      “No! I’ll talk.” Ilya rushed his words, his eyes glued to the gun trained on his brother. By the time he neared the end of his debrief, he was practically slurring, his words were tumbling out of him so fast.

      Good thing the iPad was recording all the important intel he was spilling because my entire focus was on keeping him pinned in place. Physically and emotionally, I was exhausted. My vision swam and my breathing was labored, but I didn’t want to release him until I had the full picture.

      A car crunched over the gravel, coming closer up the drive.

      My time was up. iPad in hand, I released Ilya, but in the split second before I could portal out, he used his telekinesis to blow me through the window.

      Glass exploded around me, cutting into my flesh as I sailed into the air and landed in the driveway with all my weight on my left ankle. My foot twisted, giving way beneath me with a hot burst of pain, and I slammed forward, breaking my fall with my knees and one forearm on the gravel.

      Glass sparkled in my lashes like diamonds, embedded all over my skin like I was a human disco ball. I closed my eyes, using my magic to buzz the pieces out of myself, while blood streamed freely from dozens of gashes, soaking into my clothes and providing an underlying silky texture for the swath of road rash striping my body.

      The balaclava was ripped from my head.

      Ilya squatted in front of me, blinking in confusion. “You? But…” Headlights from the approaching car illuminated the evil glee on Ilya’s face. “No matter. Now it’s your turn to die.”

      “Ilya! Happy birthday!” A man exited the car, carrying a bright pink pastry box that looked cheerfully discordant against the tableau of broken window, bloody Ilya, and me, holding the iPad aloft in a weird Lady Liberty impersonation. The man was hale and whole, in perfect health except for the shocked expression on his face as he slammed the driver’s side door. “What happened?”

      “Mischa?” Ilya did his second double take of the day.

      I had one way out. Mischa hadn’t seen my face yet so there was only one person who could rat me out. I bracketed Ilya’s face with my hand and pulled on his memories of me, eliminating them.

      The one good thing about Rohan’s absence was that it had left me with a whole lot of time to nail several witchy arts. This was one of them.

      Ilya’s face went slack, his eyes unfocused. Memory wipe accomplished.

      Go, me. Gelman seriously needed to start handing out gold stars to her star pupil. Or rugelach.

      Mischa’s booted heels rang closer and closer. “Hey!”

      Exit, stage left.

      I landed on the back lawn at Demon Club, sweaty, bloody, and in copious amounts of pain, prepared to lay here under the cloudless night sky until I was either found by friends or eaten by wolves. I was tapped out and neither my magic nor my inflamed ankle were capable of getting me back into the house.

      Ari discovered me about five minutes later. “Shit, Nee.”

      He pulled out a jagged shard that had been too deeply lodged in my collarbone to pop out with my magic.

      Fire blazed down through my shoulder. I turned my head and vomited onto the grass.

      He carefully scooped me up and carried me inside. “Did you get the answers?”

      I nodded, waving the iPad. The screen was cracked but it still worked.

      Kane bounded into the kitchen. “How did it look? Am I brilliant or what?”

      “She’s injured and exhausted. Wanna give her a minute?” Ari carried me into the TV room and lay me down on one of the oversized leather couches.

      They got my ankle propped up with a cold pack, my back settled against a bunch of pillows, and let my accelerated Rasha healing magic do its thing.

      Kane reheated some Hawaiian pizza for me, allowing me to shovel in three pieces before once more demanding I sing his praises.

      “Yes, you’re a genius. Really.” I licked sauce off my fingers. “I’m not being snarky. Even I was uncomfortable watching it and I knew it was staged.”

      Kane had used hundreds of surveillance photos we’d taken of Mischa to create a 3D rendering of his face. Knowing Mischa and Ilya’s birthday might be an occasion for them to meet up, Kane had mapped Mischa’s head onto the footage of a purely fictional torture session we’d filmed. My best friend Leonie had hooked us up with a couple of film student friends from university to help make it happen and man, were those dudes warped. We told them we were filming a short horror film, and they immediately had a dozen disturbing ideas to improve it.

      Ari, having a similar build to Mischa, had played the body double when required, while the prop body the film boys had brought along had taken the brunt of the damage.

      Kane had worked on the resulting footage around-the-clock, and that was what Ilya had watched. Kane had remained at Demon Club to stream it and stay in contact with me to switch up scenes as needed. Blessings for stage make-up, camera angles, and fake blood. Oh, and high-stress situations that smoothed over any suspension of disbelief issues.

      “Play the audio file.” I scrubbed at my arm with the damp cloth my brother had brought me. Sure, I’d stopped bleeding, but being coated in dried, flaking blood wasn’t a step up.

      Kane and Ari’s expressions grew grimmer and grimmer the more they heard of Ilya’s babbling.

      The Brotherhood’s Executive was comprised of six rabbis who oversaw the organization. As its head, Rabbi Mandelbaum wanted to usher in a new era with some very big-picture thinking: in this day of CCTV and iPhones, the rabbi didn’t think that demons–or the Brotherhood–could be kept secret much longer.

      Fair enough, except his plan was to strategically unleash the spawn on the world, swoop in, and play hero. He’d intended for Tessa, a witch in possession of dark magic, to cause an earthquake in a major urban center. By pinpointing the right stress trigger, she’d have set off earthquakes across the globe. Mandelbaum would then have deployed Rasha to all those cities, since demons were drawn to disasters. With those places compromised and on high alert, no one in the organization would have thought twice about the redistribution of hunters.

      Then, using demons bound against their will to carry out orders, again thanks to Tessa’s black magic, Mandelbaum would unleash the second wave of spawn on the public in those cities where the Rasha happened to already be conveniently stationed. The Brotherhood would present itself as the only de facto option before any other militaristic group could even think about trying to pull rank. Not that the military could kill demons, since their deaths could only be brought about by magic, but Mandelbaum didn’t even want them getting a toehold on the situation. Plus, he could claim he was preventing unnecessary loss of life from the military.

      In one stroke he’d reframe the ensuing terror of people finding out about demons into a huge relief that we’d had these secret heroes all along. The Brotherhood would be universally adored and Mandelbaum would be the most powerful man in the world.

      Thanks to Ilya, we also finally confirmed what the deal with the modified gogota had been. An early–and abandoned–line of experimentation to try and make demons even more challenging to kill when they sent them after their enemies.

      Like Rasha who strayed from the fold.

      I hugged a pillow tight against my chest.

      “Go team,” Kane said, his body rigid.

      Ari sat with his head in his hands.

      “You okay, Ace?” Ari had grown up being Team Brotherhood all the way.

      “I knew something like this was coming, but to hear it spelled out so matter-of-factly?” He dragged in a shaky breath.

      “The trouble with this plan?” I polished off my last crust. “Tessa’s dead. The use of dark magic burned her up from the inside about a month ago. Ilya said that Mandelbaum hasn’t figured out how to do this without a replacement witch.”

      “I’d throw a parade,” Kane said, “except Ilya also mentioned that the rabbi was actively looking for one.”

      Heaven help us if he found a woman who had that ability–either the one currently AWOL or the one trapped inside me.
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      Since I was all dented, I spent Saturday night binge watching the final season of Orphan Black off my laptop. Supernatural might not have had the same allure for me anymore now that my day job was destroying the things that went bump in the night, but clones and my Tatiana Maslany crush held up just fine.

      By the last episode, I was a teary mess, rolled up in my blankets like a burrito. Battered and bruised, my body ached and worse, my heart ached. I was a puddle of emotions by the final credits, thanks to this stupid show that had given me all the feels.

      I put the laptop on the pillow next to me and massaged my temples. For the past month, my head had felt trapped in a vise exerting a continuous, low-grade pressure that pinched the front of my face and made my eyeballs ache in gritty weariness. I hadn’t been able to take a full breath either. I swear my lungs had seized up inhaling on a gasp that horrible night that Ro had left, and never managed to come unstuck.

      But I’d have taken ten times that pain if I could have traded away mornings, because bright and early, every day, I would hang in that moment before full wakefulness, a smile blooming across my cheeks, and roll over to face my boyfriend, only to be jolted with the brutal reminder that he wasn’t here. My eyes would snap open, my brain would trip over his absence, and the totality of my loss would swamp me anew.

      Being alone put me in that same swamp.

      Kane and Ari were out because it was Pride weekend here in Vancouver, which is where Leo and Ms. Clara were as well. I was too battered on every level to be out partying with them. In my fragile state, the smart thing to do would have been to turn off the light and go to sleep, but I was restless. And yearny, which totally needed to be a word. Maybe I’d write the Word of the Day app people.

      I fumbled in my side table for Snake Clitspin, my trusty S-shaped vibe, hit the power button, and scrolled through the settings to the particularly delicious pulse/vibe combo guaranteed to get me off in minutes. Kicking off my underwear, I brought him close to my clit Cuntessa de Spluge, Snake whispering you know you want it.

      Heat pooled in my belly, my lady parts growing damp.

      Snake brushed over my clit and my entire body jumped to attention. I slid the vibe inside me.

      Calloused fingertips biting into my sides.

      No. Sisters were doing it for themselves. I palmed my tit, massaging the sensitive flesh.

      Rohan shooting me a lazy grin as he licked my nipple.

      Focus. It was Snake and me and that’s all I needed. My breathing quickened.

      Hot gold eyes feasting hungrily on my naked body.

      I canted my hips, emptily aware of being filled with silicone instead of Ro’s hard, hot cock. The tight swell inside me receded, and the more I chased it, the more it eluded me.

      That glorious fullness of him, thrusting into me, driving me deeper into the mattress.

      My thighs clenched at the phantom memory.

      I grit my teeth, blocked out all images of dark haired, brown-skinned men that I ached for, and gave ’er. Fifteen long minutes and four setting changes later, I came with a whimper, not a bang.

      With a snarl, I tossed Snake away. He hit the wall and bounced to the carpet, buzzing merrily.

      I wanted to buzz merrily because I hadn’t buzzed merrily since the night my life had gone to shit, when I’d made a deal with Lilith, the most powerful witch alive, to possess my body in exchange for giving Rohan his powers back.

      He’d trapped her unconscious inside me. And while my malevolent tenant was still out like a light, I’d rather have dealt with her than the constant replay of the wreckage that was my relationship.

      The Vault it was. My heart was a parched desert, but my biceps were hella toned from wailing on the punching bag.

      I turned Snake off, replacing him in the drawer with a stern scolding to up his game next time.

      Two hundred and forty-two steps from my bedroom to the Vault. All I had to do was put one foot in front of the other and not deviate from the route. I limped out the door, careful of my not-yet-healed ankle. Leaning heavily on the bannister, I navigated the stairs to the main floor, and that’s when my stupid betraying feet led me astray.

      I clutched the doorframe of Rohan’s bedroom. Uh-uh. I wasn’t going in. Wasn’t going to lay on his bed like an addict, sniffing his pillow, terrified the last of his musky iron scent had finally faded and would portend him fading. From my photos.

      From my life.

      I didn’t need to turn on the lights to find his hoodie with the blue zipper and blue cowl neck. Snuggling into it, I crawled under his covers. I was injured and he had a better mattress with way more plush bedding so it was only natural to want to recover here. However, I stuffed my burner phone under his pillow, because phoning him was where I drew the line. I wasn’t a pathetic clinger. Our time apart was a slowing down, not a break up. I knew all that, and still, in the dead of night, I’d find myself bathed in sweat and uncertainty.

      Why was I the only one who ever reached out?

      That wasn’t fair. Ro had put himself on-call from hunting, insisting on taking all the vacation days he’d accrued but never used since he’d become Rasha. Hunters weren’t great at work/life balance. (For the record, I had zero vacation days. I’d been at this gig for almost five months and I had yet to qualify for an extended coffee break.) He was focusing on his dad Dev who’d had a heart attack and was still recovering from double bypass surgery. Any leftover time was focused on his music. Which didn’t mean he wasn’t focusing on us.

      In a quiet, secondary way.

      As I pounded the pillow into flat submission, a flash of black caught my eye, wedged between the mattress and the wall. I stretched my fingertips to snag it. It was one of the velcro cuffs from the bondage system I’d bought that one time we rented a hotel room. I dropped it like a hot potato, but it was too late.

      I was assaulted with images of Rohan, not sexy ones, but playful ones, like the time I’d ambushed him washing his car with an arsenal of water balloons, resulting in the water fight to end all water fights and both of us soaking wet, doubled over laughing. The marathon of Prince hits he’d played for me to tap to, while wearing eyeliner with his feet half-stuffed into a pair of my heels to give me the authentic Royal Badness experience. Every memory of him fighting alongside me, talking to me, feeding me.

      And then suddenly hating me.

      My brain caught up to my fingers a second after I’d hit speed dial. I tried to end the call before it could actually go through, much less ring.

      “You’re up late,” Ro said.

      We both were. Vancouver and Los Angeles were in the same time zone.

      The huskiness in his voice shivered through me. Whiskey-soaked. No. Stripped down from singing.

      I wished I could have seen his face but our one attempt at FaceTime after he’d left had been an unmitigated disaster. I’d spent the entire phone call deconstructing every single expression, not to mention that seeing him somewhere that wasn’t with me was too hard. Too raw. The call had gotten weird and we’d defaulted to these voice-only calls that let me believe in the continued intimacy of our relationship. Since then, we’d fallen into this place where we only had about three safe topics of conversation, the first one being his music.

      “Did I interrupt a recording session?” I said.

      “Nah. I was just screwing around with a new melody.”

      Yeah? What about Josie and the other Pussycats? I tamped my paranoia down. “Nice. The writing’s going well then?”

      He made a frustrated sound. “It’s this last song. I can’t get it to fall into place.”

      Rohan updated me on the progress of his album, sharing the latest anecdote of his mom Maya, a famous record producer, and him butting heads over the creative direction. Rohan had told me that she’d previously refused to work with him for just this reason and the fact that she’d agreed to for his solo album had his fans going crazy with excitement.

      I didn’t begrudge him his happiness or quiet satisfaction, I just wished I got to be there with him, listening to him record, because there’d been a couple times that these anecdotes popped up on his fan boards, and while I’d heard them first, they weren’t any more exclusive and personal for me than any other rando.

      Case in point, the leaked song tracks that didn’t include any mention of “Slay,” the tune he’d written for my birthday when I was still his world. His home. Now, I wasn’t sure that song was going to be on the album at all.

      “How’s Dev?” I said. Topic number two on our phone call countdown.

      Rohan snorted. “Driving everyone crazy because he thinks he can go back to work full-time. Mom actually paid Liam fifty bucks to get him out of the house before she murdered him for pestering her.”

      “I’m glad she didn’t have to incorporate prison orange into her wardrobe.” I wrapped my arms around myself, pretending he was the one holding me. “But your dad’s health is good?”

      “Yeah. The doctors are really pleased with his recovery. What’s tonight’s T-shirt?” he asked.

      I debated whether to press for more than the minimum of personal information about Dev, but I didn’t have it in me to beg for scraps, so I let Ro steer us onto our final topic–and the end of this awful call.

      After Ro had gone back to L.A., I’d slept in one of my many snarky T-shirts, like that could somehow armor me up against the night. My discerning taste in quips had always amused Ro, so I’d mentioned it, as part of my “entertaining persona,” a.k.a. conversation topic number three.

      “‘I licked it so it’s mine.’”

      Right on cue, he chuckled, strained though it was. It was kind of forced, this little ritual of ours. No longer the easy banter that had always flowed between us, more a cautious, careful feeling our way through. I kept telling myself that careful was good. Careful reminded you that you had something precious to lose.

      Careful was killing me because it was too close to indifference.

      “Hey,” I said brightly, “did I mention I flew ass-first out a plate glass window? I don’t recommend it.”

      “Never a dull moment. How badly did the demon bite it?”

      Right. I hadn’t actually intended on telling him about today. He’d stepped away from all Brotherhood conspiracies and I hadn’t wanted to drag him back into all that when he was still sorting out his music, his dad, and us. I didn’t want to remind him that I was the one exposing corruption in his Brotherhood, that I was a witch, that I was more trouble than I was worth.

      “Same as always,” I hedged.

      “You worried that she’s listening?” Ro’s words were measured.

      “Lilith?” I did a thorough body scan, but didn’t sense my occupant. Too bad I couldn’t collect rent. My body was valuable real estate. “No. I don’t feel her at all.”

      “She’s incredibly powerful. You don’t know what she’s capable of. She could be influencing you without you knowing.”

      I sat up. “Is that what you think? That you’re speaking to Lilith or some brainwashed version of me? Is it a phone thing or would you still be wondering if you were looking into my eyes?”

      “Don’t blow this up.” He paused for a fraction of a second too long. “I’m sure I’m talking to you. I was just checking you were okay.”

      Magic flared off my skin, scorching a hole in his damn hoodie.

      “You want to know why I really went through the window? So you can decide if it’s me or not?”

      Cue his barely veiled annoyance and alpha posturing that I was about to make his head explode with something dangerous that he didn’t really want to hear but that he would ultimately support because Ro always had my back.

      The seconds ticked by.

      “Well?” he said.

      I pressed my lips together tightly for a breath to compose myself, then I launched into my Ilya encounter, the fake torture session, and everything I’d learned. I left out the part about Ilya recognizing me. What was the point? I’d dealt with it. Rohan was probably worried enough that I’d encountered Ilya at all.

      It was a terrible way to dump the details on him. I’d have freaked if he dropped a story like that on me from hundreds of miles away.

      “Sounds like you’ve got it handled,” Ro said.

      I shot the phone the finger.

      “We need to find Sienna before Mandelbaum does,” he said.

      “Top of my To Do List.” I switched the phone to my other ear and stretched out on my back. “We also need to make sure that he doesn’t learn about Lilith.”

      “Do you have any less shitty news to share?”

      Fuck you. I wasn’t the harbinger of doom.

      “Nope,” I said breezily. “You should actually consider this a mitzvah, Snowflake.”

      “I should, huh?”

      “Absolutely. If it wasn’t for me, all this info might have been a surprise for you at some later date, blindsiding you.”

      “So I should thank you for ruining the surprise?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      He gave an aggrieved sigh. “You understand that this is not a typical surprise.”

      “I’m not a typical girl. Plus, I don’t like surprises.”

      He laughed. “It wasn’t your surprise.”

      It was the first time I’d heard him laugh unguardedly in a month. My treacherous heart kicked up, while my brain cautioned me to get off the phone before I begged him to care about me again.

      “I don’t like them for anyone.” I pulled the sleeves of his hoodie over my hands. “Listen, I gotta run,” I lied. “Meet Leo.”

      “It’s almost three am.”

      “Pride weekend. After party thing. You know how I roll.”

      “Right. Have fun. Be safe.”

      Safe like don’t run into a demon in a dark alley because I worry about you or safe like use a condom because I am totally banging all these other people? Had I been friendzoned and not even issued a memo? Ro was a decent enough guy that he’d tell me if we were officially broken up, wouldn’t he?

      I burrowed deeper into his blankets, shivering violently. “Rohan…”

      “I’ll let you go. Talk soon.” He disconnected.

      I couldn’t keep living in this limbo. I had to know where we stood but I dreaded it at the same time. We were very different people and our relationship had had its share of challenges, but I thought we’d make it. Had that deal with Lilith proven to be one thing too many for him to accept? If we were reunited, would he always look at me and see her?

      Had all my previous fears about us being us until we weren’t come true and Ro had ditched the relationship persona for the singer-songwriter one?

      Or had he found someone else in L.A.? Someone easier to be with?

      I don’t know how long I lay there, staring at nothing, feeling everything. Clinging to the thought that at least I hadn’t fallen in love with him like I had with Cole. At least I hadn’t been that stupid.

      My own silver lining.

      The lights flicked on and I was crushed by a heavy, sweaty body making kissing noises.

      “Get off.” I shoved Kane away. “I’m still injured, you jerk. And you’re getting gold sparkle dust all over Ro’s bed.”

      Kane rolled off me, sprawled out on the mattress, hogging all the space. He was dressed in blue skinny jeans hanging low on his hips, exposing a strip of taut abs between them and the red tank top that had ridden up.

      Ari lounged in the doorway in his usual all-black attire, Mr. Dangerous with his stubble and blond hair that was slightly scruffy. He looked up from his phone long enough to raise an eyebrow at me in concern.

      I shrugged. “How was the party?”

      Kane shuddered. “It was all children.”

      “Says the ancient twenty-five-year-old.” I poked him. “What’s with passing for normal?”

      Kane vibrated with outrage. “Breeder is not normal.”

      “Calm your tits. I meant normal, fashion-wise. Your choices are usually diametrically opposed to the rest of humanity. But this? It’s almost like you’re not trying to impress the masses for some reason.” I cast a pointed look at my brother.

      “I don’t try, babyslay. I just do. My blessing and my curse.” He rubbed his eyes. He looked haggard, shuttered, and totally unlike his glittering self.

      I nudged his shoulder with mine. “How you doing there, buddy?”

      His answering smile was too bright, too stretched. “Glorious as usual.”

      Before I could press him, Ari let out a soft, “Damn.”

      “What’s up, Ace?”

      My brother frowned at his screen. “Gary Randall was hit by a car. It’s bad.”

      Kane dug his own phone out. “How bad?”

      I groaned. “Whatever.”

      “You don’t understand,” Kane said. “Gary Randall is–”

      “Left wing with record number of assists,” I said. “Picked by the Ducks in the lottery round, threw around a bunch of tantrum slurs on social media about how he was going to dominate that team and they’d better keep up with him. Subsequently traded to Tampa Bay, his dream pick with an astounding contract, especially for someone straight out of Junior League. Did I miss anything other than the fact that you’re one of the many fanboys who thinks this dude bro is the second coming of hockey?”

      Kane propped himself up on one elbow. “You like hockey?”

      “Nee hates hockey,” Ari said.

      “Our mom loves hockey and I was forced to watch.”

      “I willingly watched,” Ari said.

      “Because you’re defective. If I never see another puck drop, I’ll be a happy girl.” Still, I peered over Kane’s shoulder to watch the viral footage of Randall drunkenly celebrating his signing, then stepping off the curb and crashing into the front of a car so hard he cracked the windshield. There was even lift off. The footage cut off with him slamming onto the cement while people screamed.

      I winced. “Yikes.”

      “Will he play again?” Kane was frantically scrolling through his news feed.

      “Doesn’t say yet,” Ari said.

      Kane rolled off the bed and trudged out the door. “This is a sad, sad day.”

      I made a shooing motion at Ari. “Go. Comfort him.”

      “I’m not… I wasn’t the one Kane was trying to impress tonight.” His hand tightened on his phone, a flash of annoyance crossing his face before he peeled himself off the doorframe and followed Kane.

      That left me lying alone in my absentee maybe-boyfriend’s bed, wearing his clothes like a pathetic security blanket.

      Romantically, the Katz twins were nailing it.
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      You had to love a guy who had the balls, literally, to go fully regimental in a kilt while walking on his hands.

      Welcome to the Vancouver Pride Parade, the happiest place on earth this sunny Sunday.

      My father squinted at the underwearless, upside-down, dangly man keeping pace alongside the float ahead of us for Numbers’ Cabaret, a longtime popular gay club here in town. “How does he keep his balance?”

      Hips shaking to the infectious disco groove pumping out of the float’s speakers, I tossed more rainbow-packaged condoms from my beribboned basket at the deliriously pumped-up crowds that lined both sides of Robson Street.

      “That’s the question you want to ask?”

      “Really, Dov,” my mom, Shana, chided.

      One of the barely-clad boys gyrating on the slow-moving Numbers platform, all buff in tight shorts and rainbow beads with dewy skin like silk, tossed my mom a whistle. She caught it one-handed like the star softball player she’d been in her youth, blowing it in time with the beat.

      “Okay, my little raver,” I said, clamping a hand over it. “I know you’re pumped up for Pride, but let’s remember that hearing is also important. You taught me that.”

      Mom laughed. “No. I taught you listening was important. Admit it, you’re just jealous you don’t have one of my magnificent homemade T-shirts.”

      “I’m really not.”

      My parents had donned matching bright pink shirts proclaiming “I love my gay son.” Mom was even wearing rainbow-colored leis around her neck. This was the only time of year my mom was less than impeccably groomed, so points to her for how much she loved Ari.

      I, however, was wearing the fantabulous “I’m not gay, but my boyfriend is” shirt that a drag queen had bestowed upon me years ago. Technically, I identified as heteroflexible, but that didn’t make for a catchy T-shirt.

      I’d already texted Ro a photo, in hopes that the phrasing on the shirt might get me some answers about our status. Also to show how busy I was having fun this weekend. No moping around for me.

      My goal for Pride? Find mine because it had gotten sadly lost this past month. It was time for me to move forward with my life and today was the day I decided whether Rohan was going to be part of it.

      “Ow!” The burly man who I’d just winged on the head with a condom glared at me.

      I waved weakly. “Sorry, safety first!”

      Mom nudged me. “Put whatever is worrying you aside and enjoy yourself.”

      “You’re right. Today is a happy day.”

      It really was. My family had started marching in the parade when Ari was fourteen with the PFLAG group at the University of British Columbia where both my parents taught. It had embarrassed him almost as much as he’d loved it.

      I loved it, too. Paradegoers were packed ten deep: everyone from elaborately decked out drag queens to buff women from the Dykes on Bykes contingent in sleeveless tuxedo shirts, to burly men in tank tops and flip flops, and families with toddlers holding melting ice creams as they waved at the floats. Rainbows abounded and smiles were wide. Even the harsh heat couldn’t dampen spirits, and I was determined that no demon would change that on my watch. I tracked loud voices from my left, but it was just some people jostling for premium front-row space.

      Behind us, the crowd broke out into hooting cries of appreciation. Mom and I turned around in unison.

      “What are they doing now?” I asked, rising onto tiptoe for a glimpse of the LGBTQ fire fighters in full uniform behind our group.

      “Ohhhh.” Mom’s eyes widened and she actually stopped walking to stare.

      “Mom!” I tugged her forward, her head swiveling around like The Exorcist baby’s. “Multitask. Move and describe in accurate detail.”

      “They got out the hose, drenching each other. Very well-built, these first responders of ours.”

      Dad sucked in his small gut with a wry look, and then shrugged and let it out, hoisting his “We love all our kids!” sign higher.

      “Bitch!” Blair Lisowski, a gorgeous diva who was the only millennial in the world who could speak to my mother that way, bounded up to us in a cloud of vanilla perfume, and gave us both loud smacking smooches. She wrinkled her nose at my still faintly nicked-up skin. At least I wasn’t limping anymore. “Did you go through a windshield?”

      “Kind of?” I said.

      “Happy Pride, darling,” my mom said. “You look fabulous as always.”

      “Yeah, great look.” I nodded in approval at her crocheted bikini top and the flower swizzle sticks threaded through her hair. “Very Love Boat Lido Deck.”

      “Finally. Someone who understands what I was going for.” Blair, who had been Blake when I’d met her years ago at a faculty party for our mothers’ history department, clapped her hands. “Brava, sister from another mister.”

      It wasn’t really a stretch. I’d been forced to watch that show with her as teens more times than I could count when our families had our semi-regular dinner parties.

      “What am I, chopped liver?” my dad huffed.

      “Never. Happy Pride, Studly!” Blair threw her arms around my dad, who hugged her fondly. “What’s shaking in the fascinating world of law?” she said. “Unleash any new courses on an unsuspecting student populace?”

      Dad rubbed his hands together, spinning the sign he was holding. “I’m doing a second-year course on the reality of reopening cold cases with their exhausted leads and lack of probable cause versus advancements in technology and how fresh eyes, contemporary methodology, and information sharing can be valuable tools.”

      “Love it!” Blair declared. As a social activist, her and Dad bonded over the geekiest topics. “I’ll fill you in on my chat with City Council about the zoning permits for the co-op later.” She rolled her eyes. “Oy vey.”

      I threw a handful of condoms to a particularly boisterous group of women coming up on my left, blessing our alternate girl-child for sparing me these yawn-inducing chats with my father.

      Dad cracked his shoulder to stretch out a kink. “Where’s your mom?”

      “Italy,” Blair said. “That workshop opened up at the last second. You’re my parents today.”

      “You got it, kid.”

      Blair tossed her gorgeous mane of pin-straight blonde hair. The motion caused her enviable boobs, that were more spot-lit than encased in her tiny bikini top, to jiggle. Female heads in a thirty-foot range swiveled in her direction.

      “Where’s your Alphabet person to bestow my glad tidings upon?” she said. “You’re missing the second component of the LGBTQ equation, Katzes.”

      “The component was making friends,” Ari said, catching up with us and hugging Blair. He’d lost his boring shirt but gained a plastic red fire hat, a rainbow flag cape, and a sunburn on his nose.

      “Way to level up on the attire, bro,” I said, adding in a lower voice, “See anything?”

      Ari shook his head. He and Kane had been doing sweeps of the parade ground as they marched.

      “Yowza,” Blair squealed. “When did you get hot?” She ran a hand over the tattoo of a roaring lion he’d had inked on his shoulder as a late birthday present to himself. “Me like.”

      “‘Like’ from a distance, girlfriend.” Kane locked into step with us, smacking Blair’s arm off Ari. He wore white short shorts that showcased his approximately 600 cut leg muscles, a too-small, pink T-shirt that read “Gay as fuck,” and a purple feather boa slung jauntily around his neck.

      “Did you know that ‘Ari’ in Hebrew means lion?” Dad said.

      We all stared at him in varying degrees of “all righty,” before my mom said, “Yes, it does, love.”

      Blair threaded her arm through Ari’s. “Marking your territory, much?” She cast a scathing glance at Kane’s crotch. “You’ll need a bigger hose. Mosey on over to the firemen and ask if you can borrow theirs.”

      “Five bucks on Blair,” Mom murmured into my ear.

      I clamped my lips together to stifle a laugh. Joking around with my mom? This truly was the best Pride ever.

      I fired off a quick text to Rohan. Mom and I are getting along. Too bad you’re not here to witness this modern miracle.

      He answered right away. I’m happy for you.

      No little dots indicating more was forthcoming. I glared at the screen.

      Pride, girlfriend. Get on that. I was going to have to ask him about us straight out, but in the middle of the parade wasn’t the place for it, so I simply texted him back a “Happy Pride” and resolved to call him tonight.

      “You good?”

      I threw an arm over Ari’s shoulder and grinned at him. “Yes.” I jerked my chin at Kane and Blair still fighting over him. “Not as good as you, though.”

      Ari shrugged. “It’s always good to see Blair.”

      “Whatever is going on, he obviously cares.”

      “I’m more than some possession to be marked and forgotten.” He shook his head and stepped away from me before I could force him to share that juicy anecdote.

      Ari would talk when he was ready. Meantime, I was running low on condoms, so I danced up to the Go-Go boys, waving my basket. We’d lost dangly man somewhere along the line.

      The lead Go-Go dancer tapped me on the shoulder with a wand before tossing scoops of condoms into my basket from a stainless steel barrel on the corner of the float.

      The bass was so loud it reverberated through me. No, that was my phone with another text.

      I blew a kiss to the helpful dancer, and fell back in line with my people. “Ro says ‘Happy Pride.’”

      “Who dat?” Blair asked, snatching away my phone and holding it out of reach. “Hello. Why do you have a photo of Rohan Mitra and what is that divine shade of lipstick?”

      I plucked the phone from her fingers. Sure enough, there was Rohan with scarlet lipstick smudged on his mouth and his arm slung around his friend and former Fugue State Five bandmate Zack Bailey.

      I texted him back, my fingers flying over the letters. I was right! My T-shirt knows all. Okay. I can be supportive about this but only if I get to choose the guy and watch.

      It’s from last year’s Pride and you know nothing, Jon Snow. I met a fan.

      Hot jealous hooks dug under my flesh. Yeah? Do you remember her name?

      His name, Sparky. Jonathon. It WAS Pride. Wow.

      I snorted. Did you like it?

      That’s for me to know and you to find out.

      Typical Ro and me banter that hurt my heart because it was such a rarity these days. It would be easier if he’d just flat out act like a douchebag. At least I wouldn’t be second-guessing everything between us.

      “Ahem.” Blair threw an arm around my shoulders, squeezing more in threat than friendship. “Answer my questions or I manslaughter you into that lamppost.”

      “The lipstick? Scarlet with an orangey undertone.”

      Blair squeezed harder.

      “Ow. Fine.”

      I wasn’t ready to let go of the reality where Rohan and I were still together, even if he had. Today was one of my favorite days of the year, and if I said I had a boyfriend and put off the pitying glances until tomorrow, what harm could it possibly do?

      “Doesn’t everyone have photos of their boyfriend on their phone?” I said.

      Kane rolled his eyes.

      Blair gaped like a fish, her mouth working but no sound coming out. It was a thing of beauty. She punched me in the shoulder. “You. Are. Shitting. Me. Assorted Katzes, tell me she lies.”

      I shot Ari a panicked look. He backed me up with no hesitation and since my parents had no idea that anything was wrong between Ro and I, they added their assurances as well.

      Blair whipped out her phone, fingers flying as she typed, and a wicked smirk on her face. There was a whoosh noise and she held up the tweet she’d just posted.

      Goodbye, little people. Partying in more interesting circles now since my darling friend is getting #RoMantic #rockstarlife #lovestory

      I grabbed for the phone like I could somehow make the tweet come back. “Blair!”

      “What?”

      “We’re not… It’s… I didn’t really want this public.”

      “Why? Are you his dirty little secret?” She wagged a finger at me. “Nobody puts Baby in a corner.”

      Sure, the tweet was tagged, and his fandom was going to see it, but they’d probably think it was fake or a rumor. And Rohan didn’t go on social media. He paid people to do that for him, all tightly curated and very polite. Again, what harm could it do?

      I forced myself to unclench.

      It took the rest of the parade route to satisfy all of Blair’s questions. Obviously, I left out the demon hunting part, saying we’d met through DSI.

      Between the heat and the interrogation, by the time we got to the end of the parade route my shirt was wet with sweat stains, my gold lamé mini skirt was limp, and I’d have sold my twin for a cold drink.

      After making me swear I’d introduce her to Ro at the first available opportunity, Blair took off to go find friends in the crowd. My parents were headed for their annual post-Pride lunch. They offered to treat us, but we wanted to grab some food from one of the food trucks on the beach where the party was in full swing and keep patrolling, so we bid them farewell.

      Trying to get anywhere in the mad crush took forever. I’d have whined about it, but the people-watching was spectacular. Especially the sight of my brother and Kane directly in front of me, their pinky fingers occasionally brushing and their heads close together as they talked animatedly about something that I couldn’t hear over all the music blasting out from the beer garden.

      An older man of Japanese heritage, kind of a sexier George Takei dressed in impeccable business casual, and this seventeen or eighteen-year-old stocky guy in a Crooks and Castles “Cocaine & Caviar” hoodie stepped out of one of the pricey condo towers overlooking the water.

      Kane stopped dead.

      The teen pushed his Beats headphones up. “You look like an asshole.”

      Ari put his hand on Kane’s arm, but Kane shook him off, skewering the guy with his most disdainful look. I’m surprised the dude didn’t burst into flame. “It’s Pride and I look phenomenal. Not that I’d expect your Rohypnol-loving ass to understand either of those concepts.”

      “Kaname.” The man didn’t raise his voice but Kane flinched. “Apologize to your brother.”

      Whoa.

      “Half,” Kane corrected, lifting his chin to meet his father’s eyes.

      Double whoa.

      His father refused to be cowed. “There is no half in our family.”

      Kane laughed. “Right. You, me, step-monster, and the spawn. Cozy-cozy.”

      I tugged on Ari’s arm because this had gotten beyond uncomfortable, but my brother had planted himself at Kane’s back. I tried to make myself the third in a defense triangle, because we were being jostled like mad by the crowd and our little island was in danger of being swept downstream.

      Mr. Hashimoto raked Kane with a slow, disapproving gaze, but Kane didn’t wilt under it. He’d obviously learned his own intimidation from a master. Ari was next up for inspection.

      “Is this your boyfriend?” His father spoke the words like they left a bad taste in his mouth.

      I sucked in a breath.

      Ari stepped forward. “Let’s go, man. He’s not worth it.”

      Kane laughed at his dad. “Please. You know us gay men. Incapable of all those values like monogamy you prize so much. Naw, he’s just someone I like to fuck.”

      He clasped Ari’s head in his hands and kissed him, hard.

      Ari stilled, sank into Kane for a brief second, and then shoved him back.

      My hand flew to my mouth, my heart breaking for the tangled mess of these two.

      “Don’t ever use me to prove a point,” Ari said.

      Hurt flashed in Kane’s eyes. Then he gave a cocky swagger. “You’re right. That’s your thing.”

      I stepped closer to my twin, ready to tear a strip off Kane.

      Kane’s father didn’t betray a single emotion. He jerked his head at his younger son. “Ren.”

      The kid trotted after his dad like an obedient puppy, throwing one last sneer at the guys.

      Ari looked up at the sky, jaw clenched, then exhaled. “Why can’t you admit your dad set you off?”

      Kane threw me a humorless smile. “You getting all this?”

      I threw my hands up. “Don’t take your anger out on me.”

      “I don’t get mad.” Kane’s eyes glittered dangerously. “I’m Mr. Good Time.”

      He snapped his fingers at some random pretty boy who sidled up and poked Kane’s “Gay as fuck” T-shirt.

      “Care to give me a demonstration?” Pretty said.

      “Kane,” I said. “Come on.”

      Kane brushed past me to slide an arm around the man’s waist. “You’ll do. Happy Pride, kids,” he said and, taking his boy toy, was swallowed up by the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Ari remained in quite the mood for the next couple of hours, perking up from grim to pleasantly murderous when we tracked a trail of fights that had broken out to the brahns responsible. Sure, these pug-like demons looked cute, all wrinkle-faced, even wearing rainbow doggie collars, but one brush with these fuckers and a person was lost to the darkness.

      Pride, sadly, was a perfect venue for these demons to ply their trade. For all the people living loud and proud, totally confident with whomever they were and whomever they loved, there were those grappling with all kinds of identity issues. These people came down here hoping for connection and community. Many of them found it.

      But sometimes these demons found them first, sucking them in with their adorable big eyes. A single pat on the demon’s head was enough for a person’s self-perceived failings to start playing on a loop in their brain until it twisted, hardened into a rage that needed to be unleashed.

      We cornered the demons in an alley and Ari wrapped his shadow magic around them. Tight with tension, the ropy cords wound around against the demons’ necks despite their thrashing. Their eyes bugged out, their tongues lolled, the doggies emitting pathetic little whimpers.

      A sense of unease crept in that we’d made a terrible mistake. “Ari.”

      He tightened the shadow noose even more, a determined glint in his eyes.

      The whimpering increased, their little tails wagging at warp speed.

      I grabbed his arm. “What if they’re not–”

      Their glamours fell away, revealing their true forms: fat, foot-long worms, their skin weeping like half-crusty herpes sores.

      Ari stomped them underfoot until they winked out, dead. I guess I must have made some kind of noise because he rounded on me, the line of his shoulders tight. “What?”

      “Beer?” I said.

      He relaxed slightly. “Okay.”

      I slung my arm over his rainbow flag cape. “You’re buying. I left my wallet at home.”

      We’d made it back down to the beach, the party-happy beer garden a more welcome sight than Eden, when a very familiar red-head walked by, refusing to make eye contact.

      “Leonie!” I cried out in evil glee, bounding over to my best friend, who sped up. Well, she tried to speed up, but I had about six inches on her and fifty percent more determination. I snagged her by the back of her short purple sundress. “Happy Pride!”

      Leo thrashed in my grip while I stuck my hand out to the tomboyish woman rocking the bright blue pixie cut beside her. “I’m Nava.”

      She shook my hand, slightly taken aback by my enthusiasm. “Hi? I’m Madison.”

      “Yes, you are,” I beamed.

      “Please lock your sister up,” Leo begged Ari.

      “I tried. They didn’t want her. Hey Mads, how’s it going?” He hugged her.

      I narrowed my eyes at Leo, who broke free to duck behind my brother.

      “Look at that,” she said, totally unconvincingly, peeking her head out. “They know each other.”

      Madison laughed. “You’re so mean. Ari and I have a bunch of chem classes together. Leo freaked when she found out. Apparently, I’m not allowed to socialize with you two.”

      “Not because of you,” Leo assured her.

      “Nope. Don’t lump me in with my sister,” Ari said. “I don’t interrogate new kids.”

      “I wasn’t going to interrogate Madison.” Three pairs of eyes swung my way in disbelief. “A gentle questioning.”

      “You’re a few weeks too late on my intentions,” Madison said. “I’ve got a girlfriend now. Leo and I are just friends.”

      Leo batted her lashes. “She got herself a real live lesbian. Much better than me, the girl who ‘couldn’t decide which team to play for.’”

      Madison jammed her hands in her jean pockets. “Zahara has issues with bisexuality. She was burned by a past relationship,” she explained to me.

      “Nope,” Ari muttered.

      I crossed my arms.

      “And now you’re wondering about me,” Madison said. “If I’m just one more lesbian being an asshole to a bi girl.”

      Leo nudged her hip. “Come on, Mads. I know it isn’t like that.”

      “Now that we’ve cleared that up,” I said. “What’s Leo’s ticklish spot?”

      Leo tried to jump up and muffle my mouth but I’d anticipated the move and scurried back out of range. She’d used my ticklish spots against me on many an occasion, but I’d never been able to do the same.

      “She doesn’t have one.” Madison was betrayed by the tiniest flicker of her eyes cutting to Leo. If I hadn’t been Rasha and trained in visual cues, I’d have bought it.

      “Fine. Take her side. You two wanna come to the beer garden with us?” I liked Madison’s loyalty to my bestie. While Madison didn’t know that Drio had dumped Leo because she was a half-goblin and he said he’d kill her if he ever saw her again, she did know that their tentative relationship had suddenly derailed. She’d helped keep Leo from falling into a funk this past month. That counted for everything in my book and I wanted to get to know her.

      “I’m meeting up with Zahara,” she said. “Rain check?”

      “Definitely.”

      Leo hugged Madison, then watched as she was swallowed up by the crowd.

      “You okay?” Ari said.

      “Yeah. Mads and I were never meant to be long-term, and I’m happy she’s found someone. Just…” Leo shrugged.

      “I know.” I wrapped an arm around her waist. “Let’s get you a drink.”

      Thanks to Leo’s connections with the bouncer manning the beer garden gate, the three of us got to skip the line. We snagged a sticky folding table and sent my brother off to procure booze.

      “Something up with our favorite non-couple?” Leo said.

      I glanced over at Ari, patiently waiting in line for drink tickets. “No clue. Why?”

      She fiddled with her mass of thin silver bracelets. “I ran into Kane about half an hour ago on a log down at the beach.”

      “Was he sucking face?”

      She shook her head. “He was on the phone and he sounded really agitated. I’d come up behind him but didn’t say hi.”

      “He was probably upset about his dad.” I filled her in on what had happened. “Why didn’t you talk to him?”

      Leo bit her lip. “He was speaking to Drio.”

      “Oh.” I squeezed her shoulder.

      She waved me off, grimacing when she touched the table. She grabbed a napkin from the dispenser and scrubbed at the sticky spot. “It’s all good. If Drio is gonna define me by what I am, not who I am, then fuck him. I’m glad I never have to see him again.”

      Leo had uttered some variation of this so many times that she sounded close to believing it. My friendship with Drio had died that day as well, and if she missed him only twice as much as I did, then she was screwed.

      Ari arrived with the pitcher. I took the precariously balanced glasses away from him and he dumped the jug on the table, beer sloshing over its side.

      “Remember it’s hot,” he said.

      “Right, right, pace the drinking, whatever,” I said.

      “No.” He filled the first glass. “We should be able to get drunk faster.”

      By the time we finished the pitcher, sloshy happy Leo had made an appearance. She was sitting in my lap, telling us about a recent negotiation she’d had to do as a part time Private Investigator between two basilisks.

      “So then.” She cocked her fingers like a gun. “I looked them straight in the eyes and said, ‘Life is full of little dangers and I’m one of them.’ Booyah!”

      “You’ve got mad skills, baby,” I said.

      By the end of our second pitcher, sloshy happy Ari had made an appearance. He’d pulled us to our feet, the three of us dancing in a group like high school girls to “YMCA,” which was pumping out over the speakers.

      Tilting to make my “C,” I poked Leo, pointing out the very fit shirtless man trying to grind up on my brother. Ari had ditched his cape but kept the fire hat, now sitting at a jaunty angle. “You know my favorite guy part?”

      “Your near pathological fondness for the peen?”

      “Shockingly, no. Eyes.” I sighed. “Ro has the most beautiful eyes.”

      “Shut up. Today we only objectify strangers.” She rooted around in her bra.

      Ari covered his eyes. “Quit it. I might see nip.”

      “What did you store in there this time?” I said.

      “Gum. And… Aha!” She triumphantly pulled out a crumpled five-dollar bill and waved it in the air. “Yoo-hoo! Mister Hot Guy.”

      Ari plucked the money from her hand.

      “I didn’t mean you,” she pouted.

      “You did at one time,” he smirked.

      Leo punched my arm. “You told him I had a crush on him?”

      “I didn’t!”

      “Elyse Shimizu told me in grade eight.”

      Leo crossed her arms. “Well, it was over by grade eight and a half, smarty pants, so nah.”

      Maybe I couldn’t have everything I wanted, but having this? Having them? It was pretty damn good. One more pitcher and sloshy happy Nava would make her appearance, making the what-the-fuck’s-going-on call to Rohan so much easier.

      I kicked off my shoes, curling my toes into the grass and feeling no pain. So when my phone rang in my front pocket and I recognized the international number, I answered with, “Go away. I’m on my break.”

      “There’s no rest for the wicked,” replied a man with a French-Canadian accent.

      “Seriously, Pierre. I’ve already protected the good people of my city today.” Pierre had been my main contact at Brotherhood intel since the assignment where I’d been lead hunter tracking down this demon called Candyman.

      “Bon. You’re warmed up.”

      I scowled at the phone, mouthing “Orwell” at Leo and Ari.

      “Hang on,” I told Pierre. Brushing off my brother’s offer to come with me, I pushed through the crowd and out the back exit of the temporarily erected fencing onto the beach.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “Pride parade. Ouch.” Half-jumping over the hot sand, I beelined for the nearest log and sat down, scrunching my feet until I hit wet, cool grains. “Okay. What demon would the Brotherhood like me to dispose of?”

      “What do you know about Gary Randall?” Pierre said.

      “He’s a demon? Sweet! I’m on it. One less asshole hockey player in the world.” I’d gone through a phase of crushing hard on those boys. It hadn’t gone well.

      “Tu me gosses.”

      I snickered. Pierre lived in Jerusalem and he and I had never met; still, I’d quickly become one of his favorite people, since not only was I a fellow Canadian, but thanks to my years of French Immersion I was well-versed in Québécois expressions. I knew exactly how the fucker was insulting me, which we both found hilarious. Between that and the way I’d handled the Candyman assignment, I’d gained his approval.

      “What about Gary?” I said.

      “Watch the video footage,” he said. “Right before Randall trips into the path of the oncoming car, he stops to speak with some woman. You can’t see her face in the video and there isn’t any other CCTV footage that caught her on tape, but there’s a flash for a frame and then she’s gone.”

      “Demony. Do we know what they talked about?”

      “No. The cell phone video was too blurry to lip-read and there was too much ambient noise from the street to hear the conversation.”

      “Sounds suspiciously tidy.”

      “His doctors are saying his career is over. Could be an honest case of drunk and unfortunate, but if not?” It came out as “’onest” and “hunfortunate.” Pierre tended to both drop his “Hs” on words that started with that letter and add them on words that didn’t need them.

      I jacked up the volume on my phone because the beer garden crowd had gotten riled up at the opening strains of “Born This Way,” their enthusiastic singing drifting across the beach.

      “Draw out the demon,” he said.

      “Oh, sure, throw me to the wolves, Pierre.” I watched a tiny crab scuttle across the sand. “I’m the most unappetizing target for that kind of demon. I have a few hundred devoted Instagram followers, but that hardly makes me famous.”

      “Remember when you were Lolita?”

      “Hell, no. I’m not playing Rohan’s groupie again.” I was barely playing the role of his girlfriend these days.

      “Camme toé.”

      “I’m calm. This is me being calm.” My voice rose with a tinge of hysteria.

      “You don’t need to be Lolita. Our working theory is that this demon was attracted to Gary’s cockiness. A groupie who’s now the girlfriend? You’ve gone public with the relationship and it’s the perfect opportunity.”

      “I haven’t–”

      “Your friend Blair.”

      I checked my Twitter notifications which had exploded with messages from people asking if Blair had been talking about me, since her next tweet was a photo of Ari and me in the parade that I hadn’t seen her take.

      I kicked at the sand. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! “That was like four hours ago and I wasn’t even mentioned. Jesus. Are you stalking my friends?”

      “We’ve monitored all mentions of Rohan for years. We had to in case his fame exposed the Brotherhood. You should be pleased. You’ve created the perfect way to draw this demon out.”

      I hunched over, my shoulders curling forward and my knees clasped tightly together. Everything Pierre was saying made sense, especially in light of this mission. I could behave like a giant diva on Ro’s arm and probably attract the demon’s attention fairly easily. That level of obnoxious was fun for about five minutes, but living it 24/7? I’d done it in Prague and it’d been hell. The thought of doing it again made my skin crawl.

      “Look, how about…” I cast about for an alternative. “Um. Okay. Rohan is writing again. He could do a bunch of interviews. Talk about his solo career. Slam the band. That’s douchey.”

      Pierre made a dismissive noise. “Even when Rohan acted his worst at the height of his fame, this demon never came for him. Why would that work now? But with you, we have a unique opportunity. We need you.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. The Brotherhood had never claimed to need me–officially or otherwise. Part of me preened like a cat hearing them acknowledge my worth, however, Blair tweeting a vague tweet was one thing. My relationship, if there still was one, was so fragile right now that deliberately seeking out criticism and a demon to shred it to pieces was insanity.

      But they needed me.

      I swore silently. “I’ll help you find the demon, but not like that.”

      “Forget it.”

      “Pierre, I still want to be on this mission.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” His voice was cool and he hung up without our usual teasing.

      I flung my phone on the sand.

      “Nee? What happened?” Ari and Leo had shown up, wearing twin expressions of concern.

      I shook my head, unable to trust my voice. My feet worked just fine, however, so I let them carry me across the sand and into the ocean, not stopping until I was deep enough to submerge myself and lie about where the salty water on my face came from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      One suck-ass sleepless night and a rushed breakfast later, hundreds of magic icy needles pierced my skin and stabbed my organs. I bit down harder on the strap of leather between my teeth, sweat dripping off my temples and running down the back of my neck.

      “Anything?” Dr. Gelman’s face hovered above mine.

      Moaning, I strained and bucked under the magic enveloping me.

      She clicked her tongue and shut it down.

      I spit out the strap, my breath coming in harsh pants. “I hate you.”

      Gelman loosened one of her shirt cuffs with a delicate flick of her wrist. Thanks to her last round of chemo, her lung cancer seemed to be in a holding pattern. It wasn’t better, but it definitely wasn’t worse, and seeing her not looking like a walking skeleton never failed to make me happy. She’d managed to gain some weight, and her hair, while now totally white and still short, had lost its patchiness.

      “Hate me all you want. Do you feel any sign of Lilith?”

      I closed my eyes, exploring every twinge and ache from the crown of my head down to my baby toes for a more sinister explanation than what she’d subjected me to. I pressed my hand against my sternum and opened my eyes. “I sense a box. Maybe the size of my fist, lodged here.”

      The box didn’t hurt. It was just there, floating. I have no idea whether my clear visual of it as matte black and seamless was thanks to my magic or an overactive imagination.

      She tapped my breastbone. “Here?” I nodded. “This is where I detected the wisps of dark magic,” she said. “Lilith’s essence is locked in that box. Now that you feel it, you can monitor it.”

      Not use the magic or get Lilith out, just tell whether or not everything was super about to go to Hell. My life had become one long limbo.

      “Given that spells are the basic cable of magic,” I said, “and that’s what Ro used to knock Lilith out, you’d think getting her out of me would be simple.”

      “Nothing involving Lilith is simple.” Gelman placed her hands on my shoulders, sending a healing warmth inside me to relieve all the pain she’d inflicted.

      My magic Domme.

      “What’s left to try?” I shakily pushed myself up into a seated position, rubbing my arms to get the blood flowing.

      The past few weeks, my Mondays had been a series of standing appointments with Gelman as she tried all kinds of things, magic-based and not, to deal with my unwanted guest. Today’s attempt had involved extreme cold. It didn’t suck as hard as the herbal concoction that had left me with debilitating stomach pain and grossness running out of both ends of me, but still ranked pretty high on the unpleasantness scale.

      “There is one form of stimulation you could try. Pleasure yourself and–”

      I clapped my hands over my ears. “La. La. La. La. La.”

      “Don’t be childish. I assume you have a vibrator and if not, you have working hands.”

      “Stop talking.” My cheeks were burning and I couldn’t meet her eyes.

      “Have you been avoiding masturbation because you’re concerned about Lilith? I understand your fears, but a powerful orgasm might shake her loose. Then I could transfer her to another vessel. We could do it in a controlled situation, where you’d still have maximum privacy. Do you want help finding stimulating material?”

      I twisted the fat gold band with the engraving of a hamsa around my finger. “Ohmigod! I’ve masturbated, okay? It didn’t wake her. End of subject.”

      “All right.” She slipped on a sweater. “That’s enough for today. I’ll make some tea.”

      I scuffed the floor with my toe. “Did you make scones again? Because I think I deserve them.”

      “Your mother deserves a medal for dealing with your petulance.”

      I took her arm, the two of us moving slowly. “Yeah, thrilled you’re getting along so swimmingly. You were supposed to bond over witches. King David. A whole host of subjects that didn’t involve yours truly.”

      “But you’re the most fun to discuss.” Gelman led me up the basement stairs into the kitchen of her sister Rivka’s house.

      Sunshine flooded the long, narrow space which flowed into an open-concept living room, the backyard beyond visible through the glass sliding door. Rivka had a fondness for white–the walls, the furniture–but kept the space from feeling cold with brightly colored cushions, a fat, fluffy throw rug, and an enormous photographic print of a spice market.

      I filled the kettle with water while Gelman busied herself laying out all the goodies, including the buttermilk blueberry scones.

      My visits with her had three components: Wizard School, Torture Time, and Snacks.

      Wizard School was progressing nicely, with my witch magic coming along in leaps and bounds. I could portal reliably and had mastered eliminating memories, which was how I’d been able to make Ilya forget about meeting me. I’d even learned location spells, which weren’t spells at all but a type of infusion magic. And that was in addition to all the training and studying I was still doing as Rasha. In comparison, university looked like a vacation.

      It wasn’t all learning about infusion and elimination magic though. Gelman, a scientist and a witch, was using me as her guinea pig to investigate how magic and science intersected based on Maxwell’s Laws of Electromagnetism. Yes, she’d drilled me in the stupid name. Case in point? Today’s new unit, testing whether or not I could cloak myself with electromagnetic fields that would deflect light from behind me to the front of me like an invisibility cloak.

      The answer was a resounding example of how to suck hard. I could call up the electromagnetic field, but then I sat there like an electric flashlight doing a snap-crackle-pop impression.

      After growling at me about my tenth failure, Gelman had moved on to Torture Time. When she’d finished working out her jollies–I mean, testing her theories on how to resolve the Lilith situation, involving my pain and/or humiliation–it was time for the best part: Snacks.

      We generally puttered around making our tea, and only once we were nestled in the cozy booth eating did we fill each other in on any new developments regarding Sienna, the witch community, and the Brotherhood. Though I had yet to be rewarded with rugelach.

      “How hungry are you?” I asked, eyeing the multiple platters of scones, cookies that were not rugelach, and bagels that she was laying out. “I mean, I can always eat, but that’s a bit much even for me.”

      The doorbell rang.

      “Oh, look,” she said. “Company.” She raked a critical glance over me. “You might want to wash up.”

      I flicked off the switch on the kettle. “What have you done?”

      “You wanted to meet other witches.”

      “With some warning.”

      “Get over it. We don’t have the time. The sooner we have more brains working on finding Sienna, the better.”

      “I hate it when you’re logical.” I ran a hand over my wrinkled clothes. My hair was limp and my make-up had been sweated away. “You couldn’t tell me before your little sadism session?”

      “I didn’t want to listen to you whine. Be nice or I’ll stick you in a Faraday Cage.”

      The first time she’d uttered that threat, I’d stared blankly at her, so she’d launched into a long-winded explanation that made me go from clueless to glazed over.

      “You could have saved me ten minutes of my life and given me the tl;dr version that it was a dealio that nullified electricity,” I’d said.

      She’d stared at me in confusion.

      “Tl:dr. Too long. Don’t read. Like ‘in summary.’”

      “I know what it means. My stupefaction is your childish reduction of the cage to a ‘dealio.’”

      Then I’d gotten glared at for a full half hour. Ah, memories.

      “You can’t say that every week and expect me to be scared,” I now said.

      “I’m wearing you down, making you think it’s an idle threat and then bam! I’ll surprise you.”

      “Funny.” I grabbed my purse off the counter, grateful I’d kept the travel make-up kit that my mother had given me before the Pride parade, which, come to think of it, had seemed like an odd return to our old passive-aggressive dynamic. “You told Mom, didn’t you?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      The doorbell rang again and I bolted for the upstairs bathroom. By the time I’d made myself presentable, four new women were waiting for me.

      As one, they turned from the dining room table to inspect me.

      The black woman closest to me was maybe five years older. A total fashionista, she could have been a model in her designer mini-dress and bling. She certainly had the attitude for the catwalk.

      Next to her was seated an elderly Indian woman with a sleek silver bob and a sharply tailored business suit.

      The other two women were seated across the table: a fiery red-head, probably in her early thirties, dressed in the latest post-apocalyptic chic with a partially-shaved head and a very cool Monroe piercing above her lip, and a middle-aged Asian woman with her hair pulled into a ballet bun, wearing an ankle-length sundress with a delicate floral-patterned scarf knotted jauntily around her neck.

      Gelman did the introductions. “Raquel, Shivani, Elena, Catalina. This is Nava.”

      “Hi.” I shook hands with each one in turn, making sure to maintain eye contact, my grip firm. I may have been a bottom feeder in the witch hierarchy, but I wasn’t going to roll over in their presence.

      “Come here, cariña.” The Asian woman, Catalina, kept my hand tight in hers, drawing me around the table.

      “Catalina is head of the Mexico City coven and an expert in spellcasting,” Gelman said.

      “She’s also not letting go of me,” I muttered.

      Catalina stood up and placed one hand on my chest and the other on the small of my back. A wave of warmth pulsed through me, coming up short like her magic had hit some kind of wall. My entire body jerked, the way my leg did when the doctor tapped my knee.

      “It’s as you feared, Esther,” she said in her melodic Spanish accent.

      “Feared?” I did a double take. “You told them about Lilith?”

      Gelman didn’t even look repentant. She flicked the stainless steel lighter engraved with her initials she always seemed to have on hand, even though she no longer smoked. “What, you thought I’d keep quiet? That elimination spell I gave your Rohan was basic, but very efficient. It should have drawn Lilith from your body. It didn’t. I called them here to help us find out why.”

      “We knew why! Lilith was just too strong. We’ve been over this.”

      “Another reason to finish what Tessa started and get rid of hunters,” Raquel said. “Rasha bumbling around above their pay grade, messing with spells they have no business casting. It’s dangerous.”

      “Oh, good.” I glared at Gelman. “You told them everything.”

      “They needed to know how, why, and who was involved.” Flick. Flick. Flick.

      “Yeah. Her Rasha boyfriend,” Raquel rolled her eyes. “Real magical genius.”

      I exhaled to a slow count of ten. Witches and Rasha had always hated each other, always been convinced that the team they played for had the best grasp on magic. Yelling at Raquel wasn’t going to prove my point. An image of David with his slingshot flashed through my mind.

      When faced with an impossible task, change the rules of the game.

      “How do you kill a sakacha?” I asked, drumming my fingers on the table. “Any idea?”

      “A what?”

      I took the empty seat next to Gelman, placing me next to Raquel. “A seven-foot tall wooden snowman demon whose kill spot is inside it. It’s not on Google so you better know what you’re facing, otherwise your death is going to be pretty painful. Because of its iron pincers. It totally has those. They can snap bone–” I snapped a gingersnap in half and Raquel flinched. “Like it’s nothing. I’m getting the crash course on demons, but if I hadn’t had some of those men in my corner, I’d have been dead in minutes. I respect that you have me and every Rasha beat on the magic front, but give them their due; they’ve trained their whole lives and studied like mad to kill these things so you don’t have to.”

      “I’ve killed demons before,” Raquel said. “Not that type, but all of us here have.” She rolled her eyes at my stupefied expression. “Hello, witches. We’re the original demon killers.”

      “I thought witches had no interest in killing demons anymore.” I prodded Gelman’s ankle with my foot.

      “Tl;dr, they do,” she snarked.

      “Most don’t slay.” Elena, the Mad Max redhead was a lot more soft-spoken than I would have assumed. “Only a handful of us have kept to the old ways.”

      Raquel smiled good-naturedly at her. “Trust the Romanians to know all about the old ways.”

      “I agree with Nava that we need Rasha. I have no interest in hunting.” Shivani added some lox to her bagel and cream cheese. Her English was clipped in that posh way of the very upper class. “Not at this stage of my life. I’m happy to leave that to Rasha and younger witches who choose to pursue that path.”

      Catalina gently cleared her throat. “May we get back to the more pressing issue? Instead of pointlessly fighting Lilith, the spell redirected and went for the easier target to draw out.”

      “That’s you,” Raquel said. “The easy one.”

      Shivani raised an eyebrow at her. Raquel squirmed and looked away, but she didn’t apologize.

      “Lilith had cast your awareness into a magic box, had she not?” Shivani said. “The spell extracted you and put Lilith in there instead.”

      I laughed, spreading homemade raspberry jam on a scone. “Hoisted on her own damn petard. She made her prison. Let her rot in it. I’ll live with her the way people live with bullets lodged in them.”

      “She’s too strong to contain,” Gelman said. “She’s leaking out.”

      Cold washed over my body in a rush. “You said it was wisps.”

      Wisps were light, fluffy, almost invisible. They recalled dandelion puffs on a summer day and cotton candy at the fair. Leaks were how people described oil spills, disasters that irrevocably destroyed oceans and beachfront, speckling tides with fish floating belly-up and staring accusingly at the sky.

      I slammed the table, rattling the china. “You. Said. Wisps.”

      Tea sloshed over the rim of Shivani’s cup onto her saucer.

      “Oh my,” Shivani murmured, and grabbed a napkin.

      When Gelman didn’t respond, I snatched her stupid lighter, blasted one of its corners, and tossed it on the table.

      She bristled, then deflated against her chair. “I didn’t tell you because I wanted to be wrong. You were going through so much already. But yes, it’s a leak. I’ve detected more and more traces of dark magic in you. If it keeps up at this rate, you’ll have maybe a month before Lilith’s box blows open.”

      A lot could happen in a month, couldn’t it? Solutions could be found. Magic boxes could be reinforced. I shivered, reliving Lilith’s seething flash of rage when I’d tried to negate our contract by breaking up with Rohan. She’d been terrifying back then, but that would be nothing compared with how she’d be if she got free now, furious from weeks of captivity and determined to exact revenge.

      “How do I protect myself?”

      A hush fell over the room, all the other witches suddenly very interested in adding sugar to their tea, refolding their napkins, or brushing imaginary crumbs from the tablecloth.

      “Oh,” I said, in a very small voice. “I don’t.”

      I dropped my head in my hands.

      A soft knit blanket was draped over my shoulders, but it didn’t help. The warmth didn’t soothe my ice-cold insides.

      Gelman squeezed my shoulder, her shea butter and lavender moisturizer wrapping me in its calming scent. “I didn’t bring everyone here for a public death sentence. We’ve found a way to remove her from you.”

      I lifted my head.

      “Essentially, you tried to bypass the original deal you made with Lilith,” Elena said. “That’s why Esther can’t get her out of you. That original magic is still rooted in place. You’re like a clogged toilet right now and Lilith’s magic is the sanitary pad jamming you up. Leaking bits into you.”

      “Are you–are you for real?” I spluttered.

      Elena frowned. “Did I not say that properly in English?

      Raquel poured herself some tea. “You said it perfectly, honey. Nava’s a wadded-up pad. Go on.”

      Elena spoke enthusiastically, her hands madly gesturing. “We can plunge the box out of you.”

      “Like bringing the pad to the surface of the bowl with all the other gross stuff,” Raquel added, squeezing some lemon into her frou frou cup.

      “Thanks.” I rubbed my eyes. “I got the metaphor.”

      “We can delicately extract the box before everything overflows and the situation is irreparable,” Elena continued. “Then we transfer Lilith, while still unconscious, to a stronger vessel that will contain her indefinitely.”

      “Rivka is in London right now, getting that vessel,” Gelman said.

      “This sounds spectacularly repulsive, but if gets her out of me?” I dug into my scone with the renewed enthusiasm of one who’d just had her death sentence lifted. “Unclog my toilet self.”

      “There’s one problem,” Catalina said.

      I threw my hands up. “Of course there is.”

      “We need… punct ochit punct lovit. How do you say?” Elena tapped her finger against her lip. “Middle of target?”

      “Bullseye,” Catalina said. “It’s an artifact rumored to cut through any magic.”

      “Rumored. Right. Which means you have no clue where it is or that it does what it says.” Hysterical laughter bubbled up inside me, and I was scared that if I let it out, I’d lose myself to the madness of my situation. I added clotted cream to my jam-slathered scone and bit into it, willfully ignoring how the buttery, flaky biscuit choked my throat like ash.

      Raquel arched an eyebrow, recoiling from my scone like I’d shit on it. “That’s like a thousand calories. What would your boyfriend say?”

      I licked some jam off my finger. “He likes me well-fed.” Regroup. Focus on what can be done. “Where’s the Bullseye?”

      “There’s this demon. Baskerville,” Gelman said.

      I pointed my jam knife at her. “You’re full of surprises today. A hunter, a consorter with demons. A very specific demon who happens to be my least favorite blue dude.”

      Gelman pushed the knife aside. “We’re witches. We hunt demons or make deals with them as we need to.”

      I made a snarky face. “I know Baskerville. I’ll get the artifact.”

      “Be careful with it. It’s a single-shot deal,” Raquel said. “Don’t set it off.”

      “One attempt. Got it. And the highly trained person who’s going to use this thing on me is?”

      “Any idiot can use it,” Raquel said. “Just press it to your skin.”

      “What’s the downside?” It was a magic artifact. There was always a downside.

      Catalina adjusted her scarf. “There’s a fifty percent chance that it will extract your magic along with it.”

      “Really? My options are death or possible magic loss?” Funny, Rohan had been so mad at me for the deal that had restored his magic, but faced with these two outcomes? I’d drop to my knees and blow him in thanks if he could spring the same arrangement on me–one where some perv would get their voyeuristic kicks for a night, but I’d get to keep my magic.

      I was working very hard on Regroup 2.0, but not gonna lie. It was a struggle. My scone fell from my hand to my plate.

      “I won’t let you lose your magic,” Gelman said. “It’s a delicate operation but we have the combined abilities to extract her and contain her in the vessel with no harm to you.”

      I looked at each woman in turn. “And you’ve all agreed to this?”

      “That’s why we came. To meet you and decide if we’d do this,” Elena said.

      “Which we will,” Catalina said.

      Shivani nodded.

      I looked at Raquel, who rolled her eyes. “I’m in, stop staring.”

      “Thank you.” I put my hand on my heart, overcome at their generosity.

      “I want more than thanks,” Gelman said. “Stay on my good side for a change or fend for yourself.”

      “Your good side. Is that the one with your face or your ass?” I said, then took a delicate sip of my water.

      “See what I have to put up with?” Gelman said.

      Shivani burst out laughing. “Please let me be there when you meet Maya.”

      I choked on the sip I’d taken.

      Gelman pounded me on my back, muttering encouragements like how if I died drinking water it would definitely solve the Lilith problem, but she’d never forgive me for denying her the thrill of trapping the most powerful witch of all time.

      I coughed and shook my head at Shivani. “You’re friends. With Maya Mitra.”

      “That grimace is a little much,” Gelman muttered into my ear.

      “My architecture firm worked with Dev’s engineers many times over the years.” Shivani pushed a strand of silver hair behind her ear. “Rohan’s lovely.”

      Raquel reached for a napkin. The silky material of her cream dress shifted enough for me to see her bra, a periwinkle, watered-silk push-up number studded with tiny blue crystals. Jeez. Even her lingerie was epic.

      “If you like that type,” she said.

      Whatever, honey. All breathing man-lovers liked that type.

      “Yes, he is lovely. What about Sienna?” I said. “I assume you’ve been filled in on that situation as well?”

      The women nodded.

      “There’s a deep schism in our community right now over what happened with Tessa,” Shivani said. “A lot of very heated discussion about our place in the world. The only good thing is that we’ve managed to keep Sienna’s involvement a secret.”

      “For the time being,” Catalina said. “How much longer remains to be seen. It depends on what happens when we find her.”

      “Or her next move,” Shivani said.

      “You’re really not going to like my news, then.” I filled them in about Mandelbaum wanting a new witch. “Sienna could do a lot of damage.”

      Gelman’s hands paused on the teapot, then she smiled, small enough that I almost didn’t catch it. I didn’t have to share my Brotherhood information, sure, but if there were anyone’s friends I was going to trust, of course they would be hers.

      Catalina crossed herself. “We can’t let him get her.”

      “We can’t let certain witches get her either,” Shivani said. “She’s playing with dark magic.”

      I slid the blanket off my shoulders and folded it. “They’ll try to stop her by any means necessary?”

      “They’ll try to join her,” Raquel said. “We have our share of Malfoy wannabes.”

      “Damn. I don’t want to like you, McGonagall.” I draped the blanket over the chair.

      “Back at you, Luna.”

      “Excuse me. I always felt a certain kinship with the young Sirius Black.”

      Raquel snorted. “If I’m Head of Gryffindor, I should damn well know who’s in my House, you starry-eyed Ravenclaw.”

      I doctored a bagel with a generous schmear of cream cheese and much lox. “Can you identify the most likely contenders? Watch them for any sign of contact?”

      “Can and will,” Elena said.

      “I’ll work on that with you,” Catalina said.

      “Raquel,” Shivani said, “you compiled the dossier on Sienna. Where are you at with sussing out potential dark magic teachers or covens devoted to it?”

      “A lot of rumors and nasty gossip. No useful leads. I’m working on it.”

      The landline rang.

      “I’m going to speak with the older women in our community.” Gelman headed for the phone. “See what I can learn about Millicent. She died when Sienna was very little so she wasn’t the one teaching her, but she was her birth mother. It might be worth pursuing.”

      Raquel prodded me with the toe of her Louboutin. “Be careful with Baskerville. For all his smooth-talking ways, he’s deadly. We’ve lost a lot of fine witches who underestimated him.”

      “Nava.” Gelman held out the receiver. “It’s Ari.”

      I wiped cream cheese off my fingers and took the phone. “Hello?”

      “Why aren’t you answering your burner?” he said.

      “It’s in my purse. Probably on vibrate. Why?”

      “Ro was trying to get hold of you. Some radio interview he wants you to hear.”

      “Thanks, Ace.” Despite my good intentions, I hadn’t called Rohan last night. I’d been too raw after the call with Pierre. Maybe this interview would give me the opening I needed.

      I made my apologies for having to rush out. Everyone was very gracious and Shivani even assured me that I’d do fine when I met Maya.

      Gelman walked me to the door. “Your first witch playdate. Happy?”

      Other than the shitty outcomes part, sure, but all that I’d learned about witches today made me feel like some of them at least, truly were my sisters.

      “Very. It was a little much with the long toilet metaphor, but I feel better. Thank you.” I paused, debating and then going for it. “Esther.”

      I braced myself, expecting a swat across the top of my head for presumptuously using her first name, but she trained a pleased smile on me, and blushing, I rolled onto the outsides of my feet.

      “My pleasure, child.”
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      I kept one eye on the light traffic and the other on the dial, tuning in the station Ari had given me where Ro was being interviewed. It was good to hear his voice, even if it was only the set up for the Hard Knock Strife theme song that he’d written and recorded.

      Rohan bantered back and forth with the DJ and then they went into the exclusive first listen to the song.

      Was this why he’d called? I’d already heard the entire thing, though I was happy to hear it again because he had a hit on his hands. His raspy growl perfectly captured the story of a man lost to the darkness, his voice smoothing to rich honey with the subsequent redemption.

      I caught myself grinning and singing along. His Ro-mantics were going to lose their shit. I couldn’t wait to read the fan boards when I got home.

      The interviewer came back on, essentially echoing my sentiment about Ro’s fans, except with somewhat less profanity.

      “I understand you’ve got another treat for us,” the interviewer said.

      “Yeah,” Ro said. “I’m busy writing and recording a solo album. A mini EP called Ascending. Six tracks that tell a story about my life these past three years.”

      My smile fell. Only six? There had been five leaked titles. Had “Slay” made the cut?

      Had I?

      “When can we expect this?” the interviewer said.

      “Next month. September 27,” Rohan replied.

      A couple weeks after his twenty-fourth birthday.

      “You’re going to sing one of the songs, live, here today.” Dude sounded like he was creaming himself. “Take it away.”

      Rohan strummed the opening chords. Chords I knew by heart, had sung myself to sleep to.

      Hooooonk!

      I wrenched the wheel, jerking the car back into my lane. He was playing the song he’d written for me? Why? Hands shaking, I pulled over to the side and parked the car. I didn’t trust myself operating large machinery.

      I turned up the volume and closed my eyes, pretending I was back in my bedroom the night of my birthday when he’d sung this to me. His voice curled around me, singing the story of us.

      In the song he called me a cherub wrapped tight in barbed wire, and after he’d left I’d swear those spikes had taken hold deep in my flesh.

      Falling for Rohan had been like slipping on black ice; I’d lost my footing hard and fast. That slide had been scary but exhilarating, and even with minor wipe-outs, one smile from him and I’d scramble back up and head his way. Until that horrible night when I’d crash-landed and could only lay there bruised and winded.

      Singing “Slay” was Rohan’s way of resetting us. Saying that all the hurt feelings over what had gone down were behind us. Hearing him pour his heart into his words for me, for everyone to hear? I felt like I could dance.

      No. I felt like I could soar.

      I tried not to think about Icarus and flying too close to the sun.

      By the time he finished those final ringing notes, the line “You know I’ve been slain” still hanging in the air, I had my phone out, waiting impatiently for the interview to end. This talk was happening now. We were going to clear the air between us and then move forward, stronger than ever.

      “Sounds like there’s a very lucky person in your life,” the interviewer said.

      I bounced up and down in my seat. Me. That’s me.

      “I’m the lucky one,” Ro said.

      Every organ inside my body turned to mush.

      “Can you tell us about her?”

      “She’s amazing.” The wonder in his voice, like I was a precious gift in his life, took my breath away. He cleared his throat. “Her name is Nava and she’s incredibly special to me.”

      Something sunk in my chest. That sounded too rehearsed.

      “I understand she was a fan first,” the interviewer said.

      “She was.”

      I bolted upright, cold sweat prickling my neck. No. Not this.

      “In fact, I heard from the actress Poppy Wallace that she remembered the two of you when you were in Prague during the final few days of shooting on Hard Knock Strife.”

      “Yeah,” Rohan said. “That was when I realized I wanted a more meaningful relationship with her.”

      Was that before or after Poppy’s lips were on your dick?

      The interviewer chuckled. “Apparently, you had a certain nickname for Nava? Lolita.”

      “I don’t call her that anymore. It was a private joke, but it’s over.”

      Oh, it was over, all right. I was going to rip Ro’s balls off him and stomp them into pieces. I clutched my phone until the interviewer had thanked Rohan and signed off.

      Ro answered on the third ring.

      “Find someone else to be your fake girlfriend, asshole.”

      “Fake girlfriend?”

      “Oh? Am I your real one? So hard to tell when the only time I’ve heard you say it in the past month was on the radio for this mission.”

      “What the hell, Nava? This was your idea.” Ro had that silky menace in his voice I normally found sexy but right now found infuriating.

      “No, it wasn’t. Which you’d have known had you bothered talking to me.”

      “I tried. You didn’t answer.”

      I checked my call history. Eight missed calls.

      My eyes slid off the reflection in the visor mirror. A better person would have apologized for jumping to conclusions, but hadn’t Ro done the same thing? I picked at the hem of my shirt, shame and anger both comforting and smothering. The Brotherhood had played Ro, but only because he’d been willing to go along with that script. Been willing to think the worst of me.

      I couldn’t bring myself to be the bigger person.

      “My friend tweeted a stupid tweet about your love life that didn’t even mention me. The Brotherhood, who’ve been monitoring all mentions of you by the way, decided this was a good in to find the demon that went after Gary Randall. Pierre asked. I declined.”

      “So they came to me and made me think you wanted to go public.” Ro swore viciously.

      “In what universe would I be having heart-to-hearts with the Brotherhood?”

      “I dunno. If this made you happy, I’d do it. Even if…”

      “What?” I said.

      “Forget it.”

      “No. What?”

      “It was odd you agreed to it without speaking to me first.”

      “Because I didn’t.”

      “Well, I know that now,” he said waspishly.

      I laughed, slightly hysterically. “You thought I’d gone ahead and done this without your consent. Betrayed you again.”

      “No. I–fuck. I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking betrayal.”

      I rested my head on the wheel. “Oh, okay. Guess it was just Lilith controlling me.”

      I flinched, hearing him punch something hard through the phone.

      “You want me to pretend she’s not inside you?” he said.

      “No. I want you to not make her the sum total of me.”

      Angry silence rolled down the line.

      I closed my eyes. Rohan, this new development with Lilith, I was so very tired of it all. Couldn’t I get the easy version of my life when all I had to worry about was demons and Mandelbaum?

      “I’ll call them and undo this,” he said. “Tell Orwell that we refuse to make our relationship public.”

      I actually pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it in disbelief. “Wow. That sounded like relief. Are we supposed to be a secret?”

      “Now who’s jumping to conclusions?”

      “I’m not jumping to anything.”

      “Then why do you sound pissed?” he snapped.

      “Because the only reason you mentioned us was for this stupid assignment. Because you reduced me to your very special fan who fucked her way into your life.”

      “Part of the story,” he growled. “How was I supposed to know the interviewer already talked to Poppy?”

      “Even for the mission, you should have found a way to show you had a modicum of respect for me!” A family passing by in a Jeep stared at me, probably because I was red-faced and yelling. I lowered my voice. “I haven’t seen you in a month, haven’t had any indication that you plan on seeing me any time soon, haven’t even heard an ‘I miss you,’ and now I’ve been reduced to a cover story. A groupie cover story.”

      “Back at you, sweetheart,” he snarled. “You haven’t exactly mentioned you were pining away for me.”

      I cranked the A/C, angling all the vents at my face. “What are we, Rohan? Because if we’re done, then tell me.”

      “We’re not done,” he said.

      My stomach unclenched, even as my brain picked up on what was being left unsaid. “But?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s some stellar enthusiasm,” I said.

      “Do you want us to be done?” he said, quietly.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, not sure which answer I was scared I’d blurt out.

      “I figured if we got some distance…” He sighed. “What do you want me to tell Orwell?”

      Did I want to take on an assignment that might break us for good, but let me be around him a little while longer? Say no and cement the Brotherhood’s disappointment in me and destroy any hope of respect I had, when the time was coming that I’d need to sway other Rasha to my side?

      Or break up with him and walk away?

      I started up the engine. “I have no idea.”
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      Craaack. The black leather whip snapped the ground by my feet.

      I jumped back. “Yikes, you really didn’t need that second espresso.”

      Ms. Clara bounced on her toes. Since she was in six-inch, shiny stiletto boots, her head bobbed much closer to my eyeline than usual.

      “I’m just so excited,” she said in her breathy voice. “I never get to see demons, only do all the boring paperwork.”

      She twisted her wrist, flicking the whip in a complicated pattern before snapping it close enough to my face that its crack vibrated down into my toes. Only a handful of parked cars were witness to her lashing mastery on this Tuesday morning, which was too bad because she was impressive to watch.

      I shielded my eyes from flying dirt. “I’m starting to regret my decision to bring you.”

      “You didn’t. I blackmailed you into taking me because I have what you need. And Kane and Ari were busy.” She clucked her tongue. “Though not getting busy, which would have been far more interesting with those two.”

      “No kidding. Aren’t you hot?” I fanned out my tank top. There wasn’t much shade here under the Granville Street Bridge, though the humongous chandelier art exhibit certainly jazzed up the joint, as did the cute sailboats moored in the small marina next to the red nautical-themed yacht club with its porthole windows.

      “Eh. You get used to it. Ooh. Wait.” She ran back to the car. Even if she hadn’t been encased in a catsuit, there wouldn’t have been any jiggle. Sitting on her ass as the Brotherhood Executive Administrator by day was counterbalanced by her exertions as a popular dominatrix by night. The woman was insanely toned.

      The cars rumbling up top of the bridge were a comforting white noise, the bats zipping in and out of the struts overhead were cute, and it didn’t smell like pee. All in all, a decent meeting spot.

      “You like?” Slamming the trunk of her Mini Cooper, she spun around, now wearing a black leather face mask with oval eyeholes and an unzippered slash for the mouth. She stuck her tongue out. “So I can’t be recognized.”

      “Like may not be the right word.”

      “What in good heavens is that?”

      I spun at the molasses-smooth voice, tinged with a hint of the Deep South. “Hiya, Baskerville. How’s tricks?”

      The demon swallowed several times, his pronounced Adam’s apple twitching. Using all three of his fingers and his linen handkerchief, he pointed at Ms. Clara. “What are you supposed to be?”

      Again with the whip crack.

      “Your worst nightmare,” Ms. Clara growled.

      Baskerville pressed his handkerchief to his face, the picture of a 1950’s Southern gentleman in a linen suit with pressed cuffs. Well, except for his iridescent blue skin and a snout. “No, chérie. That’s Frisbees.”

      “Says the dog demon,” I said.

      “Child, we don’t need petty insults in our line of business. There is a robust market for these kinds of wares and you are by no means the only demand I have for my supply.”

      “How is that an insult? You have a whiskered, wet dog nose.”

      “I have a proud proboscis. I am not a dog, demon or otherwise. Do you see a tail on me? Floppy ears?”

      “Not floppy, but they are pretty large.”

      Ms. Clara patted his arm. “Don’t worry, sugar. According to the Japanese proverb, a powerful man has large ears.”

      “She can stay.” He blotted the sweat at his temple with the handkerchief, frowning at her face mask. “Maybe.”

      “How’s the demon world? Seen Malik lately?” I said. Last time I’d seen him he’d threatened to rain vengeance down on my ass. Then he’d gone M.I.A. and even Leo couldn’t find him. So that wasn’t worrying at all.

      He sniffed. “I honestly cannot be expected to know the whereabouts of every demon.”

      “Like you don’t. You’re the most plugged in demon around. Come on,” I cajoled.

      He sniffed at my blatant butt-kissing, but didn’t deny it. “Suffice it to say, you’re safe from him. For the moment.”

      Small comfort.

      I motioned between Ms. Clara and myself. “We both know you aren’t going to hand over the Bullseye without wanting something in return, and my partner here is a master procurer. She’s got a list of items to intrigue and delight.”

      Baskerville raised an eyebrow. “Such as?”

      Ms. Clara coiled her whip around her wrist. Damn, she had badass down cold. “The Vashar.”

      She’d tapped into her admin network and discovered where the Brotherhood was storing the amulet capable of stopping a Rasha’s induction. Sure, it was a risk handing it over to a demon, but if he actually used it on someone, I had a magic ritual that would make an initiate a full Rasha anyway, so it wasn’t like anyone was going to be prevented from fulfilling their destiny.

      I allowed myself only a small smirk at the look of surprise and greed that flashed across his face.

      “It’s true, that did intrigue back when I actually wanted it.”

      My smirk vanished.

      “But I’ve got something else in mind.”

      “Let me guess, you want tears from a virgin guarded by a sleeping dragon. Or no.” I snapped my fingers. “A unicorn dwelling up the ass of an ogre.”

      “One of Rabbi Mandelbaum’s tzitzit,” Baskerville said.

      Ms. Clara frowned. Well, she gave off a frowny vibe. I couldn’t really tell in that face mask. “Why do you want one of his knotted tassels?”

      “My client wants it. I don’t ask questions.”

      Mandelbaum wasn’t going to hand over one of the tzitzit attached to the corner of his poncho-like prayer shawl, and given he wore this mini tallit under his shirt, would probably notice if I tried to cut one off.

      “It’s a really nice Vashar,” I said. “Shiny, never used, brimming full of dark witch power.”

      “I think not.”

      It’s not like tzitzis were rare. I could buy one and pass it off as the rabbi’s.

      “I’ll know,” Baskerville said.

      “What?”

      “I’ll smell if it’s the rabbi’s. You humans are very easy to read.” He glanced at Ms. Clara’s mask. “Some of you.”

      “You know what Mandelbaum smells like? That’s creepy, dude.”

      Ms. Clara cracked her whip at his feet, making the demon jump. “We could just take the Bullseye from you and give you nothing.”

      “I knew I was right to bring you,” I said.

      The demon crouched down and brushed dirt off his trouser hem. “You could. But you’d have nothing more than a paperweight. The Bullseye is a delicate artifact and I’ve encased it with a protective spell keyed to my touch.”

      Sparks flew off my skin. “Let me get this straight. I have a magic sanitary pad clogging my toilet body and to get it out, I have to handle Mandelbaum’s fringe in order to get a demon to finger me so that Esther can blow my pipes?”

      Baskerville turned to Ms. Clara. “Is she making sense?”

      “Not a clue,” she said. “But I wouldn’t mess with her.”

      “Do we have a deal or not?” He spoke very slowly, over-enunciating each word.

      “Just because you don’t understand me, doesn’t mean I’m communicationally challenged.” I pretended to think it over, though with my options being steal off the rabbi’s person versus die, it wasn’t much of a choice. “Deal.”

      “Pleasure doing business with you.”
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      “Then I said, ‘I hope a strix shits in your face’ because like strix are these owl demons who eat humans and their shit is really naaaasty.” The lamia demon gnawed on the femur of her former boyfriend, her lips smeared with blood.

      “Sure. He shouldn’t have cheated on you with that cockatrice.” Those were two-legged demons with the head of a rooster so I couldn’t begin to imagine how that coupling had gone down.

      I’d been driving along East 33rd Avenue, on the stretch that bisected the two halves of the city cemetery, mulling over how best to rob Mandelbaum, and failing that, looking for demonic troublemakers so I could pound my way to an answer on the Rohan front, when I’d spotted a woman slashing a guy’s throat. I’d jumped out of my car, magic ablazin’, until I’d seen that the guy in question was green and scaly with one arm too many and the “woman” had fiery red eyes and was screaming, “I’ll give you head like nothing you’ve ever imagined, asshole!” before ripping his actual head off with her claws.

      Domestic disputes didn’t generally warrant my involvement, but tomorrow she’d be off feeding on small children, so she had to be stopped. I allowed her this last supper in sisterhood solidarity.

      “I mean, you have to show them who’s boss.” She sucked his marrow with quiet snuffling noises.

      I pulled my leg into my chest, trying to find a comfortable spot to settle back against the gravestone. “I’m not sure my situation warrants killing and eating my boyfriend.”

      “Your call, honey.” She flung the femur over her shoulder and popped one of the eyeballs she’d been saving into her mouth, munching and making “mmmm” sounds. She picked an eyelash out of her teeth. “But if you’re not gonna go with door number one, it seems to me that your only choice is to own it.”

      “I’m happy to own it. So long as I wasn’t forced into it. So long as my boyfriend wants this for more than an assignment. Mandelbaum is behind this. He has to be. I swear that man was birthed through his mom’s anus because no one is naturally that much of an asshole.”

      “Good one.” She wiped her hands clean on the grass, pushing her luxurious fall of black hair over her shoulder. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Yeah.”

      Time to get this fight over with. Lamia were only moderately dangerous and in my mood, this was going to be a quick kill.

      I got to my feet, but before I was fully upright the front of my chest was slashed open. The demon hadn’t moved. Brushing aside the ruins of my shirt, I touched my fingertip to one of the three diagonal gashes across my boobs and hissed.

      “Lamia can’t attack from a distance.”

      “Yeah, demon daddy had some surprising genes. Gotta love being underestimated.” Jumping to her feet, the lamia flexed her fingers.

      Two of my ribs snapped. Her magic flooded me, a million spiky barbs ripping me up from inside. Paralyzing me.

      “Let’s wrap this up,” she said. “I’ve got a date. Gotta get back on that horse. Literally. It’s a kelpie.” She slashed at the air in front of her…

      …and sliced through my heart. I felt the pulpy mass goosh through her fingers, even though her fingers were nowhere near me. My heartbeat turned sluggish, trumpeting impossibly loud in my ears. The world buzzed in and out.

      The lamia licked my viscera off her fingers.

      Swaying, I crashed onto my ass. Blood streamed from my gashes; flaps of skin hung loose exposing my barely-connected fragments of heart muscle. I called up a red bloom of witch healing magic, trying to knit my mangled self back together.

      I attributed the sharp stab and loss of breath to my dying and not any kind of regret at the life that had been within my grasp.

      My witch magic pulsed faint pink and dimmed.

      I collapsed onto my back like a sack of flour slipping out of someone’s hold. My body was so cold, so heavy. My insides were fractured, my magic splintered like panes of cracked glass. So this was what death felt like.

      Something dark and powerful, a black wisp of something other, drifted inside me.

      Desperate, I hooked one of my magic splinters to it, and visualized tying the two together in a solid knot. My shredded chest began to knit itself back together so I reached for another wisp of Lilith’s magic and another, knotting faster and more furiously, my body repairing itself at warp speed.

      My magic re-up loosened the lamia’s hold on me. I reached overhead, grabbed her boyfriend’s femur, blasted the end, and hurtled the flaming bone at her like a javelin.

      Her hair caught fire with a satisfying whoosh, though it stank like mad.

      The lamia wasn’t expecting that, shaking her head like a none-too-bright puppy. Her mouth twisted, opening in a soundless roar that sent a flock of little brown bats soaring into the late afternoon sky like a rippling curtain.

      She dove to the ground with a high-pitched shriek that bottomed out into a ghastly moan, attempting to stop, drop, and roll. It just tangled the tiki torch up worse.

      I leapt on top of her, pinning her to the ground, and fired my electric magic into her kill spot deep inside her ear canal.

      She disappeared, dead.

      I beat the smoldering grass so the cemetery didn’t go up in flames, then marched back to my car, accidentally stepping on her ex’s remaining eyeball. His femur winked out of existence. Right. That meant he hadn’t technically been dead while she’d been eating him.

      My stomach heaved.

      Popping the trunk of my Civic, I got out the first aid kit and cleaned up my wounds. Then I chugged a Gatorade to replenish my electrolytes, checking in on my internal injuries. All was well. Strong heartbeat, repaired ribs. The dozen or so wisps of Lilith’s magic had dissipated, and while I didn’t perceive any other new wisps, I also didn’t feel any lingering effects of having helped myself.

      Esther had detected Lilith’s magic before, but I hadn’t. Would I be able to sense and use it again? Because that had been a handy little trick.

      I slid onto the hood of my car, soaking in the heat of the summer sun. Almost dying had given me some perspective. I’d spent the past month in limbo, waiting for Mandelbaum to make a move, for Sienna to show up, for Lilith to break free, and for Rohan to care.

      I was done being the girl who waited.

      The lamia had been right. I could be mad or I could own every fucking aspect of my life. If I was going to die, then I’d die trying for the version of my life that meant something.

      Using a selfie of Ro and me, I fired off a quick post on Instagram to all the followers I’d amassed during my party days, trusting those gossipmongers to do the heavy lifting. Can’t wait to be reunited with my guy. One more sleep, baby. #thatsmyrockstar #RoMantic

      Go big or go home.
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      I drove directly to Rivka’s house to update Esther on this new and exciting turn of events. She’d paused her light gardening to give me a quick check-up, then proceeded to subject me to a stern lecture about dark magic that essentially came down to “just say no.”

      My counterargument that my actions had been instinctual and I’d do the same again if it meant not dying failed to placate her. Neither did the fact that there was no spike of dark magic or any trace of Lilith that she could detect.

      “Allow me to list all the ways dark magic will destroy your life.” Esther pruned dead blooms off the rambling rhododendron in her sister’s back yard. “It starts with paranoia-inducing voices, then you’ve got hallucinations of giant insects out of the corner of your eye and itchiness where you scratch yourself bloody.” She jabbed the pruning shears at me. “And your growing debasement where you’ll do anything for the high, forgetting to eat, and screwing over your loved ones.”

      I picked up the discarded foliage with the puffy gardening gloves she’d given me and dumped them in the compost bin. “Is that what happened to Tessa?”

      “She skipped a couple stages and jumped right to the ‘burning up from the inside’ part.”

      I flicked an ant off my arm. “Lilith is inside me, which means, like it or not, this dark magic is inside me, too. Might as well use whatever is leaking out, assimilate it, and turn it into good magic by merging it with my own.”

      She snorted. “That’s conjecture, not sound logic.”

      “Tell me with absolute certainty that doing nothing won’t negatively affect me.”

      She pruned a branch with a hard snap.

      “Exactly,” I said. “You can’t. I’m trying to make the best of this situation and I’m happy to follow any advice you have.”

      “Focus on getting the Bullseye and interact with Lilith and her magic as little as possible.”

      “I will.” I lay my hand on her shoulder. “I’ve got a lot to live for. So I choose that.”

      It earned me a grumbled assent.

      Being somewhat busy, I ignored my boyfriend’s call in favor of a text that said we’d talk when I got to Los Angeles. We were doing things on my timeline now.

      Twelve hours later, I’d bought my plane ticket, requested intel from Pierre after tearing a strip off him for manipulating Rohan and me, packed, and was currently headed to the airport.

      “Emotions are going to be running high with you two right now,” Leo said from the back seat of the Honda. “Better to be in the same room with Ro for your next talk.”

      I popped another extra-strength Tylenol, wishing I hadn’t given in to my nervousness last night about this reunion and drank quite so much. Grabbing the bottle in the cup holder, I took a swig of water and swallowed it down.

      “Roll down the window if you’re gonna puke,” Ari said.

      “You are looking a little green,” Leo said. “I told you not to add coolers into the mix. What are you, sixteen and trying to seem grown up and cool?”

      I appreciated the teasing, since the coolers had been broken out at about 2AM. Why did the worst drinks always seem like a good idea at that unholy hour? As a result, my twin was still in pajamas, wearing the darkest shades he owned, and Leo was hiccuping softly, still tipsy.

      She reached forward to pat my shoulder. “Kane should have come along for moral support so you could be distracted from how badly this could all crash and burn.”

      I shifted around to glare at her. “Your pep talk needs work.”

      “I don’t think you and Ro are going to crash and burn. I just know that neurotic brain of yours is envisioning all those scenarios. Like a little worker bee.” She hiccupped again and then stretched out across the entire back seat, singing some made-up song about bees.

      Ari eyed her through the rearview mirror. “There’s no room for Kane in the car.”

      I frowned at him. “Are you guys back to not speaking?”

      I’d asked Kane to come out with us last night, but he’d mumbled some excuse about demons that needed killing and taken off.

      Ari shrugged. “We’d have to be in the same room for that level of interaction. I’m refusing to buy into his issues, so Kane is avoiding me all together.” He pulled up to the curb at Vancouver International Airport. “You ready?”

      I unbuckled my seat belt. “Let’s go with ‘yes.’”

      The good thing about spending the flight knotted up in anxiety at this reunion was that it distracted me from my broken economy seat, my shitty entertainment selection, and the fact that I had to sell a kidney to buy some Pringles and a sandwich.

      I ponied up for the onboard wifi to see if Pierre had gotten the information I’d requested from him. It seemed likely that this demon had struck out at high-level people before Gary. Remembering the course my dad was teaching, I’d wondered if there were cold cases that fit its evil M.O. Other than the spawn possibly being attracted to cockiness, it was a fairly meagre demon profile, but I had to start somewhere and I’d bring a fresh set of eyes to it all.

      Pierre had emailed a PDF that was close to a hundred pages long, filled with a combination of handwritten scanned documents and computer entries. I opened the file, but I was shallow and curious and I drifted over to Instagram instead. My post hadn’t broken the internet, but it had cracked it. I ignored all the requests for details from my “very special friends,” meaning anyone who’d apparently been in the same room with me for more than ten minutes.

      Both #Rova and #Navan were trending on Twitter as possible celebrity names. Reaction over our coupledom was decidedly mixed. While some were happy Rohan had found love again, the nicest of the haters called me a small-town tramp.

      Vancouver wasn’t that small.

      I could have called them out, but why get bitchy when I could get my boyfriend back?

      I settled back against my seat, my knee jittering. As nervous as I was about this trip, I was way more excited to be winging my way to Los Angeles. Somewhere around my fourth hard lemonade last night, I’d had this epiphany about how amazing it was that I was going to get to publicly take my place as Ro’s girlfriend.

      I didn’t want us to exist in the shadows.

      I’d made a serious mistake letting him leave. He needed to remember how good we were together. And he would. It would have been nice had it been our choice, and given the mission, navigating our way to solid ground would not be without its challenges, but we could do it.

      We would do it.

      I’d been proud of my tap accomplishments and proud of how I’d handled becoming Rasha. Why shouldn’t I be proud of my status in this relationship? I was gonna be the chick that tamed Le Mitra. Take that, haters.

      But the best part of all?

      I was gonna be the girl who got to have Ro.
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      He’d sent a driver.

      The driver was very distinguished with silver hair, a chiseled jaw, and warm blue eyes. He had trim gold braid on his cap, white gloves, and the sign he held with my name on it displayed excellent penmanship. Had I been casting the role of driver, he would have been my number one pick, but it wasn’t quite the “Nava runs across the airport in slow motion, jumping into Rohan’s arms and crushing the bouquet he’d brought as he swings her around, lavishing kisses upon her” reception I’d fantasized while dodging fellow travellers.

      Not even close.

      Rohan Liam Mitra was a big fat coward.

      I wrestled the suitcase with the wonky wheel to a stop, managing to run over my own foot in the process.

      “I’m Nava,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Very good. May I take your bags?” The driver relieved me of my two giant suitcases, wheeling them smoothly out the doors of LAX and over to a fancy-ass limo parked at the curb.

      “Rohan sent a limo?” Fine. He was a coward with good taste.

      The driver opened the door for me. “Also his apologies. He meant to be here but there was a last-minute issue with his painters.” Painters? He was renovating? How permanent. “He decided it would be faster for me to get you and then meet him.”

      “Practicality. My favorite quality in a man.” I scrambled into the limo and the driver shut the door, enveloping me in air-conditioned silence. A massive bouquet of multi-colored gerbera daisies tied with a red ribbon lay on the leather seats.

      Guilt flowers. It was a start.

      I pulled out the card, pressing the bouquet to my nose. Welcome to L.A. Nope, he lost points for the generic message, though he gained a few for having a chilled bottle of prosecco and a glass ready for my drinking pleasure. But I was still alone because he’d prioritized some painters over me.

      His boyfriend karma was precariously in the red.

      I took a couple of deep breaths, shaking off my annoyance. I was in Los Angeles. That’s what mattered. Let the convertibles and palm trees commence.

      Yeah, right.

      Highway traffic was pretty much what I’d anticipated, though we bumped pretty hard along stretches of torn-up asphalt, and the trash caught in the scrubby brush along the edges of the highway didn’t scream glamor. Neither did the graffitied off-ramp signs and overpasses. The street names like La Cienega and Hollywood Boulevard were familiar, but since that was only thanks to pop culture storytelling, I was starting to feel like I was on a giant film set, albeit one that didn’t have very good production values.

      This giant urban sprawl was fifty shades of brown. Much like my mood.

      The city wasn’t what I expected once we got off the highway, either. For one thing, there were a lot of strip malls. In fact, there were a lot of low-rise buildings in general. I hadn’t expected so many places that were only one or two floors. It was weird. As were the black traffic lights (versus yellow) and yellow fire hydrants (versus red).

      Where were all the cyclists and pedestrians? Weren’t there supposed to be beautiful people keeping fit? Had TV and movies steered me so wrong? The surrealness of the situation intensified when the limo wound its way into the hills under the Hollywood sign along narrow, twisty streets. The houses followed a palette heavy on coral and sand, but as we climbed higher, there were more hedges and fences and less actual mansions to be seen. No sidewalks anywhere and still no people. Creepy.

      The limo pulled up to a wrought-iron gate set into a long, curved white wall. Tall bushes had been planted for privacy, screening everything from view. The driver got out and spoke into the intercom, then the gates swung slowly open.

      We drove up a wide, tree-lined lane and my jaw fell open. The property was secluded enough that there was no sense of any neighbors and so enormous that it required groundskeepers.

      Groundskeepers! Had I stepped into Downton Abbey? Or, given Rohan’s past, the Playboy Mansion lite? I’d had it in my head that Ro owned some modest place, so either I was wrong or he was deluded.

      The limo pulled to a stop in front of a mid-century mansion, all white and natural stone accents with a flat roof, with nary a Bunny in sight.

      The driver opened the door and offered his hand to me. I sat there, paralyzed. What had I gotten myself into? I’d never seen Rohan in his natural element. Yeah, he was big game, but it hadn’t hit me on a visceral level the way it did now, with the California sunlight winking off two levels of floor-to-ceiling glass. This home had probably been designed by some famous architect and cited in magazines and shit. You know who’d designed my family home? Neither did I, because normal people didn’t know those things.

      “Miss?” The driver prompted me to get out.

      “You’re sure this is Rohan Mitra’s house?” I swung a foot onto the flagstone, waving off his assistance.

      “No. This home belongs to Dev and Maya Mitra.”

      I whipped my legs back inside and slammed the door, making frantic “turn around” motions.

      The door opened once more and Rohan stuck his head in. Gawd, he looked gorgeous. His hair was that slightly-too-long length that curled around his ears and was perfect to thread my fingers into. His brown skin was darker than I’d last seen and made his gold eyes blaze. “Seeing as I’m staying here while Dad is recovering, you getting out, Sparky?”

      I crossed my arms, which worked to both bolster my displeasure and keep me from crawling up his body. I stared straight ahead. “I think not.”

      When he didn’t respond, I glanced over at him. Mistake number one. No, he wasn’t feasting on me, his eyes slightly wild. He was pulling out his tin of candy coated fennel seeds and popping one in his mouth. “You sure?”

      “Guess I can.” I shrugged. “Since I’m here already.”

      I got out of the limo like a goddess descending from on high.

      We didn’t touch, not while Ro collected my bags and brought them into the house, even though the small of his back where his T-shirt pooled would have been an easy target for my hand. And we didn’t touch, not while we thanked the driver and not while Ro shut the front door, his arms cording as he reached it, arms that had held me for entire nights, arms that I kept thinking it was okay to touch and having to stop myself like there was an invisible force field guarding him, exiling me from his space.

      Here we were, in the same place for the first time in a month, and all I could do was stand there like a beggar at a feast.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi.” We both kind of laughed and moved in for a hello kiss which ended with us bumping noses, our lips half on mouths and half on cheeks.

      I squared my shoulders. At least he’d made physical contact. I guess that counted as a win. Had I made a big mistake in coming here without speaking to him first? I’d been positive he’d remember why we fit together so well and that we could work things out, but between the impersonal airport pick-up and this epic awkwardness, I wasn’t so sure.

      He held his arm out against mine. “Look at you, all tanned.”

      “Yeah. Gallery White is my spring look. I like to crank it up to a solid Eggshell for the summer.” I danced out of reach, out of the foyer, and into the huge living room. Might as well stake out the dragon’s lair.

      For all the stark whiteness of the outside, the inside was alive with vibrant color, the coolest of which was this pop art painting of Maya hung over the stone fireplace. I recognized the purple dreads, nose piercing, and those startling gold eyes. “Love it.”

      “Yeah? You’ll be interested in this, then.” He took my hand. The calluses he’d built up from all his guitar playing rubbed like a gentle rasp. I stumbled over my feet, lost in the rush of being once more anchored by his warmth and strength coupled with a tingling anticipation of something about to happen. Hopefully not metaphoric missiles striking and everything safe obliterated.

      I was so focused on the feel of his skin against mine that I didn’t register what Ro had intended until he fisted my shirt in his hands and pushed me up against the wall, his face edging in close to mine. “Miss me?”

      With every molecule. But I didn’t understand his game, his proximity not aligning with the coolness of his words. I took my turn, polite and restrained. “Of course. You?”

      He was unreadable as he studied me.

      My stomach dropped into my toes. He shouldn’t have been so poker-faced. Not after everything we’d been through. His expression should have been tight with anger, slack with relief, or, my personal preference, eyes blazing with hunger because he’d missed me so much.

      There was one possible reason Rohan was so carefully neutral: all he saw when he looked at me was Lilith. And if I was right, we were over before we could even reboot.
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      “Rohan?”

      Ro shook his head sharply as if to clear it, cupping my cheek with his hand. “Can I…?”

      He brushed his lips over mine, and pulled back, his questioning eyes locking onto me.

      My chest felt heart attack victim tight. I should have said no. One of us had to be the grown up and initiate the relationship talk before we gave in to our chemistry.

      As much as I knew that intellectually, my body wasn’t prepared to agree. My treacherous fingers gripped the front of his shirt like a baby with a security blanket.

      Rohan’s nostrils flared at the contact; his tongue darted into the corner of his mouth. He covered my fingers with his. The touch was pulsing, crackling, like an invisible current flowed between us, leveling our jagged edges, burning those immutable hurts and loosening the tangle of thorns we’d become for one electric second.

      I nodded. Barely even a movement.

      Ro’s mouth crashed down on mine. I moaned because everything had gone dark and hot, his kiss fizzing through me. He sucked on my lower lip and my head fell back against the wall, hitting a framed print.

      I twisted sideways so we didn’t knock it down. Nope, not a print. It was one of Maya’s platinum albums. Two minutes in my idol’s house and I was pawing at her son and destroying personal property.

      I squirmed in his grasp. “We can’t do this.”

      Ro kissed down my throat and my good intentions turned into me grabbing him by the belt to press his body flush against mine.

      “We can,” he murmured. “We really, really can.”

      “Your mom will be home soon and me mauling her kid is not the first impression I want to make.”

      “I’m mauling you. But hey, if you want a turn just let me know and we can switch it up.”

      I waved a hand at the walls. “I can’t behave badly in your mom’s house surrounded by her platinum records.”

      “How about surrounded by awkward family photos?” He sucked on my ear and my knees buckled. Ro braced his arm across my back, holding me close. “Because if that does it for you, we’ve got a shitload in the TV room.”

      Yes, obviously, I’d be checking those out, but that wasn’t the point. The fear of meeting Maya while grinding up on her precious son gave me the power to step away.

      That and the fact that while sex had never been our problem, I didn’t want it to be our solution.

      “Stop.”

      Rohan stepped back. He dragged in a breath, his lips swollen, his eyes glazed. He ran a thumb over his lower lip.

      “We need to talk.” I placed my hand on his chest to keep him at arm’s length.

      Ro shot me a look of pure sorrow. “I know.”

      There was a brief pause during which neither of us moved.

      “I want us,” he said, his voice full of misery, “but I don’t know what that means or how to get it.”

      I didn’t visibly flinch, but a gut punch to the soul didn’t have a physical impact. “I’ll call Pierre on my way back to the airport. Tell him to put someone else on the Randall case.”

      I stepped past Rohan, desperate to grab my suitcases and bolt, but he caught my arm.

      “Don’t leave. Please.”

      Words I’d longed to hear that now left a hollow ache in my chest. “I’m sorry for how I made you feel, but I’m not sorry for making the deal and getting your magic back. And I don’t know how to make you forgive me.”

      “I have a problem with forgiveness. I get that.” He released me, but I didn’t move. “Can we take things one day at a time? Try being together like a normal couple?”

      I gave him a wry smile. “While enticing a demon to come after us and throwing our relationship into the spotlight for paparazzi and fans to rip apart?”

      He screwed up his face. “Normal for us? We’re not going to figure this out apart.”

      “True.”

      “So you’ll stay?” His eyes darted across my face.

      If we couldn’t figure this out, losing Rohan would be as horrible as losing my tap dreams. I could cut and run and I’d hurt like hell and drown it out in hot guys in bars like I had before, but if I did that, I’d end up in an even worse place than where I started. And I’d never feel like this again: like everything was impossibly full of potential, like I could gamble and win it all. All I had to do was risk it.

      I willed down the hot, tight panic urging me to flee. “I’ll stay.”

      “Can I kiss you again?”

      I stepped in close to him and tilted my face up to his. “Yes.”

      Rohan tasted like fennel seeds and home, his kiss rushing out to fill every inch of me. We tried to keep it sweet and light, but Ro and I weren’t made for sunshine and honey. Our desire was tinged with shadow and dark cherry.

      He gripped my hips, pulling me up onto my toes. Our tongues tangled and voltage thrummed through my lips under the onslaught of his kiss. My stomach dropped into my toes; it was that first plunge of a coaster, that long, fast slide of black ice.

      Glorious free fall.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, tangling my fingers in his hair and–

      A door slammed.

      I flinched and tried to get down, but Ro clutched my ass, causing me to rub against his hard-on with every step as he walked us down the hallway, and really, how was a girl supposed to resist?

      More importantly, why ever would she want to?

      “Gardener’s van,” he said. “You’ll know when Mom’s here because she clomps up the front stairs. Also, she’s out of town. I sent her and Dad away for a few days.”

      I rocked my hips, a slow grind. “You didn’t think to lead with that?”

      “Seeing you kind of scattered my thoughts.”

      It was a miracle we didn’t break our necks up the stairs, making out like teenagers, our clothes flying and shoes kicked off. There was a precarious moment when we hit the top step and Ro’s pants got tangled in his knees, sending us crashing into the bannister.

      We careened off it, bouncing into Ro’s doorjamb. He laughed, sideways walking us through a doorway, and tossed me on a twin bed.

      I snickered. “This is your old room.”

      It was plastered in superhero posters, except for the place of pride over the bed, which was dominated by a poster of a young Morrissey from The Smiths, prince of emo.

      “Wow. It’s everything I’d hoped for.”

      He spread his arms wide. “I have no secrets from you, baby. No shame.”

      I tracked the sheet music sitting on the bedside table, a pencil thrown over the top but I couldn’t make out any actual lyrics.

      He flipped the pages over, with a mock-stern shake of his head. Rohan’s creative process didn’t allow for other people seeing his work before it was finished.

      “That and you want to get laid on your Batman blanket.” I kept my voice light and teasing, like I wouldn’t have given my right arm to know what that song was about.

      “Fuck, yes.” He climbed onto the bed.

      “In that case.” I crooked a finger at him and he fell on top of me, both of us laughing.

      Suddenly, I winced and jerked sideways.

      “Lilith?” he whispered.

      “You caught my hair.” I moved his arm.

      He rolled off me and onto his side, propping himself on his elbow. “We can wait. For however long it takes to get her out of you.”

      I gave him a sad smile. “You look at me and you see her. You wonder–”

      “No.” His denial was swift and fierce. “When I said that to you on the phone the other night?” He rolled onto his back. “What if the reason she’s trapped in you was because I did something wrong? Because my magic wasn’t strong enough or good enough or I fucked up plain and simple?” His voice cracked with anguish. “And you had to pay the price?”

      Oh, Snowflake.

      I jabbed a finger in his chest hard enough to make him wince. “That guilt you’ve obviously been torturing yourself with?” I snapped my fingers. “Lose it. It’s not your fault.”

      He hesitantly raised his head to look at me. “But–”

      “No. It sucks that it happened, but we’ll figure it out.”

      Now would be a good time for full disclosure about my potential demise and black magic borrowing. It would be a very emotional conversation, with lots of tears. In other words, a real mood killer.

      “Sex isn’t going to wake her.” I reached for the waistband of his boxers, but he stilled my hand.

      “Really.” His voice was hard. Almost as hard as his rigid shoulders.

      I replayed the past ten seconds. Oh. Was he freaking kidding me? I widened my eyes theatrically. “I have a confession to make. I’ve been with someone. The things he does.” I whistled. “Buzzes, vibrates. He can go for hours.”

      Rohan ducked his head. “I didn’t actually think you’d hooked up with anyone else.”

      “Yeah, you did, dummy. But I didn’t.” I swallowed. “Did you?”

      “No.” He unclenched my fists. “You’ve ruined me for all other women.”

      “Good.” I gazed up at him through half-lowered lids. “Then where were we?”

      His tender smile curled filthily and my pulse spiked up. “Turn off your brain.”

      I jutted out my chin. “Why? Because you’re so amazing I don’t need to fantasize?”

      He pressed his hands to his heart. “She actually listens when I speak.”

      “Shut up and fuck me on your Batman blanket, Snowflake.”

      He put his hands together in prayer formation looking heavenward and mouthing, “Thank you.”

      Then he jumped me. My bra was slingshot and left dangling off a guitar.

      Ro broke our kiss long enough to roll me over onto my belly, both of us naked, his hand playing with my clit. I pressed my ass against his erection, rubbing shamelessly against him as his lips against my throat kept time with his busy fingers. His teeth rasped against my spine as he covered me in all his naked glory. And I do mean glory.

      Rohan played my body like a favorite instrument: quickening the tempo on my clit to elicit a moan, scraping his teeth against my skin to pull it hot and tight, rolling his hips slowly to leave me gasping and clutching at the blankets.

      My blood fizzed under my skin. I squirmed, bending one leg to run my instep along his calf. “Ro. Please. I need to taste you.”

      “Since you asked so nicely.” He rolled away from me, my body going cold at the sudden lack of contact. He stretched out on his back, one hand propped behind his head. With the other, he motioned at his erect cock. “Have at it.”

      I sawed my teeth over my bottom lip. I didn’t want polite and bantery. I wanted him to lose his precious control, break down the walls still between us until the idea of being without me was unthinkable.

      “Make me.”

      Ro’s breath hitched, with a growl he tangled his fist in my hair, pushing me down his body.

      I sucked his cock into my mouth, moaning at the musky, salty, utterly male taste of him. My magic hummed through my lips, vibrating up through his erection.

      “Fuuuuck.” He shuddered, his ass bucking off the bed. His fingers tightened on my locks and his eyes were two slits of gold under a dusky sweep of lashes.

      My hair fell forward blanketing out the world, my entire existence reduced to the taste and feel of him. I scraped my nails along his inner thighs, licking down his cock to suck his balls into my mouth. I needed to be overwhelmed by him.

      It was the only way to convince myself this was real.

      He let go of my hair and I glanced up at him. The boy looked wrecked: pupils blown out, hands fisting the blanket, his mouth half-open, swearing under his breath, and canting his hips so I could take more of him.

      “Stop,” he groaned. “I have to fuck you. Now.”

      I gave one last saucy suck, before sliding off his dick. “That can be arranged.”

      “Can it?” He rolled me over, pinning my hands over my head.

      “You got me where you want me, baby. Now what are you gonna do with me?”

      “I can’t hold back. This might be rough. That okay?” His voice was strained.

      I cocked my head. “How rough?” Ro laughed, low and wicked, and I arched up under him. All the yeses to rough. A furious ache built up from Cuntessa, pulsing upward, muscles tightening in its wake. “Bring it.”

      He slid inside me and I sighed. I’d been scared I’d never experience that glorious sensation of Ro filling me again.

      “Yes,” he murmured. He teased Cuntessa with the pad of his thumb in small circles.

      The room was silent except for the slap of skin on skin, our involuntary gasps, and our forceful exhales. It wasn’t tender, it wasn’t sweet, and it wasn’t enough.

      I dug my nails into his ass, pulling him against me. “Harder.”

      Ro stood up, tugging my legs up into a ninety-degree angle and fucked me into the mattress. Hips snapping, he launched into this dirty patter about how every part of me felt on him. Around him. His voice wound me tighter and hotter and his musk and iron scent put me into a heady trance.

      Delicious sparks of pleasure sparkled from Cuntessa all the way into my toes. With every sense, I drank him in, half-blind with lust, my eyes unfocused. I was writhing, the Batman blanket bunching up around me more and more with each thrust and the bed scraping the ground in rhythmic pounding.

      My orgasm hit me with the force of a freight train. Blinding white light filled my vision and sparks crackled off my skin.

      It set Ro off with a hoarse groan, his teeth gritted.

      He collapsed on the bed beside me. “Lilith show up?”

      “I told you, sex wouldn’t wake her.”

      “Yeah, but that was using your piddly toy.” He flexed his biceps, kissing each one in turn. “I’m all man.”

      “How do you live with yourself?”

      He swatted my butt and I laughed, sticking my tongue out at him.

      Much as I was mostly certain all this business with Lilith would be resolved successfully, if I was going to die, at least I could get fucked seven ways to Sunday in the good sense before I bit it. Round two, I was coming for you, but first, a small business matter to attend to.

      I rolled off the bed.

      “Come back.”

      Grabbing my phone, I flopped back down beside him, snuggling into the crook of his arm. “Selfie time.”

      I angled the camera to snap us from the shoulders up since I was too comfy cuddled up naked to bother getting dressed.

      “We look like we’ve been having sex,” he said.

      “Exactly. The perfect photo to launch Operation Unbearable Girlfriend.” I laughed. “Unbearable Girlfriend Hell. Code word: UGH.”

      Ro grudgingly played along until I added stupid hashtags like “#Blessed” and “#UGot2LuvIt” at which point he tried to choke himself.

      “It’s for the mission,” I said. “You know how humble I usually am.”

      He started tickling me and I shrieked, getting tangled up in the covers as I tried to get away. I could have stayed there with him the rest of the day, joking, cuddling, fooling around, and crossing my fingers that we were building the foundation of normal, but his Brotherhood phone rang. Our idyll was over.
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      “Cisco, hey man. What’s up?” Rohan said.

      I got dressed so as not to prance naked through the house when I retrieved my suitcases.

      Ro held up a finger for me to wait. “Yeah. She’s here.”

      He winced, holding the phone away from his ears as a group of men whooped, calling out my name and for me to hurry up and come meet them.

      “Got a sister?” one of them yelled.

      “Brother,” I said.

      A bunch of “ooohs,” and a “Bastijn, you’re in luck.”

      “Kane? No?” Ro asked me over the good-natured ribbing bellowing out of the phone.

      I shrugged and took the phone away from Rohan. “Boys, I’m flattered. We’ll be there in a bit, so pretty up for me.”

      “Don’t you have to pretty up for us?” another asked.

      “There’s one of me, and?” I threw a questioning glance at Ro and he held up five fingers. “Five of you. The odds are not in your favor.”

      Ro took the phone back. “Don’t mess with my girl, Cisco. She’ll own you.” He laughed, told the Rasha he was speaking with to ‘fuck off,’ and hung up.

      “I need a shower first.” I looked around the room at the twin-size bed and bookshelves packed with albums in trepidation. “Uh, am I supposed to stay here with you?”

      “We’re staying in one of the guest bungalows out back. More privacy.”

      “Not a pull-out couch. Not even a spare room. Entire bungalows. Plural.”

      “Mom had them built for musicians to stay in residence while they were recording. There are only three.”

      I patted his cheek. “It’s good I showed up when I did, because you are clearly in need of re-connecting with how the little people live.”

      “You’re a regular humanitarian.”

      “My compassion should be a model to all. A walking mitzvah. Where are my suitcases? I’ll freshen up, we’ll go meet the others, and then I want to pay a visit to Gary Randall.”

      “Billie put them in the bungalow already. Yes. We have a full-time housekeeper.”

      I mimed zipping my lips and waited for Ro to take a quick shower, after which he gave me a brief tour of the house.

      There were a modest five bedrooms upstairs, each with their own bathroom that was spa quality. Maya’s room was by far, the most shocking. The woman embodied rock-and-roll, yet her bedroom was pure old Hollywood glam, from its cream walls to the French vintage bed frame, its headboard and footboard upholstered in soft pink. A crystal chandelier hung over an art deco vanity table which held an assortment of glass perfume bottles and silver-handled make-up brushes.

      I clapped my hands. “It’s so girly. I love it.”

      Other than the colorful living room that I’d already seen on the main floor, there was a formal dining room with a table that could easily seat twenty whose top was a solid slab of wood, a kitchen that a professional chef would weep over, and the TV room, though there was no sign of these supposed awkward photos. There was, however, more comfortable seating than in V.I.P. movie theatres with higher quality screening equipment.

      I sat in one of the leather recliners and pressed every button on the console, beaming when I was rewarded with heat and vibration. “Show me the bell pull to summon the butler and I may never leave.”

      “Mom got rid of that when she renovated ten years ago.” I couldn’t tell if he was joking. “Press that.” He leaned over and indicated a green button next to a tiny speaker.

      “We’ll return to this later. Right now, I want to see those photos you promised me.”

      “They’re in the TV room.”

      I looked from the giant white screen to the mounted projector. “This isn’t it?”

      “This is the screening room.”

      “Uh-huh.” At this point, I expected the TV room to come complete with a stable of A-list celebrities to personally act out their filmographies for my viewing pleasure, so I was highly relieved to find a couple of beat-up couches, a normal flat screen TV, magazines and newspapers tossed on the coffee table, and family photos covering one wall.

      I pretended to wipe a tear from my eye at the photo of a very young Rohan, maybe five or six, in a one-piece green spandex leotard, his hair in a mullet, and his two front teeth nowhere to be seen, standing in front of this cheesy solar system photo backdrop.

      “There’s just so much to unpack here, I don’t know where to dive in.”

      “I was an asteroid in the school play.”

      “You were something. This is truly the greatest gift I’ve ever received.”

      “I’m adorable,” he said.

      “We’ve discussed this. You need to stop reading your fan boards. They’re severely biased and not leading you anywhere good.”

      Ro tugged on my arm. “Enough. You’ve hit your blackmail quota for the day.”

      “Sweet deluded boy. You didn’t honestly think you could show this to me and not have it be an ongoing topic of conversation, did you?”

      I moved through the rest of the photos, some truly hilarious like an adolescent Ro, all goth attitude, others genuinely sweet, capturing Ro’s life with his parents on beaches, at Disneyland, and in the studio with Maya. Even at his most teen emo, he was always smiling when he was with his mom and dad. Some might consider that nerdy. Not me.

      The mid-afternoon heat scorched my skin as he led me outside. Not through a door. Please. Nothing so pedestrian. We stepped past the billowing sheer white curtains in the living room, and presto chango, we’d gone from inside to outside, thanks to the retractable wall.

      Shielding my eyes with one hand against the glare, I looked from the sparkling blue pool and connecting hot tub with, oh yes, a waterfall, to the enormous stainless steel grill and the teak loungers with striped cushions arrayed in groups on the pool deck, and wondered if his parents cared to adopt me.

      The charming yellow adobe bungalows with red tiled roofs were situated down a short path lined with spiky cacti and carefully raked rocks.

      Ro stopped in front of the closest–and smallest–one. “I hope you like it.”

      It was cozy but bright, with a good flow from the living room to the open kitchen. Black leather bar stools were pushed up to the counter, while the long exterior wall was wallpapered in this 1970s-inspired, trippy purple iridescent pattern that should have been horrendous but was edgy and rock-and-roll. Kane could learn a thing or two from it.

      There were fun touches like a beanbag chair with a space-age vibe, a Magic 8 Ball on the shelf which I may have squealed at, and a framed colorful painting consisting of geometric shapes, almost like a child had done it.

      Hang on. I marched across the room and peered at the signature.

      “This is a Kandinsky. A real Kandinsky. I saw his stuff in the Pompidou in Paris.”

      Ro jammed his hands in the pockets of his board shorts and rocked back on his bare heels. “Admittedly, this may be on a bit of a different scale from most people’s homes.”

      “Stop talking. You’re embarrassing yourself, Mr. One Percent. Prove you can get your hands dirty with the rest of us peasants and unpack my suitcases.” They were visible through the bedroom doorway, sitting neatly in the corner.

      “Billie would have done that already.” He gave me his best innocent smile. “I can help you shower.”

      I only declined his offer because we’d never make it out of here otherwise, and stepped into the bedroom to grab the outfit I’d brought especially to meet my fellow Rasha. Not only was everything neatly folded, Billie had ironed a few key pieces before hanging them up.

      I poked my head out the door. “Do your parents want to adopt me?”

      “Incest is frowned upon in my family.”

      I scrunched up my face. “Billie ironed. I mean… I do have a really good vibrator.”

      Ro whipped a pillow at me. I shrieked, ducked, and went to take my shower.

      All was well for the first couple of minutes but partway through shampooing my hair, my energy leached out of me. I slid onto the river rock shower floor and pulled my knees into my chest, letting the hot spray beat down on me. My skin felt itchy and ill-fitting. Everything seemed stuck in slug mode, from the water condensation streaking the walls, to the flat white noise of the spray, like the world had lost thirty percent of sound, motion, and color.

      I guess lack of a good night’s sleep, our emotionally-charged reunion, the sex, and gearing up to go meet new Rasha in potentially hostile territory had taken more out of me than I realized.

      A couple of wisps had leaked out of Lilith’s magic box since Esther had checked me out. Even in my inward-seeing magic vision, they were barely evident: fine, short, black threads drifting inside me.

      My own magic presented as a spiderweb, stretching out from the crown of my head to my toes, and I mentally tied these threads into the heart of it, letting them fuse and evaporate, giving me an energy boost. Evil Willow may have been my favorite character on Buffy, but jonesing for dark magic to the point of destroying the world wasn’t a life goal.

      Holding my own at my first visit to the L.A. chapter, was.

      Re-energized, I pushed to my feet and finished my shower.

      Ro was waiting with a giant fluffy towel to wrap me in but I shooed him away so I could get dressed.

      My fitted black crop top had hot pink glittery letters saying “Punches like a girl. Kicks your ass.” I’d paired it with black hip hugger cargo pants that were cut off mid-calf. Thanks to a ton of gel, I’d achieved a sleek ponytail. I dusted gold eye shadow over my lids, with minimal mascara, all the better to let my red lips pop, and cat-walked into the living room in my black Doc Martins. “As the first female Rasha, am I appropriately representing?”

      I got a thumbs-up and more kisses so I took that as a yes, and then it was out to his ’67 Shelby Mustang that he’d had shipped back to Los Angeles. The two-door vintage muscle car had been freshly washed, midnight blue finish and white racing stripe glinting in the daylight.

      “I hate to admit it, but I missed her.”

      Ro snickered. “You gave Shelby gender. I’ve broken you.”

      “Yes. You win. Mazel tov.” I sank onto the passenger seat cooing, “You can’t wait for me to drive you again, can you, baby?”

      “Let’s not get crazy.” Ro reached across me to his glove compartment and handed me a flyer for a fundraiser for an international children’s charity working with kids in Third World countries.

      “Is this our debut as Navan?” I said. Ro scowled at me. “You prefer Rova? I can live with Rova.”

      “I prefer no stupid couple name.”

      “Celebrity couples get names and you count.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Deal with it.” There were a bunch of performers supporting this event. That meant press and probably fans. “Go big or go home. You’re going to have to take me shopping, Sugar Daddy.”

      “Why? Want to look your best for Zack?” Rohan turned the key and the Shelby purred to life. He shifted gears, his bicep flexing, and roared down the driveway.

      I looked at the paper again and squealed. “Zack is hosting this? You’re letting me meet Zack?!”

      “I’m letting you be in a room in which Zack will also be. Whether or not you actually get to meet him remains to be seen.”

      “Maybe he’ll autograph my fanfic binder.”

      “You are not to discuss your adolescent sexual fantasies of the dude.”

      “Little bit, yeah, I am.”

      We kept the windows down and the music loud. At my request, Ro took a circuitous route along the Sunset Strip. The West Hollywood end of it was pretty swanky, with lots of boutiques and restaurants. Billboards advertising TV shows, movies, and concerts that I’d never heard of were everywhere. Sunset got less intense the farther along we drove. There were entire blocks where I could forget this was the entertainment capital. I even got the occasional glimpse of old Los Angeles with 1950s neon motel signs before Ro swung us back on the highway.

      Any time he wasn’t changing gear, he was touching me, his hand resting on my thigh, cupping the back of my neck, absently caressing my cheek. Keeping us connected.

      I rolled down the window and turned up the music. “Going to Demon Club in the City of Angels. Ironic.”

      “Where do you think the Fallen Angels name originated? Go back. I like that song.”

      Making a face, I hit the button to return to the previous station playing the jangly indie guitar band song.

      “You’d like this album,” Ro said. “It’s called ‘Lolita Nation.’”

      I gave him a tight smile and shifted in my seat to look at him. “So,” I said casually, “from the interview you did it sounds like Ascending is coming together.”

      He made a frustrated sound, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “I have to release the tracks on September 27.”

      “Why? Are you under contract?”

      “Something like that.” He drove another block before he spoke again. “I finally believe that Asha wouldn’t have wanted me to quit music, just be happy without losing myself to the industry, but I can’t get back to where I was creatively.”

      I scrolled through the myriad of satellite radio choices. “You haven’t forgiven yourself yet.”

      Ro braked at a light. He drummed his fingers on the wheel. “Maybe I can’t until I find Asha’s killer. Avenge her.”

      “You need to forgive yourself regardless because if you don’t, you won’t be able to move forward in all areas of your life.”

      Rohan was silent for a long time, during which I stared resolutely out the passenger window so he couldn’t see me biting my bottom lip.

      “Maybe,” he finally said.

      We crossed over a bridge.

      “What’s that?” I said, pointing out the window.

      The thing was tall. It was skinny. It had fronds. It was not a tree.

      “A cell tower doctored to look like a palm tree.”

      “Your hometown is weird, Snowflake.”

      The Arts District where the L.A. chapter was located was a mash up of reclaimed brick warehouses, trendy cafés, hip galleries, and works yards.

      I climbed out of the car. “Look. Pedestrians! And cyclists!”

      Cyclist, singular, but good to know there was at least one.

      I stared at the ground for most of our walk along Mateo Street, Ro guiding me by my elbow, because there was all this great art stamped on the sidewalk, like “Wake the Fuck Up” or the “I Heart L.A.” where the “I” was represented by a silhouette of a man standing and working on a laptop.

      Passing a café with a profusion of planters out front, we turned down a side street and there it was. Demon Club La La Land was a two-story, brown brick building with arched windows and accent tiles in a deco wave pattern that occupied an entire block. Cameras encased in plastic bubbles monitored the exterior–discreetly–while a tasteful plaque next to the front door read “David Security International.”

      Rohan hit the buzzer and the front door unlatched.

      I braced myself and stepped inside to a reception area with warm inset lighting, original brickwork, and white and steel furniture. The DSI logo was stamped on the concrete wall behind the reception desk.

      The angular woman about my mom’s age manning the desk smiled at Rohan, then held out her hand to me. “You must be Nava. A pleasure to finally meet you. I’m Helen.”

      We shook. “Nice to meet you, too.”

      “Helen manages DSI and our unruly bunch,” Rohan said. “Los Angeles is the world headquarters of the security part of our organization.”

      “Usually you’ll find me in the back,” Helen said, “but Louis, our receptionist, had a final exam today. I expect Rohan is going to give you the grand tour, but if you’re hungry there’s a fully stocked kitchen upstairs.”

      I thanked her and followed Ro through the single door to her left.

      “This floor holds everything DSI needs,” he said. “Offices, conference room. They do double duty for the Brotherhood.”

      This part of the warehouse looked exactly like an international security firm should with its corporate veneer and various workstations. Rohan nodded at a few people, men and women both, as we passed. None of them seemed particularly interested in me.

      “Not Rasha?” I said.

      “The DSI support staff are Rasha-affiliated.” Ah. They had family members that were Rasha or rabbis. “Some of our training rooms are also down here.”

      Ro slapped his hand on a sensor and a door swung open revealing a smallish indoor track.

      “Running? Really? Exactly how much have you forgotten about me this past month?”

      Rohan booped me on the nose. “Thought you might want to say hi.”

      A lone Rasha stood in the middle of the track in bare feet, a black Henley, and board shorts, his back to me.

      “Treeeee Truuunk!” I ran for Baruch and jumped on his back, pressing a loud kiss to the side of his head while pretending to dry hump him, and that’s when I saw the unfamiliar man.

      Kippah wearing, no Rasha ring, fit but “gym fit,” not killing-demons fit. Like he’d calculated the exact number of reps to get his lightly muscled physique, the perfect match to his tan, but not-overtly-so skin. This had to be the rabbi that ran this chapter.

      I slid off Tree Trunk, he of the Zen expressions, whose twinkle of amusement could be construed as outright hysterical laughter, steeling myself for the rabbi’s disapproval.

      “Nava, hi.” The rabbi extended a hand for me to shake. This was such unexpected behavior that I gaped until Baruch cleared his throat. “I’m Rabbi Wahl. Welcome to Los Angeles.”

      Everything about the rabbi was polished, from his business casual wear which projected a laid-back vibe of Mr. Reformed-Modern-Times-Jew, to his buffed nails. Overall, he presented the ideal snapshot of a shiny, attractive man who could have advertised modern California life.

      “Thanks.” I discreetly wiped my palm on the back of my cargo pants, positive he’d exuded an oily residue. “Happy to be here.”

      The rabbi made some small talk, offering up some sights I should take in if I had the chance. I kept my smile on my face, trying not to be distracted by the fact that I was hearing creepy clown music and imagining him offering cotton candy, all with that used car salesman smile of his.

      Baruch and Rohan chatted with him so familiarly that they were a breath away from breaking out a guitar and rocking out together to “This Land is Your Land.”

      Were my instincts that wrong?

      One more welcoming statement and the rabbi excused himself.

      I raised my eyebrows at Ro in question.

      He shook his head. “Keep your guard up around him.”

      “And the hand sanitizer close. So, Tree Trunk,” I said brightly. “How’s life? How was Ms. Clara’s visit last month? How come you’re in Los Angeles? How much did you miss me?”

      “Where’s the recording you made of Ilya’s confession?” Baruch packed a lot of displeasure into those eye blinks of his.

      “Your absolute disinterest in any type of small talk is one of your most charming traits. Also, a very specific question for someone whom I haven’t told anything to yet.”

      Baruch snapped an elastic off his wrist, tying back his shoulder-length black hair. He still looked like a surfer Special Ops. “Another thing to discuss,” he growled.

      Was Tree Trunk genuinely mad at me? Had my mentor become my enemy?

      “Nava!” Two unfamiliar men poured through the door.

      Baruch’s expression didn’t soften and the newcomers obviously had some kind of expectations around me. All this on top of today’s already ragged emotional journey. I wanted to back into a corner and take a freaking minute to regroup.

      Instead, I waved a hand at them, a teasing smile firmly in place. “Relax, boys. There’s more than enough of me to go around.”

      Rohan snorted, the men swept me away, and my talk with Baruch was thankfully put on hold. For now.
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      These two dudes were a riot. First to introduce himself was the cocky, Native American Cisco with the chiseled cheekbones and short ponytail, the oldest of the L.A. group in his early thirties. Then there was wisecracking Danilo from the Philippines, totally tatted up with a shaved head and built like an MMA fighter.

      As they toured me around upstairs, the men peppered me with questions: which demons had been hardest to kill, what my first gig as lead Rasha had been, and what I’d been doing when my power manifested.

      Cisco was bent double over the kitchen counter, howling with laughter at my hand job story, while Danilo rooted through the fridge proclaiming that we were going to need more beer.

      “Chama, you’re going to fit in fine with this bunch,” said a male voice with a Spanish accent. A dark-skinned man in jeans with ragged hems lounged against the doorframe, his black curls damp against his scalp. His startlingly green eyes were alight with amusement as he looked over the room.

      “Thank you?” I said.

      Rohan barked a laugh.

      Cisco straightened, wiping a tear from his eyes and pointed at the newcomer. “Bastijn, if Nava’s brother is anything like her, you’ll want to move in on that fast.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Yeah. Sorry. He’s not exactly single.”

      “Isn’t that always the way?” Bastijn grabbed a beer from Danilo’s hand.

      I tried not to track his ass, but damn, was it tight.

      “Where’s Zander?” Danilo asked.

      Bastijn mimed smoking a joint.

      Cisco and Rohan shared a concerned look, then Cisco suggested we move our party to the living room.

      Unlike in Vancouver, only Zander and Danilo lived here. The others had their own places. Considering this floor looked like a giant mancave, I was thrilled I’d landed a spot in the bungalow.

      We settled in and the guys asked me more questions, but from the darting glances they kept shooting at the door, I only had half their attention.

      I was about to suggest that we wrap this visit up and go see Gary Randall when Cisco clapped his hands. “Enough small talk. Give up the goods on Ro’s sexual prowess. Is he as good as he posts on his fan boards?”

      I grinned and took another handful of chips from the snacks they’d set out for my interrogation.

      “Coño. For a guy who claims to be straight, you’re awfully fascinated with Ro’s dick,” Bastijn said.

      “Exactly what I keep saying.” Ro had seated me on his lap, idly playing with my hair. I snuggled back against him.

      “For a guy who claims to be gay, you’re awfully uninterested in Ro’s dick,” Cisco fired back at Bastijn.

      “Also, exactly what I keep saying.” Ro stole my last chip.

      I smelled Zander before I saw him: a total surfer dude about my age with shaggy blond hair and red-rimmed eyes, reeking of pot.

      “Hey man,” Danilo said. “You good?”

      Zander blinked twice at him, like he needed the time to process Danilo’s words. “Yeah. Seen Ethan?” He had that Southern Cali drawl, way more pronounced than Ro’s.

      “He’ll be here soon,” Cisco said.

      Zander nodded and shuffled away.

      Bastijn watched him leave, frowning. “It’s out of control and he won’t talk about it.”

      “We’re gonna have to force the issue,” Cisco said. “He can’t keep this shit up.”

      The men fell into a contemplative silence.

      Gary could wait a bit longer. In order to buy Ro some time to speak with his friends, I stood up, brushing chip dust from my shirt. “More beer, anyone?”

      Danilo asked me to bring another couple of six-packs from the fridge.

      I made a note to ask Ro if any of them were aligned with Mandelbaum, though unlike with Rabbi Wahl, I didn’t get any bad vibes off them. Team Mandelbaum radar, though useful, was not yet a skill set I’d nailed, unlike my stellar gaydar.

      I rooted through the fridge, choosing one six-pack of pale ale and one of Guinness, and popped the tab on one of the lighter beers.

      A black-and-white blur smashed into the white cupboard next to me.

      “Shit!” I jerked, splashing beer at my feet. I grabbed some paper towels to mop it up.

      “You’re a girl.” A very young, Asian Harry Potter lookalike in a grubby Batman sweatshirt scooped up his soccer ball, tucking it under his arm as he regarded me gravely.

      “Yup. I’m also Rasha.”

      The Kindergartner sucked on his top lip as he digested this.

      I dumped the soggy clump of toweling paper in the trash. “Are you an initiate?” He nodded. “I’m Nava. What’s your name?”

      “Benjy.”

      I shook his pudgy hand while he stared at me with the fascination usually reserved for meeting an alien species.

      “You’re the first initiate I’ve met since I became Rasha,” I said, “so I’m very pleased to meet you.”

      All Brotherhood members in Western Canada, whether initiate, hunter, or rabbi, came through my Vancouver chapter. I’d been warned that sometimes we might have a handful of initiates training and studying for years or go months at a time without anyone there.

      It was weird and cool to meet a mini Rasha-to-be.

      The kid continued to stare at me.

      “You like Batman?” I asked, motioning at his shirt, and wondering if he and Ro had bonded.

      Not a big talker but he’d perfected his “d’uh” look. “I’m gonna be like Batman one day,” he said. “Helping people.” His eyes lit up. “Like Rohan.”

      Yup. They’d bonded.

      “Do you know him?” he asked.

      “He’s my boyfriend.”

      Benjy scrunched up his face in universal little boy “ick.” Whoops. I’d lost Ro some cred. “Are you going to be here long?”

      “Not sure.” I picked up my beer, cradling the other unopened cans.

      He gave a long-suffering sigh. “Okay.”

      Speak of the devil. Ro poked his head in the door. “We have an email from Orwell.”

      “Rohan, I printed all my letters properly.” Benjy held out his hand.

      Ro scratched his chin. “I dunno. Which way does the small ‘d’ face?”

      “Round part goes left of the stick.”

      “Good job.” He pulled out a tub of sour keys from a cupboard and dropped two into Benjy’s hand. The kid immediately sucked one into his mouth, thanking Ro through a mouthful of candy.

      Danilo called out for Benjy to hurry up because his dad was double-parked outside.

      “See you soon?” I said.

      “Uh-huh.” He turned to Ro with an expectant look.

      Ro crouched down to his level and fist-bumped him. Two dark heads bent in towards each other in total focus.

      “R-E-S,” he began.

      “P-E-C-T,” Benjy finished.

      Ro mussed up his hair. “All right, little dude. Be good.”

      Benjy nodded and flung his soccer ball out the door, running into the hallway after it.

      “You okay?” Ro said. “You look weird.”

      Just unclenching my ovaries. “Cute kid.”

      I dropped the beers off for the rest of the guys and followed Rohan into a computer room, equipped with a couple of laptops and printers. One of the printers was chugging pages out.

      “What’s with this doc they sent?” Ro asked.

      I explained about cross-referencing these incidents with Gary’s to form a profile and narrow down which potential demon we were dealing with. Pierre had already sent me one batch of cold cases and these were the last ones he’d found.

      Rohan straightened some pages before they slipped off the printed stack. “Good idea.”

      “You know it.” I held my beer up in cheers. “Wait! Selfie!”

      “Jesus,” he groaned.

      I handed him a beer. “Okay. Clink. Again. Yeah, that did it. Now one for us and not the public.”

      We clinked cans…

      …and were rocked off our feet.

      Foamy liquid sprayed like blood across the white wall.

      We bolted from the room and sprinted down the stairs. It took us less than a minute to get there, but all was already chaos and bloodshed.

      And screaming. I’ll never forget the sounds of Helen’s keening. I peered over a desk to see what had set her off and gagged. It was a blackened lump, an adult burned past all recognition.

      My heart clawed its way up my throat. “Benjy!”

      I ran to Helen and tripped. Over another burned body, this one recognizable from his blond hair. Zander. I stumbled to my feet, trying not to hyperventilate. “Helen. Please. Where’s Benjy?”

      She’d pressed her fist to her stomach, rocking with low cries.

      I threw an arm around her. “Ro!”

      He couldn’t hear me over Helen and the panicking DSI support staff, who he was trying to herd to the front foyer.

      Danilo grabbed my arm. “Benjy’s safe. I helped him into his dad’s car five minutes ago.”

      I pressed a hand to my thundering heart. “Help me with her?”

      “The rabbi,” Helen sobbed. “He killed him.”

      Before I could ask who, Baruch crashed into our room through an enormous, jagged hole in the wall that had not been part of the decor when I’d first arrived. It would have been comical, had he, Cisco, and Bastijn not been battling a flaming creature.

      “Turn it off, Ethan,” Baruch growled.

      Not a creature. A man.

      A Rasha.

      Baruch wailed on him with a flurry of punches, ignoring the burns to his skin, but his super strength didn’t even slow Ethan down. Neither did smashing his fist into Ethan’s nose. Ethan’s head jolted sideways, blood spraying out in an arc, but he kept grappling.

      I held up my hand against the splattering drops.

      Helen’s head lolled back like she was about to faint.

      “Stay with me,” I said.

      Danilo and I ushered her toward the front door. I kept one arm slung around her, rubbing her back as she sobbed into my chest.

      Cisco flexed his fingers and the cement under his feet cracked. Vines slithered up, tiny at first, but growing into fat ropes in the seconds they took to wrap around Ethan’s legs and bring him crashing down.

      Ethan flared brighter. Bastijn squatted down and touched the bare earth that Cisco had exposed. The floor rumbled.

      Danilo and I each seized one of Helen’s arms and ran as dirt geysered up, burying Ethan’s body. Smothering the fire.

      In all the video games I’d played or watched Ari play growing up, earth was weak to fire. It burned. But now I saw how wrong that was. Plants burned, but earth suffocated. The still-visible flames on Ethan’s head flickered and died under an avalanche of soil and stone.

      There was a collective sigh of relief, then Cisco stepped forward. “Listen, man–”

      Eyes rolling back in his head, Ethan bucked so hard that a bone broke with a sharp snap. Dirt trickled off his half-exposed body.

      Helen fainted. I’d lost my hold on her because I was shaking violently.

      Rohan ran in from the front foyer. “Everyone is outside…” Ro charged a half-dozen steps in my direction, then stopped. He kept a careful eye on me, but didn’t treat me any differently from the other Rasha who’d been in the room.

      I appreciated that, willing down my trembling with a steely control.

      “What the fuck?” Danilo pressed a soot-streaked fingertip to his scorched side and hissed.

      Cisco had lost a shoe somehow, staring at his sock like he couldn’t compute its existence. “Ethan went rogue.”

      A pulsing throb started up at the nape of my neck. My skin prickled from head-to-toe, like it had shrunk in the wash.

      “He killed Rabbi Wahl,” Bastijn said, his gaze hollow. He checked Helen’s pulse. “Zander, too.”

      “We’re sure that was actually Ethan and not a demon?” Cisco said.

      “Were the wards breached?” Ro said.

      The pulsing ran down into my shoulder and along my arm. I turned my palm over, drawn by the smear of Ethan’s blood along one side.

      “I’ll check,” Baruch said. “What about the rest of the staff? Bystanders? Do we need to set up some kind of perimeter? Deal with a possible police presence?”

      “From outside there was no sign of anything odd happening,” Danilo said.

      “Most of the staff hadn’t actually seen anything because it all went down so fast,” Rohan said. “I sent the calm ones home and the others I put in a taxi to Dr. Ramirez. He’ll take care of them.”

      The room went hazy and gauzy, the only clear image Ethan’s blood on my skin. I sniffed my palm. Yesssssss.

      I touched my tongue to it and stiffened, an electric jolt snapping through me.

      Eww. No. I wasn’t some weird vamp wannabe.

      I flicked my tongue against it again. Just the tip.

      Then a longer lick, its taste as intoxicating as the finest wine.

      Ro strong-armed me, muscling me toward the stairs. He shielded me from the others, whom I could only see through a milky cloud tinged at the edges with red. His mouth was working but I couldn’t hear him, deafened by the slow glug of my heart.

      Tick tock.

      The beat of my heart.

      Blood to rule the might.

      Ethan’s blood.

      Freezing water sluiced over my head. I blinked, shaking like a wet dog, and jerked my head out from under the bathtub tap, sputtering.

      Ro held himself in check, his mouth a flat line. “You said Lilith wasn’t controlling you.”

      “She’s not.”

      “I was calling you for twenty minutes. Smacking your cheek. Pinching you. You didn’t react. And that was after your eyes had gone cloudy and you stiffened up like a board. We barely got out of the room in time.” A muscle jumped in the hard set of his jaw.

      I sank down against the white floor tiles, my back against the tub. Water ran from my hair down under the neck of my shirt. “Snowflake, I’m fine. I promise you she’s not awake.”

      “You might not know. And if I’m talking to Lilith right now, she’s hardly going to admit to running the show.” Ro wrenched off the cold water with such force I half expected the tap to snap off. He’d probably broken about seven California bylaws letting it run that long.

      Ro’s guilt wasn’t going to ease up if I explained exactly what was going on, and he wasn’t going to get any less angry at me, but how could I hope for us to move forward if I left him in the dark?

      Full disclosure sucked, but not having Rohan in my corner was worse. I nudged the bathroom door shut with my foot, and using my shirt to blot myself dry, told him about the lamia, drawing on Lilith’s leaking magic, and my looming one-month deadline before she broke free. I did it as quickly and succinctly as I could, praying that our fragile re-connection held.

      Ro had gone full-body knifeman by the end of my story, gauging deep slashes into the bathroom floor tile, his fingers tensed like claws.

      “The black magic called to me downstairs,” I said. “Not like ‘come to the dark side’ or anything, more in recognition.”

      “Because it’s part of you!”

      “Let’s not overreact. Is Lilith shitting her magic into my body? Yes. But I’m hardly the Wicked Witch of the West.”

      “You are literally using dark magic. It kills people.” He yanked his blades out of the floor, retracting them with visible effort. “One month.”

      Even after our time apart and our choppy emotional waters, it seemed I still couldn’t handle Rohan being in pain. I was the one at risk, and all I wanted to do was soothe his hurt. I patted his leg.

      “The witches are working on it and meantime, absorbing it like I am may be the best course of action. I’ve become my own magic purification system.”

      He scrubbed a bladeless hand over his face. “You’re acting like you’ve solved it, but you’re just hoping for the best.”

      “Is letting the magic float around inside me the better option?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Neither do I. Neither does Esther. We’re in unchartered territory here. The fact of the matter is that the dark magic is inside me and I can’t just sit here and do nothing.” I’d lived my life feeling helpless and at the mercy of the universe’s cruel whims for too many years. Fuck that.

      “And what if you hasten along your death because you’re messing with things you don’t understand? Or you hurt some innocent person because this dark magic has totally screwed with your ability to see right from wrong anymore and you think you’re infallible?”

      Caring a little less about his feelings right now. “My moral center is intact. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Addiction and fucking up because you think you know best?” He barked a harsh laugh. “Yeah, sweetheart, I do. I also know exactly how easy it is to pull the wool over the eyes of the people closest to you.”

      Rohan had lived that path and it had cost him Asha. Much as I wanted to wrap my anger around me in a cloak of self-righteousness, I appreciated that this situation had to be a living hell for him and I refused to flashback him into the worst time in his life.

      I pushed to my feet. “I’m doing what instinctively feels right, and I’m being open and honest with the people I trust to watch my back on this. But I can’t swear that the magic won’t tip me into a bad place. And I understand if you can’t be around that. I really do.”

      There were only a few feet between me and the door. If I blinked my eyes really fast and moved right now, I could get out of here with my dignity intact.

      “Jesus, Nava. Did I say that?” He stood up and wrapped me in his arms, holding me with his cheek pressed to mine, until the tension left my body, and his racing heartbeat slowed. “You can’t drop this on me and then expect me to roll with it. I want to destroy her. I can’t…” He swore under his breath, his arms tightening around me.

      “You won’t have to put me down like a rabid dog.”

      Rohan gave a pained laugh. “Don’t you dare joke right now.”

      I smiled against his neck.

      “Lilith can’t have you, okay?”

      “Okay.” And in that moment, surrounded and secure in the arms of the person I cared so much about, it was.

      We sat side-by-side on the edge of the tub, Ro holding tight to my hand. “What happened downstairs?” he said.

      “Ethan.”

      “What about him?”

      “He didn’t go postal. He was bound. Just like the demons. Dark magic. ‘Blood to rule the might.’”

      “Ethan’s blood. What did you learn?”

      “The recognition. Right. I was able to put my understanding in context because of the first part of the zizu prophecy.”

      Rohan mimed wiping his brow. “Oh, good. Wouldn’t have wanted that creepshow to fade into obscurity.”

      “Ro.” I kissed his knuckles.

      He sighed, but looked at me. “The attack. Was it Sienna’s doing?”

      “I couldn’t tell, but I’m gonna go with yes. The wards weren’t tampered with, were they?”

      “No.”

      “How’s Helen?” I said.

      “Danilo took her to Dr. Ramirez as well.”

      “What happened? Because that was a shit show.”

      “From what we could piece together,” he said, “Ethan asked to speak with Wahl and Zander, then soon as they were in the same room, fried them. Didn’t care who saw. That’s when Baruch broke through a wall to tackle him and pull him away from everyone else, and you were there for the rest.”

      “Why those three?”

      Ro shrugged, his expression tight with frustration. “You want to go back to the bungalow and get cleaned up? There’s not anything more we can do here.”

      “Yeah, but one other thing. When I–” I coughed, but it was reflex, not the magic silencing I’d experienced up until now. “The first time I met Lilith, she’d asked for permission to experience a memory. There wasn’t blood exchange involved and I gave my consent, but once it had started, I couldn’t have stopped it or refused her taking as much as she wanted off that memory. Whatever Sienna did to compel Ethan, there’s no chance he could have fought it.”

      I was actually able to articulate details of my interaction with Lilith. What if drawing on her magic was allowing me to regain control of my words, my body, my life?

      “The others need to know that,” I said, “but I’m not sure how to tell them without sharing all the backstory. I’m sorry, Ro. I don’t know who to trust here.”

      Ro stood up. “I don’t either. We’ll clear Ethan’s name somehow. We’ve been friends for years. He’s a solid guy. No way he went rogue.” He extended a hand and pulled me up. “Meantime, the first order of business is to figure out why Sienna used Ethan to go after those two.”

      “No,” Baruch said, having eased the door open and stepped inside. “The first order of business is: who’s Lilith?” He crossed his arms, puffing up his chest and pretty much obliterating any view of the hallway behind him. “And why is there a zizu prophecy helping you understand dark magic?”

      Ro hadn’t shared the entire story with Baruch, and the big, unhappy man didn’t let us go until he was satisfied that he’d wrung every last detail from us. Including what would happen in a month if I was lucky, and sooner if I wasn’t.

      Tree Trunk had gone Nava Red.

      I bounced nervously on my toes. “Baruch?”

      He stood there, scarily still and scarily silent, but the most terrifying part was his blinking that gave away nothing.

      I tugged on Rohan’s sleeve, my eyes anxiously darting to Baruch.

      Ro squeezed my arm in reassurance, then stepped forward, partially shielding me, and clapped Baruch on the shoulder.

      “Mandelbaum has extra tzitzit,” he said in a calm voice. “Baruch, you got someone you trust back at HQ who could get one for us?”

      Baruch pinched the bridge of his nose and I held my breath that he didn’t go nuclear. That I hadn’t lost him. I’d barely found a way to live without Drio and we hadn’t even been friends for much of our relationship. Losing Baruch was an ache I wouldn’t be able to staunch.

      He exhaled slowly and deeply. “The witches are confident they can keep you from losing your magic?”

      He was worried about me, not angry. My shoulders relaxed down from my ears as I considered how best to answer him.

      The witches had been optimistic when my chances were still fifty-fifty, before I’d drawn on Lilith’s magic. Had I decreased my odds? Maybe, but if I let myself go down the rabbit hole of despair, I’d lose my shit entirely. I needed to stay strong; the fate of the world and my happily-ever-after depended on it.

      “Yes. They’re confident.”

      “Then no problem,” Baruch said.

      “That’s it? It’s that simple?” I said.

      “Is there an alternative?” Ro said. I shook my head. “Then, yeah. It is. But take me along for back-up when you deliver it to Baskerville.”

      “Of course. Though I did have back-up the first time.” I dug my burner phone out of my pocket with grimy fingers. I’d be sanitizing it later. “See?”

      Baruch’s eyes darkened somewhat at the photo I’d snapped of Ms. Clara in her latex glory. Minus the freaky mask.

      “She used the whip?” His voice sounded rougher than usual.

      “Oh, yeah. Ever seen her do that wrist-wrapping trick? She’s balletic with that thing.”

      “You’re a menace,” Ro murmured, his eyes twinkling.

      Baruch stole one last glance at the photo, then smoothed down the front of his shirt. “Have you told us everything?”

      Everything except Ilya’s memory wipe, but I wasn’t about to drop two bombs on Rohan in a row. “Yup.”

      “Why can’t you find Sienna?” Baruch asked.

      “She’s shielded herself from any location spells and gone off any technological grid. Her place was cleared out. Dr. Gelman couldn’t even find a hair to trace back to her.” My hand flew to my mouth. “I have to tell Esther what Sienna’s done.”

      Just once I’d like to be the bearer of good news. I was never getting my rugelach.

      “May I leave the bathroom now?” I asked.

      “We’ll reconvene back at the bungalows,” Ro said. “Baruch is staying at Mom and Dad’s.”

      Normally I would have been overjoyed. Now, I nodded in resignation, and answered my phone.

      Before I could even say “hello,” Ari was freaking out on the other end, asking if I was okay. “Ace. Calm down. I’m… uninjured.” I couldn’t lie and say I was all right, because I still had Ethan’s blood on me and I was holding on to my sanity by my fingertips.

      There was shouting on Ari’s end and then Kane was on me, demanding I answer the same question. He had the phone wrestled away from him by Leo who bombarded me with yet more concern.

      Baruch plucked the phone away. “Who is this?” he barked. He held the cell away from his ear as Leo yammered at him, her voice cutting off with a shriek as Ari reclaimed the phone.

      “Nava is holding up,” Baruch said. “Rohan is taking her home. You can speak to her later. What? No. Ari. No. I–Ben zona!” He blinked at the phone, stupefied. “He hung up on me. Your brother is as annoying as you are. He’s also coming to Los Angeles.” He tossed me my cell back, suddenly looking incredibly weary. “We need a strategy.”

      A text from Ms. Clara lit up my phone. Mandelbaum coming to L.A.

      “I’d say this was the last straw, but…” I gave a harsh laugh, handed Rohan the phone, and walked out the door.
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      I didn’t call Esther until I’d showered and burned my clothing. Okay, not really. Billie had promised to dispose of them. Being clean and Ethan-free, plus the sandwiches and shot of whiskey that she’d brought, helped dissipate my shell-shock a tiny bit, as did the chocolate chip cookies, warm from the oven. Not one or two either. Like a dozen of them. And she told Ro they were all for me.

      “You look like you need the chocolate, lovely.” She tucked an escaping strand of blonde hair back into her bun.

      “You are the best human being in the history of the world.” I was wedged into the corner of the couch in the bungalow living room with pillows stuffed around me and a bright knit blanket thrown over my legs.

      She smiled at me, all grandmotherly. “I like this one, Rohan. She’s a fine judge of character.”

      He planted a kiss on her plump cheek. It was a sweet maternal tableau made sweeter, though decidedly less innocent, by the fact that Ro had also showered and was only wearing boxer shorts, his chiseled abs on display. “I like her, too. But I’m glad you approve.”

      “Billie, do you have stories of Ro as an irrepressible child?”

      “Dozens, dear.”

      “Can I come help you make cookies some time and can you share them, starting with the most embarrassing?”

      “Any time.” She tucked the bundle of dirty clothes under her arm, told me to call if I needed her, and left.

      I took a photo of Ro munching on his second cookie and posted a nauseatingly cute caption to go with it. “Yo, cookie thief. I didn’t even hear you ask for the first one.”

      “It’s for the mission,” he said, spraying crumbs.

      “Funny boy.”

      “Funny boy who let you wear his clothes.”

      “True.” I was enveloped in a pair of his sweats that were too baggy, an old skater T-shirt, and a Fugue State Five sweatshirt that he’d dug out of the depths of his closet especially for me.

      “I guess that entitles you to two cookies.”

      I picked up the top of a pair of Sienna’s nurse’s scrubs that I’d grabbed from Raquel on the way back to the bungalow. She was back home in Los Angeles after our meeting in Vancouver, having used the scrubs to do a location spell on Sienna without success. I hoped to have better results with my dark magic boost.

      Trusting Rohan and Esther was one thing; I didn’t know Raquel well enough to predict how she’d react to me drawing on Lilith’s magic, so I’d swallowed my retort to her snarky “good luck finding her.”

      Location spells were tricky, requiring a personal item–blood and hair worked best–as the cornerstone to the whole procedure. I had to cast my awareness out along an invisible thread of belonging that connected the item to its owner. The complicated part was making that thread magically tangible using infusion magic. It was a delicate procedure, and easy to lose track of the thread at any point. Though once the connection was secured, the person’s location would be immediately revealed.

      Sienna had managed to erect a big fuck-off magic barrier between herself and anyone doing the spell which the other witches hadn’t been able to breach.

      My turn.

      Closing my eyes, I took a moment to center myself. I reached out for the couple of wisps inside me, knotting them onto my internal visualization of my own magic. My magic had always presented itself in my mind’s eye as a kind of whitish blue, emblematic of electricity. Now, however, it was morphing into a marbled grayish-black.

      I opened my eyes after the third failed attempt.

      Rohan handed me a glass of water. “You gave it your best shot.”

      I stilled his jittering leg. “Thank you for trying to contain your freak-out that I’m using Lilith’s magic.”

      “I’m a master of serenity. Desperate times, but fuck, I hate this.”

      “It’s not ideal, but Sienna has amped things up in a horrifying way. If I can find her, then it’s an acceptable risk.” I gulped the liquid down greedily. “One more try. I’m hitting that same barrier, but I have one final section to probe for a weak spot.”

      Rohan took the empty glass from me with a kiss. “Do it.”

      I shook out my neck and shoulders and closed my eyes again, clutching Sienna’s shirt to my chest. Once more I slid along the thread and crashed into the enormous black barrier looming up in front of me.

      I carefully sussed out every inch of the bottom third but couldn’t get through. If I couldn’t change the barrier, could I change my magic? I’d been like a hammer, perhaps I needed to be like smoke. Or water. My magic sank into the barrier, burrowing deep down like rain in the root system of a tree. I allowed myself to fall into Sienna’s magic, becoming one with it.

      Her magic collapsed in on me, burying me and filling my lungs like I was drowning.

      I wheezed, panicking. The magic buffered and bashed me against the barrier, until I had no idea if I was still physically upright, my lungs screaming with a burning need for air.

      Blackness wove itself around me, pulling tighter and tighter.

      Fighting didn’t work so I surrendered to it, allowing it to sweep me away like the tide. I broke through the other side, blinking at a harsh light. Death?

      No, sunlight. And a very familiar wall thronged with praying crowds seen in the distance through an open window.

      I opened my eyes, grinning. “I’ve got her.”

      “You’re going to give me a heart attack,” Ro muttered and swiped another cookie.

      I checked Lilith’s magic box. A pinprick of light now emanated from one corner. Not bright, welcoming light. Gloomy, oppressive light that wasn’t much better than monster-hiding shadows, but I’d successfully completed the location spell, so I was counting this as a win.

      Esther skipped the “good job, Nava” part and went straight to the downside. “So she’s in Jerusalem. Where am I supposed to hide you so she doesn’t come after you for breaching her barrier?”

      “How’s she going to know it was me? You said yourself there’s no way to determine who casts magic. No magic forensic chemist. Besides, any signature I had as Nava is changing due to my forced proximity with Lilith.” I explained about the color change and the pinprick of light.

      My poor boyfriend looked like his head was going to explode. He stomped into the bedroom.

      On the other end of the phone, Esther flicked her lighter at warp speed.

      “Sienna’s attack changed the gameboard,” I said. “If she’s using us as weapons, then we need to use everything at our disposal to fight this war. That means Lilith’s magic. It might be the only edge we have.”

      “Remember the part about dark magic being addictive? That’s what you’re sounding like. An addict, justifying what you want.” Esther said.

      “I’m using it to help us!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Also, I want to talk to her when you catch her.”

      “We’ll discuss it after we’ve brought her in. Focus on the mission that brought you to Los Angeles.”

      “Speaking of which, Mandelbaum is coming to town.”

      “The rabbi is going to investigate the attack,” she said, “which means it’s only a matter of time before he learns about Sienna. I’ll let the others know. Be careful.”

      The image of Ethan on fire rose up before me, the stench of burned flesh still seared in my nose hairs. I scratched the phantom blood on my skin.

      “Will do.” I tossed the phone onto the sofa with a shiver and hurried into the bedroom.

      Rohan stared at his sheet music, his pencil between his teeth, but at my entrance, he shoved all of it into the bedside table drawer and patted the mattress.

      I slipped between the cool sheets. Even the linens in this place were deluxe: the softest Egyptian cotton that rich-people-money could buy. “Can I hug you like a teddy bear tonight?”

      “No.” He snapped off the light. “I have a headache and it’s your fault.” He snuggled up against me, pulling me into his arms.

      “It’s Sienna’s fault.”

      We lay on our backs staring at the ceiling for a few moments, both of us fidgety. Were we really still on the same day as the attack? I felt like I’d aged five years.

      “Do you want to cry or rage or something?” I said. “I mean, my strategy is ‘denial to exhaustion,’ but that’s not generally how you play it.”

      “I don’t know how to play it. I’m furious at Sienna, gutted over Ethan, and some combination of both about Zander.” He rested his head on his bent arm. “I don’t know how to play it,” he repeated, more softly.

      “Ah, babe.” I hugged him.

      “Next Thursday,” he said after a while.

      “What about it?”

      “That’s my strategy. I keep my shit together until Thursday next week. Far enough away to have dealt with everything. Then I’m going to crack.” He lay his cheek against my chest. “I don’t want to lose more friends.”

      I kissed the top of his head, inhaling the tang of citrus shampoo on his still-damp strands. “Whatever you need. I’ll be here for you.”

      “I’m counting on it. And back at ya. In case the denial wears off. Whatever you need.”

      “FYI, Snowflake, I consider blanket statements like that legally binding.”

      “It’s always ‘check the fine print’ with you.”

      More staring at the ceiling. More restless limbs. More lack of sleep.

      Rohan flipped on the bedside lamp. “Cards?”

      I pushed the covers aside with a sigh. “Gin. The drink and the game.”
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      I reached for my fourth cookie of the morning, having a sliver of tummy space left to cram it into. Mouth full, I pulled the cold case print-outs from my enormous purse and thunked them on the table.

      Rohan rifled through a few pages. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “If it silences the instant replay my brain is stuck on? Positive.”

      My phone buzzed with a text from Esther. Sienna got away. Locked up a couple of witches for a few hours but didn’t harm them.

      I slammed my palm down on the table. “Damn it! We lost her.”

      I texted back. Want me to try again?

      No! I’ll come after you personally if you do.

      “What happened?” Ro held the shirt from Sienna’s scrubs out of my reach.

      “I’m not trying again. Esther forbade it.”

      He tossed it on the sofa. “And you’re listening to her? Does that mean you’ll listen to me?”

      “Situationally.” I shoved half the pile of cases at him. “Get working.”

      We created a subset of cases that mirrored what had happened to Gary. The cases were very, very mind-numbingly detailed. Most of the day later, by which point I was reading while hanging upside down off the couch, we had a plausible trail.

      “Who do you like for it?” I said.

      Rohan flipped between the various demon entries he had open on the Brotherhood database. “Hybris. A Unique demon specializing in insolence, hubris, violence, reckless pride, and general arrogance. It fits the pattern. Give the victim their heart’s desire, then take them down in a very public humiliation.” He clucked his tongue. “Very few one-on-one Rasha encounters with her. Some supposition that the kill spot may be in her trachea.”

      “Let’s phone it in.” I shuffled the relevant cases into a pile, my hands only mildly shaking at the Ethan flashback that hit in the quiet.

      Pierre answered on the first ring. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m dealing. We found a pattern starting back in the twenties. Al Capone. Bootlegging, gambling, prostitution, racketeering. He had the gall to claim he was doing a public service for the people of Chicago, since ninety percent of them drank and gambled. Said he was just furnishing them with those amusements. Feds couldn’t make anything stick. Not even the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. And then he’s brought down by tax evasion?”

      “Who else?”

      “Richard Nixon in the 1970s and his belief in his infallibility during Watergate. Colton Bannister in the 80s. Bannister was a business tycoon, who did a brutally ruthless takeover of this small mining company.”

      “Gold, right?” Pierre said.

      “Yeah. They’d found a gold mine and predicted they stood to make billions. After the takeover, the founder of the mining company was so devastated by the loss of his family’s company that he killed himself. The tycoon didn’t care. His exact quote?” I flipped through to the back page of that particular file. “‘If he didn’t have the balls, he shouldn’t have been in business.’”

      “Oui,” Pierre said. “I remember. The mine was in some country that had had peace and prosperity for two hundred years.”

      “Except as soon as Bannister owned the mine, the country was plagued with every kind of natural disaster: floods, hurricanes, mudslides.” I checked the file. “And civil unrest. Things got vicious and desperate. He had sunk a large part of his own fortune into the mine. Not only did he lose his shirt, his own family was killed in a plane crash en route to the mine. Colton was the only survivor. Awful, but it hadn’t been tagged as the result of demon activity at the time.”

      “We missed it,” Pierre said.

      I named a few other incidents then said, “Case number 230DDX.”

      Ro smirked at me, shaking his head.

      I heard Pierre type the number in.

      “That actress about ten years ago?” he said. “The imprisoned one. Big international scandal?”

      “Yeah. What was her name again?”

      “It’s written at the top of the file.”

      “Kinda smudged on my end,” I said.

      “Tabernac, you know who I mean.”

      “Yeah. I just want you to say it, Frenchie.”

      “’Annah ’Utton. Colisse, you suck.”

      I snickered, happy for any humor, juvenile or otherwise, today.

      Hannah Hutton shot to fame playing a CIA agent in a series of films. Off the popularity of that, she’d bragged she could get an audience with the dictator of a fractious Third World country during a very tense time with the United States. That she’d be the peacekeeper to tone tensions down, just like her character did. Surprisingly, she managed it–the invite part at least, as it turned out the dictator loved the franchise.

      Had Hannah stuck with chatting about the movies, all would have been well and she might even have calmed things down as a good-will ambassador, but she’d decided that playing a CIA operative had somehow made her an expert on foreign policy. Poor Hannah didn’t even get to the end of her lecture on how the dictator should behave on the world stage before she’d been arrested. She was still rotting in prison.

      “Any chance of getting to her?” I wasn’t risking portalling into an unknown and extremely dangerous environment, but Hannah was the only victim on my list who was still alive besides Gary.

      “Unlikely.”

      “Maudite marde.” I swore, earning a snort from Pierre at my exaggerated Québécois accent. Once I’d hung up, I turned to Ro. “Want to go see Gary Randall with me?”

      “Now?”

      “Better than sitting and dwelling on horribleness until Baruch comes back. Besides, with Boris Badenov coming to town, we need something to report on.” I clapped my hands. “Can we have code names? I can be Moose and you can be Squirrel.”

      Rohan gathered up the laptop, carefully winding the plug. “You wanna be an ugly beast with knobby knees? Knock yourself out.”

      “Moose aren’t ugly. They’re majestic Canadian animals. Anyways, why does it matter to you? You’re Squirrel. The sidekick.”

      Ro tipped my chair sideways, knocking me on my ass. “Again with the sidekick designation? If anyone’s the sidekick, it’s the moose. Rocky and Bullwinkle. Squirrel goes first.”

      I scrambled to my feet, my arm punch failing to wipe the smirk from his face. It was very important I had higher status in this code name designation. We’d be revisiting this once I’d had a chance to think through my argument. “So, Gary?”

      “Are you up to portalling to Tampa with a passenger?” Rohan said.

      “No need. He’s still here. Even though his contract was signed, he hadn’t yet flown out to Florida for training camp. Pierre got me his apartment details. If you’ll drive us over, I’ll beam us up.” I nudged his leg with my foot. “You cool with that?”

      I’d been with Ro the first time I’d ever portalled. Accidentally. To say it had been a shock was an understatement.

      “I’m cool with any magic you’ve got.” His posture was relaxed and his expression sincere.

      My stomach unknotted.

      “Does he have bodyguards? Nurses?”

      I shook my head. “No bodyguard, but a nurse in shifts. We can handle a nurse.”

      “Sienna’s a nurse,” Rohan said.

      “A Muggle nurse,” I amended. “We got this covered.”
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      The nurse in question was a bearded, six-foot-four lumberjack of a man whose biceps were bigger than my thighs. The only reason we got the jump on him when we portalled into the thirtieth-floor suite was that he was busy changing Gary’s morphine drip.

      Rohan injected the nurse with Methohexital, a fast-acting sedative with a brief window of action that we’d picked up at Demon Club La La Land on our way over. I’d made Ro go in and get it without me because I wasn’t ready to revisit the scene of the tragedy.

      The chemical kicked in, and in seconds, the nurse went limp.

      Ro slid him to the bedroom floor and set an alarm. “Five minutes.”

      I ran over to the closet, flipping through Gary’s clothing for the jacket he’d worn the night he was injured.

      Gary shifted, groggily opening his eyes. “Erik?”

      The jacket wasn’t in the bedroom. He might have tossed it, or sent it to be cleaned, but events were so recent that I doubted he’d had a chance to do either.

      I stood over the bed. “Not Erik.”

      “Are you an angel?” Gary slurred.

      Rohan snorted and I stepped on his foot.

      “Check the hall closet,” I said quietly, then turned my attention back to Gary. “Yes. I’m an avenging angel.”

      I checked Gary’s drip. High was good, tripping balls high was better, since he’d never remember us. OD high, however, if we’d accidentally interfered with something Lumberjack Nurse Erik had been adjusting, was not how I wanted this to play out. His drip didn’t seem to be flowing too fast or have an air bubble and I had to trust the dosage was correct.

      Gary nodded, like that made perfect sense. “Kill the person who destroyed my career.”

      “That’s right, Gary. I’m going to smite them.”

      “Because I was the best hockey player ever.”

      “Let’s not go that far,” I said. “You were grandstanding on your breakouts, rarely passing the puck to better positioned players.”

      “You’re a mean angel.” Gary frowned.

      Rohan entered the bedroom, jacket in hand. He unscrewed a mason jar with a mix of Snowdonia Hawkweed, salts, and water that we’d doctored up.

      “Three minutes.” He painted the mixture on Gary’s jacket in order to do the magic signature spell.

      “The best hockey player ever,” I repeated with forced enthusiasm. “Back to the night you got hit–”

      “Where are your wings?” Gary flapped his arms in slow-motion.

      “I left them at home. Stay with me here. On the video, you spoke to a woman. Right before you tripped off the curb. Who was she?”

      He crossed his arms. Missed and whacked himself in the chest. “No wings. You’re not an angel.”

      I blinked, suddenly backlit by a harsh white light. “Seriously?”

      Ro shrugged, the flashlight of his phone trained on me. “Try speaking in a more Heavenly voice.”

      He held the jacket up to me, now pulsing blue. Demon magic. Gary’s fall hadn’t been an accident.

      “You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I said, squinting.

      “Who are you speaking to?” Gary said. Ro was in the shadows and Gary couldn’t see him.

      “God,” Ro boomed out.

      I mimed gagging.

      “Ohhh.” Gary’s eyes bugged out. He also drooled a bit.

      “Gary Randall, you must cooperate,” Ro said in that same stupid voice.

      Much as I wish Ro’s egomania had spectacularly backfired, it did the trick because Gary nodded at me eagerly. As eager as possible given he was moving slower than molasses. “I’ll help you smite them, angel. What’s your name?”

      “Angelika,” I said at the same time that Ro said, “Charlie.”

      “Hi, Charlie.”

      “You’re not helping,” I hissed at my dumb boyfriend, who was silently snickering and holding up two fingers. Great. “Hi, Gary. Who was the woman? What was her name?”

      Even if we got an alias, it might be traceable.

      “Tia. She was so excited for me.” His head lolled back.

      We were losing him to the drugs. I slapped his cheek. “Stay with me, dude. Can you describe Tia? How’d you meet her?”

      “Met that night. Headed to different bars so texted later to meet up.”

      “One minute,” Ro murmured.

      “Do you still have the texts? Or a photo?”

      His eyes fluttered shut.

      “Thirty seconds,” Ro said.

      Gary grabbed my arms and I jumped. “Angel, make me better. Miracle me to play again.” There was such sorrow in his voice.

      I’d been so focused on what a douche he’d been in his hockey career that it hadn’t hit me that his dreams were dead. And as awful as that was, I couldn’t lie and pretend I could fix this. It would be too cruel when he realized that nothing had changed.

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently. “I can’t.”

      The alarm beeped, but Lumberjack Nurse Erik didn’t stir.

      Gary sighed, his shoulders slumping. Then he perked up. “S’okay. Once I get through rehab, I’m gonna act. I’m hot.”

      My sympathy leeched away.

      “Good for you, buddy,” Rohan pronounced.

      I grabbed Gary’s phone off the nightstand. “Give me your password.”

      Erik rustled at Ro’s feet.

      Ro crouched down, ready to administer a carotid sleeping hold to buy us a few extra seconds if necessary. “Hurry.”

      Four times I asked for and was given a wrong numeric code for Gary’s phone. Apparently, he changed it a lot. It wasn’t his birthday, wasn’t his home address, wasn’t some part of his phone number.

      Two more tries before the phone was disabled. “Focus, Gary.”

      His reply? A loud snore.

      What could it be? What did I know about him? He was arrogant and the code was six digits. “What day was he signed to Tampa?” I said. “Do you remember?” Luckily, Rohan did. I typed the day, month, and year in. “Fuck.”

      “Your Canadian is showing,” Ro said. “Gary’s American. Month then day.”

      I typed it in and was rewarded with his home screen. No photos but there was a text chain. I fired off a quick text wanting to chat. It was delivered, proving the number was still in play.

      Erik snorted back into consciousness, slowly blinking up at us. “Who are you?”

      “God,” Ro boomed, shining the light in the nurse’s eyes. “We are the glory you are not fit to gaze upon.”

      I rolled my eyes and portalled us out of there.

      Seated in the Shelby once more, I emailed Pierre the phone number I’d texted, asking if he could track the phone’s location since no one had responded to my text.

      We drove back to Casa Mitra in silence. I rolled the Shelby’s windows down, drinking in the city at night. I preferred L.A. this way with all her lit-up signs competing for attention and telling her story.

      Back at the bungalow, we made a fresh pot of coffee and rolled up our metaphoric sleeves. Rohan propped a pillow under his head and stretched out on the couch with a laptop balanced on his chest.

      Curled up in the comfy plush chair I’d pulled up beside him, I yawned, taking a swig of my lukewarm java. “Look at that.” I yawned again. “Sorry. It’s Hybris’ Roman name.”

      “Petulantia. Tia. Nicely done, witch girl.”

      “Imagine how amazing I’d be with sleep.”

      Pierre texted that Tia’s phone had been located in a dumpster in Burbank. Dead end.

      Rohan paged through Gary’s file. “Let’s check his friends’ social media accounts. Maybe one of them got a photo of her.”

      Gary had been with two buddies that night, also players from his Junior hockey team. One of them had no social media presence other than a pretty sparse Twitter account with some game results, but the other one’s Instagram was a shrine to his own shirtlessness combined with snaps of himself with every girl he’d ever wanted to bang. Or, in many cases, given the follow-up pix of them in bed, had.

      “A douche, but a predicable douche, which works for us.” Rohan showed me the photo he’d found. Captioned #wingman, it was a photo of this friend, Gary, and Tia, recognizable in the same clothes as from the video footage.

      Tia was about five-foot-ten, willowy, with long, black hair.

      “Celebration selfie,” I said, smushing my cheek up to Rohan’s.

      Right as I snapped it, he kissed me. The phone tumbled from my hand and hit the carpet with a gentle thump. My arms snaked around his neck and my world fell away under the taste of him, like every bad thing had been erased, like it was just us, forever.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Hello?” Baruch called out.

      Ro mimed shooting himself in the head. “To be continued. Coming, man.”

      Ro let Baruch in while I posted some more smug bullshit. Come and get me, Tia.

      “Greetings and salutations, Tree Trunk. Whoa. You look terrible.” I’d never seen him with bags under his eyes, a stoop to his shoulders, and smelling a bit rank in clothes he’d obviously slept in. At least they weren’t the same ones he’d fought Ethan in.

      “This is the first time I’ve left the chapter since the attack,” he said.

      Ro arranged for a late supper, which Baruch gratefully accepted. He unwrapped the foil from the plate Billie had brought him, thanking her for the steak and potatoes and picked up his knife, sawing away at the slab of meat.

      “Witches. Tell me everything you know about them.”

      “We use elimination and infusion magic but Rasha only got the bit pertinent to killing demons.”

      “Elimination magic is negative?” Baruch said.

      “Not at all. There’s no value judgment either way.” I squirted ketchup onto the French fries that Ro had thoughtfully procured for me. “Portalling is elimination magic. So is healing if it’s killing disease. A lot of witches work in medical research.” I explained about how there was one magic pile and the more Rasha drew from it, the weaker the witches were. That was why they couldn’t just magically cure AIDS or cancer, but they could look for magic-infused chemical cures.

      “Sienna was a nurse,” he said.

      “Could that be relevant to her agenda?” Rohan said.

      “Which one?” Baruch said. “Attacking Rasha or binding demons?”

      “Sienna being a nurse is relevant because by all accounts, she was dedicated and great at her job. Everyone at the hospital adored her.” I munched a fry. “It’s hard to reconcile that person with someone who would unleash demons.”

      Baruch swallowed the half a steak that passed for a bite in his reality. “Table it until her motives are clearer. Infusion magic. Examples?”

      “Witches infuse the earth. Heal toxic land, repair blighted crops. A lot of us work in agriculture, medicine, engineering, geology, all types of sciences geared toward keeping the earth and her inhabitants as healthy as possible.” I dragged a fry through the ketchup. “I keep circling back to Tessa. That whatever the reason Sienna did this, it’s tied to Tessa.”

      “Sienna used dark magic to kill three people,” Rohan said. “She’s out for revenge.”

      “I’m not excusing that, but it was three specifically targeted people who are probably guilty of something. DSI was full of employees–if she wasn’t being careful, she could have easily taken out a dozen people. She didn’t. Nor did she hurt the witches that went looking for her in Jerusalem. She’s incredibly dangerous, but not bloodthirsty.”

      Baruch snorted. “That remains to be seen.”

      “Binding demons is dark magic, but it’s still elimination magic,” Rohan said, snagging a couple of fries. “Taking away free will. That’s what Sienna did to Ethan with this attack, which means we’re all vulnerable. It would be a point in favor of telling Mandelbaum what we know, except it’s countered by the hell-no negative that he’ll then do whatever it takes to find her.”

      “Could you contain a witch with dark magic?” Baruch said. “I couldn’t. From the sounds of it, I would have trouble taking down a regular witch.”

      I threw a couple air punches at him. He swallowed both my fists with one of his and pushed my hands down.

      “A witch in full possession of her powers,” Baruch said. “The rabbi will fail.”

      “The good rabbi is hardly going to be that logical about it,” Ro said dryly.

      “How’s your moral flexibility, Tree Trunk?”

      He pushed his empty plate away. “Is this a trick question?”

      “Sadly, no,” Rohan said. I elbowed him and he threw up his hands.

      “What if you told Mandelbutt the wards had been tampered with and you’ve determined that Ethan was compelled by a demon? We’ll pick a plausible type. It’s not far off the truth and he still comes out as another victim in all this. Then you could issue a warning for all Rasha. Put everyone on high alert and let them know you suspect this isn’t an isolated attack.”

      Baruch placed his left palm face up. “We tell Mandelbaum about Sienna, it doesn’t stop the attacks, he knows there is another witch capable of carrying out his plans, and perhaps more Rasha die attempting to find her.” He placed his right one up. “Don’t tell him? Rasha die because they don’t know the real danger to watch for.”

      “Doesn’t matter if they know about her. They won’t see her coming,” I said. “But at least we could get them on their guard without handing Sienna to Mandelbaum.”

      “Moral flexibility wins,” Rohan said.

      I pressed my hands against my heart. “The words I’ve longed to hear you say.”

      Rohan shook his head. “Really need to think before I speak around you.”

      “Don’t forget that the witches are actively looking for Sienna as well,” I said.

      Baruch stood and cracked his neck. “I have to sleep on all this.” He wished us goodnight and left.

      Ro stretched out on the couch. “It occurs to me that there’s another point to be made about infusion and elimination.”

      “Yeah? What?” I cleared the dishes. Not a big hardship since all I had to do was put everything back on the cart it had been wheeled in on and place it outside the bungalow like room service.

      “You and Mandelbaum.”

      Leaning against the doorframe, I breathed in the night-blooming jasmine scattering its heady, fragrant scent. It was after midnight and still warm. Crickets chirped away in a call and answer song and a beetle buried into the cool earth at my feet. I stared up at the hazy light pollution in the night sky. “Meaning?”

      “The rabbi could very well destroy us, but you? You’ve infused new life into the Brotherhood. For better or for worse,” he added with a cheeky grin that I caught over my shoulder. “Forcing a new balance between Rasha and witches.”

      “I’m the new hope.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said.

      “I’m basically Princess Leia and Han rolled into one.” I shrieked as Ro grabbed me around the waist, swinging me around.

      “Not anywhere in the galaxy.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him, then stopped and slid to the ground. “Ro? Did we speed the clock? The prophecy?”

      As prophecies went, it was frustratingly short and vague. Tick tock goes the clock, blood to rule the might. Tick tock, speed the clock, the lovers reunite.

      “We reunited and Sienna launched that attack,” I said. “Are we responsible?”

      I wanted so badly for Rohan to laugh and tell me I was crazy, but from the troubled look on his face, he was wondering the same thing.
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      The make-up I put on Friday morning was less cosmetic enhancement, more war paint. My eyeliner was black and heavy, my mascara spiky, my lips blood red. I wore all black, every inch the kickass warrior.

      If only my twisted-up insides had matched my outward appearance, because I hadn’t been able to eat breakfast. Ro kept offering to find a drive-thru as we sped toward Demon Club, but I shook my head every time, not even wanting coffee. I’d fiddled with my hamsa ring so much that I was gonna have a permanent groove in my finger and the inside of my cheek was bleeding from gnawing on it.

      “Hey.” Ro took his hand off the wheel to squeeze my thigh. “Badenov isn’t going to know what hit him, Moose.”

      “Changed my mind. I’m Squirrel,” I said. “Height-wise, it makes sense for you to be Bullwinkle. Gender-wise, too. Moose is a guy.”

      “Squirrel is a guy,” he said.

      “Don’t think so. Gender nonspecific. He has a pretty high voice.”

      “You literally just used ‘he.’”

      “To make it understandable for you. Also, Rocky was the smarter of the two. I’m Squirrel. No take-backs.” I put up my dukes. “You gonna argue with me?”

      Ro’s grin turned wicked. “Depends where it lands us.”

      Sadly, it landed us at the chapter. I trudged toward the entrance, pausing when my phone beeped.

      I sighed. “Selfie time. Do something cute. Pick me street flowers or something.”

      “Bored of cataloguing the incredibleness that is Rolita already? You millennials and your pathetic attention spans.”

      “I’m annoyed that it’s fake work moments instead of the two of us making actual memories. And don’t even joke about that name.”

      “Check the webs. It’s trending.”

      I opened Twitter. “Nooooo!!!”

      Ro kissed my brow. “Sorry, sweetheart. But hey, you have your reunion with Mandelbaum to look forward to.” He chucked me under the chin. “How fun will that be?”

      “So fun that we’ll immortalize my joy with a damn selfie.”

      This was my first face-to-face with the rabbi since he’d sent Ferdinand after us. I didn’t know if he was going to play coy or have me killed the moment I stepped through the front door.

      From the assessing look Mandelbaum gave me when I entered the DSI foyer, he hadn’t made up his mind yet. I’d dressed my part as the loveable-yet-not-to-be-messed-with underdog, but he hadn’t dressed his. He’d left off his suit jacket and his shirt was misbuttoned, the right side of his collar jutting up higher than the left. One of his tzitzit had come untucked and was sticking out the bottom of his black vest.

      The skin at the corner of his eyes was pulled tight, like clamping down on the grief reflected in their depths was taking up most of his energy. It didn’t detract from his aura of undisputed power, though it made me want to try to be friendlier.

      Sort of.

      The moment stretched on, the world falling away to the black void of his dark eyes boring into me. I kept my hands jammed in my pocket. One breath in, one breath out, I held his gaze, refusing to cower. Refusing to look away.

      He was just a man. Flesh and blood and heartbeat. I saw beyond his physical form to his life force, a pale orange light. A flicker, easily extinguished.

      Extinguish it. My voice. Not Lilith’s.

      I blinked and the rabbi once more stood solid before me.

      “Conference room in twenty,” he barked in his Russian accent and strode off.

      The wiry man who’d been trailing the rabbi scurried behind the reception desk, looking as if he was trying to make himself invisible as he dropped into the chair.

      I reached behind me and took Ro’s hand, because my heart was racing, and my legs were questionably stable.

      “You good, Louis?” Ro asked the man, holding my hand tight between our bodies.

      Louis, the receptionist, nodded. “The rabbi’s in a mood. Can’t blame him, but…” He looked up at us with bleak eyes. “If a daeva compelled Ethan, what hope do we have? Tell me straight, is it safe for me to keep working here?”

      “I don’t know,” Rohan said. “Do what you need to and don’t feel guilty either way.”

      Louis nodded, biting his bottom lip and looking down.

      Ro clapped him on the shoulder and we headed through the door into the main DSI area.

      “He won’t last to the end of the day,” Ro murmured. “You okay? You look a bit shaky.”

      I was going to brush it off with an excuse about seeing Mandelbaum, but the very fact I wanted to brush off what I’d seen worried me. I wasn’t an addict and I wasn’t going to start lying. I told Rohan about the pale orange light and wanting to snuff it out.

      “I wasn’t drawing on her magic, I swear.”

      Rohan ran his hand up my back. “I believe you, Sparky. Do you want to call Dr. Gelman?”

      “No. Let’s see if anything else weird happens. I mean, I’ve pretty much wished I could murder Mandelbutt since I met him, so it might have been all me.”

      “True. We’ll go with that for now.”

      Probably about 70% of the staff that I’d seen yesterday had returned, which was pretty amazing, all things considered, but the mood was understandably subdued. Not much work was getting done, and mostly people grouped together to rehash events.

      Helen wasn’t back yet. Her assistant informed us that Dr. Ramirez still had her under observation.

      The carpet had been removed and the walls cleaned of all blood and gore, but the broken floor and jagged hole in the wall were a taunting reminder of yesterday’s events.

      I dragged in a shuddery breath, closing my eyes against the desperate look on Ethan’s face before he’d died.

      Ro spoke quietly into my ear. “Tell me what you need.”

      I opened my eyes. “Email. Let’s see if Orwell sent anything.”

      They had: a single line stating that the photo of Tia didn’t match anything in their archives of confirmed demons. It would have been nice to be delivered Tia’s address wrapped in a shiny bow, but if we couldn’t go to her, we’d have to make sure she came to us. We’d have to make a huge splash tonight at the charity event.

      Ari crushed me in a hug just outside the meeting room. “Fuck, Nee.”

      “Ace.” I lay my head on his chest. My twin was here. It was as good as leveling up.

      “Don’t hog her.” Kane rolled his eyes at my brother, but I didn’t miss how close he stood to Ari, with no thrumming hostility. Between that, the fact that he looked rested, and the atrocious polka dot shirt with striped sleeves that he wore, I launched myself into his arms with relief.

      Baruch showed up, took in our assembled team, and nodded. “Let’s go.”

      Our little show of solidarity was lost on Mandelbaum, because he wasn’t in the conference room.

      Cisco, Danilo, and Bastijn were.

      Cisco raised his eyebrows at the sight of us entering all posse’d up.

      “Is this the cavalry, Hoss?” he drawled at Rohan. He leaned back in his chair, hands laced behind his head, but behind the carefree attitude was a sharp glint of anger. “You think we’re all going to go rogue like Ethan, so you’re strutting in here to pop our asses?”

      “We suspect that Ethan was under a daeva compulsion,” Baruch said. “Your chapter had reported new activity in the past few weeks.”

      Sometimes the anal-retentive paperwork that the Brotherhood demanded came in handy.

      Danilo snorted. “Not on this scale. The fuck is going on? You people waltz in to our city like some kind of Tarantino squad and what? We supposed to be impressed? Scared?”

      He curled his fingers lightly into his palm.

      A gust of wind danced around my group, tightening like a lasso around us. My eyeballs strained against my closed lids. The invisible pressure grew and grew, my breathing labored.

      “Stop!” Bastijn knocked the Rasha off his feet with a localized earthquake. Very localized.

      It broke Danilo’s hold on us. Instantly, every single one of my friends and I had accessed our magic. Rohan’s body was outlined in a wicked-looking blade, Kane’s skin was purple, the sharp tang of salt watering my eyes. Ashy-smelling shadows wove and bobbed around my brother, while metallic-tasting electricity crackled off my skin.

      All Baruch had to do to look scary as hell was drop into a crouch with his fists up and his eyes flat.

      Ropy vines swayed behind Cisco like cobras. “We drawing lines in the sand now?”

      Danilo pushed to his feet, murder in his eyes, and a small tornado dancing around his stocky form.

      The tension ratcheted up, the air thick with it. The next move, the next word could unleash destruction galore.

      A sharp whistle cut through the room. Bastijn looked at each of us with disdain. “We’re not going to play into the hands of whoever or whatever did that to Ethan. Everyone sit down.”

      None of us moved, our two groups eyeing each other warily.

      “¡Coño de la madre! I said ‘sit.’” The ground rumbled.

      We sat.

      That’s when Mandelbaum walked in.

      I gasped at the cadre of Rasha he’d brought with him. Four of them. Including Ilya.

      “Fuuuck,” Ari breathed on my left side.

      Kane was absolutely deadpan, careful not to touch anything because his skin was still coated with the remnants of his magic poison. Neither of them knew about my memory wipe, they were just worried he’d recognize me.

      I tipped back on my chair, brazenly watching Ilya enter. Ilya glanced at us, but other than a nod at Baruch, he paid us no attention.

      Ro’s eyes flickered from the new arrivals back to me. He raised an eyebrow.

      “Ilya,” I muttered, subtly jerking a chin to indicate who I meant.

      Ilya clearly didn’t remember me and he couldn’t rat me out. My witch magic had worked because I was just that good. The only thing that concerned me was why Mandelbaum had also brought a posse with him. Were they people he trusted in the face of this attack? Or was it a subtle warning to me?

      One thing I was certain of, if I ran the names of the posse, they’d come up as deceased on all official records, just like Ilya. Mandelbaum had his own ghost squad.

      The rabbi frowned at the table and despite everything, I clamped my lips together to keep from laughing out loud. The conference table was round and it was obvious he really, really wanted to sit at its head like our lord and master.

      He yanked out a chair and sat down. He’d fixed his clothing, but sorrow still pulsed off him, his mourning painful to behold.

      “Rabbi Wahl was a friend of mine for twenty years.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

      “Thank you.” Something flickered in the depths of his gaze and then his weary expression was wiped away. “Every chapter is on high alert. No one works solo until given the all clear.” He rubbed one of his tzitzit between his fingers, absently. “This attack wasn’t a daeva. It was witches.”

      The room erupted in an uproar.

      Baruch pounded his fist on the table. “Sheket!”

      Silence fell.

      “You’re joking,” Danilo said. “I mean, witches are fun to date because some of those women are hella freaky, but they’re hardly a threat.”

      Wait? What? He knew about witches?

      “Jeez, man,” Cisco said. “TMI.”

      Mandelbaum tapped the table twice with his finger. “This is priority one, gentlemen. Find those responsible.” He pointed at me. “You stay on your current assignment.”

      “Why? Because I’m female?” Please let that be his reason. Did Mandelbaum know I’d met with witches?

      Did he know I was one?

      “Yes, it’s because you’re female. Don’t make a scene. I don’t want you feeling sorry for them and not doing what has to be done.”

      I sat on my hands, magic sparks jumping off them to shock my poor butt.

      “Which is what?” Bastijn said. “What do you want us to do when we find whoever compelled Ethan?”

      “Bring them to me,” the rabbi said in a dark voice.

      It was a brilliant, nightmarish countermove. Sienna’s attack allowed Mandelbaum to search for a witch possessing dark magic using all his resources, while pretending it was in the name of justice.

      “Where do you want me?” Rohan asked. “Stay with Nava or on the witches?”

      “The witches, but unfortunately, I’ll have to keep you with Nava since she’s dragged you into the public eye with her idea.”

      I leaned forward, ready to argue that it had been Orwell’s grand plan, but Ari grabbed my wrist under the table, yanking me back.

      Interesting that the rabbi was keeping Ro away from the witches as well. Ferdinand had come after us warning us to back off our investigation into his activities, which meant Rabbi Mandelbaum knew what we’d been up to. Was this yet another good cover story to get what he wanted–keeping us far away from further investigation?

      Ari half-raised his hand. “Rabbi? Since Kane and I aren’t familiar with the city, we’re going to put together a timeline of Ethan’s last few days.”

      Bastijn nodded. “Another way to track these witches.”

      “Not quite. See if Ethan was really compelled or if he made a deal with them,” Ari said.

      The entire Los Angeles contingent, including my boyfriend, bristled.

      Ro’s finger blades flickered out for a second. “You didn’t know him.”

      Some of Cisco’s tension left his muscled frame at Ro’s reaction.

      “Even good Rasha can find themselves addicted and willing to do whatever it takes to get their fix,” Ari said. “I would know.” A Rasha had done that exact type of deal, allowing Asmodeus to kidnap and torture my brother. “If Ethan had any problems that would have led him to willingly partner up with these women, we need to find out.”

      Opening an investigation into a Rasha/witch partnership, again under the pretense of justice? My brother was kind of a genius, too.

      “Ethan didn’t have any problems,” Danilo said.

      “That’s precisely the kind of person who has problems. The one who doesn’t want you to see them and who can hide them well enough so you don’t,” Kane snapped.

      Cisco wore a thoughtful expression and I couldn’t read Bastijn. Mandelbaum’s contingent looked politely alert, except for Ilya who stared down at his lap, his brow furrowed.

      “Rabbi?” Ari prompted. “I really want to contribute somehow.”

      Don’t over act, golden boy.

      “Good, Ari,” the rabbi said. “Agreed. If Ethan’s attack was a result of some deal, we need to know. Betrayals will not be tolerated.”

      Hypocrite, thy name was Mandelbutt.

      “Can I see Ethan’s body?” Kane said.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum said something in Hebrew. “Ilya.”

      Ilya jerked up his head at the rabbi’s sharp tone, blinking rapidly like he’d been momentarily disoriented. “What?”

      “I’ll call the Chevra Kadisha representative,” Baruch said, picking up Ilya’s slack. “They’re performing the Tahara on Rabbi Wahl and handling the transport of Ethan’s body, but we can get Kane in before Ethan is sent home.”

      Rabbi Wahl was being prepared for Jewish burial with the ritual washing and prayers, but Ethan’s burial would be handled once he was in Switzerland.

      Rabbi M said he was staying here in Los Angeles until this situation was resolved. He demanded a quick update from Rohan on our current assignment and upon hearing that the charity event was tonight, his lip curled. “Have fun,” he sneered at me.

      Ro took my hand, out of sight under the table. I thought it was for support until I felt something tickle me. He was drawing on me. A tiny rough sketch of a squirrel in goggles.

      I snorted a laugh, doing my best to turn it into a cough.

      The meeting broke up after that. The four Rasha the rabbi had brought ushered him out in tight formation, but Mandelbaum paused at the door.

      “This was a tragedy and those responsible must pay.” Did he linger on me longer than the others? “Be’ezrat HaShem.”

      I prodded my brother. “What did he say?”

      Ari watched the rabbi leave. “God willing.”
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      The door slammed before the rest of us could go anywhere. Cisco leaned against it, arms crossed. “Why does the rabbi need bodyguards?”

      “How did he even know it was witches that compelled Ethan?” Bastijn raked a hand through his curls. “The attack happened yesterday and we’d never had any issue with them before. I didn’t even know they existed until Danilo revealed his weird-ass tastes.”

      Danilo stretched and grinned. “You just wish there were dude witches, man.”

      “I’m good,” Bastijn said. “Anyway, what’s with the rabbi? A day later he shows up with bodyguards because they’re priority one?”

      “You know something,” Cisco said to Ro. He sat back down at the table, studying each person in my group with a shrewd look. Then he cocked his fingers like a gun at me. “But I think you know more.”

      He was one Rasha among eight, all shoulder-to-shoulder at a round table, like King Arthur and his knights. If that wasn’t a sign to go a-questing together, then I didn’t know what was.

      “Give me your cell.” I held my hand out to Cisco, who drew his phone out of his pocket, but held on to it. I blasted the phone out of Cisco’s hand and it hit the ground, smoking.

      All the L.A. Rasha froze, wearing identical “Oh shit, crazy chick” expressions of wide-eyes and slack-jaws.

      I turned to Danilo. “Phone. Now.”

      When he didn’t move, I blasted his chair–between his legs–with a single lightning strike.

      Hand over his crotch, he jumped up so fast, his chair toppled over backward. He tossed me his cell.

      Bastijn didn’t need to be asked. He slid his over immediately.

      Scooping up Cisco’s phone, I took them all, opened the window, and tossed them outside. I slammed the window shut.

      “Mandelbaum was working with a witch who had dark magic to unleash demons on the world and make the Brotherhood a big savior. She’s dead and he’s looking for her replacement. Ta da.” I threw jazz hands. “Pick a side.”

      “Go big or go home?” Ro said to me.

      “Playing coy was yesterday’s reality.”

      Kane tilted his head, studying the other group. “No protests that he’d never do such a thing. Interesting.”

      “Walk us through what you’ve learned,” Cisco said.

      “And how you learned it,” Danilo said.

      I’d told this story so many times, I could take it on the road as a one-woman show. Thing is, I’d never had to fudge a version that got me to the witches without Ari’s involvement. I was deep into a fascinating and totally plausible story about running into a coven on a full moon in Prague when Ari interrupted me and told them the truth about his induction.

      No one seemed to care, though Bastijn looked intrigued.

      Kane shifted his chair closer to Ari’s.

      “Fine,” I said to the group at large. “I met Dr. Gelman because of the induction.” I included Sienna in the story though I kept my witch status, Lilith, and Ilya’s memory wipe out of it. They seemed trustworthy, but I was holding off on those details until I had absolutely no doubts about them.

      “So we’re looking for Sienna,” Cisco said.

      “You can try,” Kane said. “Most likely won’t find her until she wants to be found.”

      “Ferdinand Alves,” Bastijn said. “Guy shows up out of nowhere and is treated like a V.I.P. He was a part of all this, wasn’t he?”

      The L.A. Rasha told us about Rabbi Wahl assigning Zander to work with Ferdinand on some classified gig a couple months ago. Cisco had heard Zander and Ferdinand arguing about something, though he only heard the raised voices, not the topic. They’d subsequently disappeared for a few days, and when they got back, Zander stayed stoned-to-the-point-of-catatonic for a week.

      He’d also had deep scratches all over his hands that he’d refused to explain.

      I stopped pacing. “When was this?”

      Cisco turned to Bastijn. “What night did you get back from Caracas? It was then.”

      “June twentieth,” Bastijn said.

      “That’s around when Ferdinand died,” Rohan said. “Shedim killed him.”

      “Shedim controlled by Sienna,” I said.

      Danilo cursed. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” Ro replied. “I was there. Ferdinand was trying to kill me. Though we didn’t know about Sienna until later.”

      “Well, fuck,” Cisco said.

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “The timing of the fight also fits for when Tessa died.”

      “Ferdinand’s wife,” Ari clarified for the others. “And the witch with dark magic that Mandelbaum was using.”

      I’d taken a snap of the photo Ro had found of Tessa and Ferdinand at his apartment and put it on my burner phone, along with one of Sienna. I passed the cell to the men.

      Danilo whistled. “I saw her once. Pegged her for a witch in about three seconds.”

      Bastijn took the phone from him. “You think they killed Tessa?”

      “No. Dark magic killed Tessa,” I said. “It’s not a sustainable hobby. But there’s some connection with the timeframe of the fight that we’re missing.”

      “Rabbi Wahl?” Cisco said. “Not-so-innocent bystander?”

      “Seems likely,” Rohan said.

      There was a loud crack. Baruch held a chunk of the wooden conference table in his hands and was glaring at it. “This runs too deep into the heart of the Brotherhood.”

      “So let’s find out where everyone’s loyalties lay,” Ari said.

      “Quietly.” Baruch pinned the L.A. Rasha with his steely blue gaze. “Find out how far Rabbi Mandelbaum and his friends’ tentacles stretch. Contact those you trust. Rohan, can we commandeer my bungalow to set up a war room?”

      Rohan nodded.

      War room. I swallowed. Then I broached the unpopular topic still unresolved. “Why Ethan?”

      Danilo stood up with a scowl. “This again?”

      “If Sienna didn’t care about using an innocent person, why not just make him into a magic bomb and take everyone out? This was a precise strike. None of the staff were hurt and the Rasha that tried to stop him weren’t hurt because of Sienna. They got hurt in the fight. That means Sienna didn’t want them hurt.”

      I was starting to sound like a broken record, but the distinction was important. It would be too easy to paint Sienna as an archvillain, see her in terms of black-and-white absolutes. That would be to our peril.

      “You didn’t know him,” Bastijn said.

      “No, I didn’t. My thinking isn’t clouded by personal sentiment, either.” I’d effectively split us back into us and them and I wasn’t sure which group Rohan fell into.

      “It all must be considered,” Baruch said.

      Before I could lay out a plan, Ro cut me off. “Get burners. No Brotherhood cells anywhere near you when you’re discussing this assignment.”

      Cisco stood up, cracking his knuckles. “Love a good dose of paranoia.”

      Danilo jabbed a finger at me as he strolled past. “Stirred shit up.” He looked pleased to have a fight on his hands.

      Bastijn clapped Ari on the shoulder. “Good to see you again, chamo.”

      Damn, his accent was hot. I cut a sideways look at Kane, who scowled at them. That’s right, son. Man up and appreciate my brother.

      “You too, Bastijn.” The tips of Ari’s ears were pink but there was no awkwardness, so while they’d totally slept together, it was quite a while ago.

      “Hussy,” I whispered to my brother.

      “What a touching reunion,” Kane said.

      “It is.” Ari exchanged a warm smile with Bastijn.

      Bastijn smirked at Kane and left.

      I poked Kane with a pen, since he still wasn’t touch-safe. “You’re an idiot.”

      “For what?” Kane said.

      “Put your razor-sharp mind to it for five minutes and see if you can puzzle it out.”

      Ro checked the hallway. “Sorry for cutting you off, Nava. They weren’t going to listen. I’m having trouble believing it of Ethan and I know you’re probably right.”

      “He wasn’t working with Ferdinand,” I said, “because the others would have noticed. Maybe some side job via Rabbi Wahl or reporting directly to Mandelbaum?”

      “Follow the money,” Ari said.

      “You think that applies here?” I said.

      He shrugged. “Dad always says in nine out of ten cases if you follow the money, you get motive.”

      “I can do that,” Kane said.

      “Ace, you’ll cross check the timeline to whatever Kane finds out?”

      “On it.”

      “Last thing,” I said. “I need to search Mandelbaum’s room.”

      “Why?” Ari asked.

      Ugh. Did I really want to go into the details? My brother did not need to know about my clogged toilet situation.

      “Long story,” I said.

      “Rohan lost his magic,” Baruch said. “Nava made a deal with Lilith, yes, that Lilith, who is alive thanks to dark magic, to get it back. Now she’s trapped inside Nava and if we don’t trade one of Mandelbaum’s tzitzit to a demon for an artifact to remove her, your sister will die in a month.”

      “Okay. Maybe not that long,” I said.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Shadows slithered around Ari’s body like snakes. I could taste the charcoal. “Why didn’t you tell me she was trapped in you?”

      “I didn’t want to upset you.”

      Ari went apoplectic.

      Kane went to put his hand on Ari’s shoulder and stopped himself, his skin still faintly purple. “Freak out later, help your sister now.”

      “Did you know?” Ari demanded.

      “No, calm down.” Kane said, then arched an eyebrow at me. “But we’ll be having words about this secret-keeping of yours, babyslay.”

      “Good. All our secrets can come out at once, then.” I looked pointedly from him to my brother.

      Kane jutted out his chin with a huff. “Curiosity killed the cat.”

      Ari was struggling to get his magic under control. It filled more of the room, careening wildly.

      “Shut it down, Ari. She’ll get through this,” Baruch said.

      “You can’t promise that!” Whoa. Ari was snapping at his idol.

      “Esther is working on it,” I said. “I’ll be okay, I swear, but right now, I need your help.”

      He drew his magic shadows into himself with visible effort. “Everyone is too paranoid right now. Wait until later to search.”

      “Now’s the perfect time. Mandelbaum is busy. Distracted.”

      “He’s got bodyguards,” my brother shot back.

      “All of whom probably have special instructions where you’re concerned,” Kane said.

      “Tell me what you really think,” I said.

      “Sure.” Ari said. “Not now. No.”

      “Great. I’m gonna take that as a ‘go for it.’”

      “Nee.”

      “One month, Ari. How about I don’t put this off?”

      He flinched like I’d hit him. “I’m telling Mom and Dad.”

      “Before or after I’m dead?”

      Ari glared at me.

      “Go,” Rohan said. “We have your back.”

      I portalled upstairs. All was silent as I crept to the deluxe guest suite where Mandelbaum was staying. The door was wide open and the room was empty.

      It had to be a trap.

      I searched all of his drawers with a cutthroat efficiency. Jackpot. I slid a tzitzit into my pocket.

      “Not now, Baruch,” Mandelbaum said, his footsteps drawing closer. At Baruch’s protests he said he’d meet him downstairs in five. “Oskar, with me.”

      I might never get an eavesdropping opportunity like this again. I wriggled under the rabbi’s bed. It was not badass and super spy. It was me crammed in with the box spring digging into my sweaty back, nervously straining to hear every sound, while getting too intimate with the dust bunnies tickling my nose.

      Two sets of feet entered and the door closed.

      “Well?” Mandelbaum said.

      “You were right,” said a male voice with a German accent. “He was tight with Ethan.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I shimmied as far forward on my belly as I could without being seen, but it only got me a view of their legs.

      “I don’t trust him,” the rabbi said. “He’s acting cagey, disobeying orders. I warned him to sever that relationship.”

      Ro. I pressed my palms into the carpet to smother the sparks flying off them.

      “You want to keep an eye on him for a bit longer?” Oskar asked.

      “No,” Mandelbaum said. My heart stuttered a dozen times. “He’s run out of chances.”

      I reached for the hem of the blanket to move it out of the way and stop them, when Oskar said, “Too bad. Ilya was a good guy. But you’re right. Every time I checked in with him about whether he’d found out what Ferdinand planned to give us the night he died, he claimed to forget.”

      “Something happened on his trip up north,” the rabbi said. “Something changed.”

      My stomach dropped into my toes with a queasy lurch. The memory wipe. Ilya was no innocent but he didn’t deserve to die because of my actions. I portalled out, landing behind the reception desk.

      I ran toward my friends.

      “Ilya. Find him.” I clutched Baruch’s arm. “Please.”

      Had I anything personal of his, I’d have done a location spell.

      “Why?” Kane said.

      This was it. The last moment that my friends and family ever looked at me without disgust.

      “I memory wiped him meeting me, but I guess I screwed up and Mandelbaum thinks he’s gone off-book and ordered him killed.”

      They sprung into action. We scoured the building, but he and the German were gone and I had my first human death on my conscience. Too bad, it wouldn’t be my last.
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      The last thing I wanted to do was doll up and attend Zack’s charity event, but I couldn’t back out. Not after all my posts of the past couple of days, each one more self-satisfied and entitled than the last, shoving this relationship in everyone’s face, and setting the stage for first contact with Hybris.

      I’d tried calling Baskerville but it went straight to voicemail. I put the tzitzit in my underwear drawer, then moved it to my T-shirt drawer because, nope, too weird.

      Since I had to look my part for the evening’s festivities, I channeled my impending nervous breakdown into a total destruction of Billie’s fine unpacking.

      “I have nothing to wear!”

      “The mound on the bed suggests otherwise.”

      I rounded on Rohan with a feral snarl.

      “But you’re right. Also perfect the way you are.”

      “Say it.” I jabbed him in the chest. “I killed Ilya. I’m a monster.”

      “You didn’t kill Ilya.”

      Demons disappeared when we killed them. Humans didn’t. I may not have had the firsthand visual of Ilya’s lifeless eyes like I did with Ethan, but I could picture his dead body all too easily.

      Actually, what I couldn’t stop picturing was that damn bright pink pastry box that Mischa had brought for the two of them. They’d had their final birthday together and for the rest of his life, his twin would manifest as a phantom ache, a deep-seated loneliness Mischa would never be able to escape.

      Stories liked to toss around the old “it takes a monster to stop a monster” trope. It sounded so guns-blazing and sexy. So very “I’m gonna be the biggest badass on the block.” The truth was that becoming a monster wasn’t a grand jump into darkness, but a small step sideways: walking past a homeless person asking for change, ignoring the food bank appeals while standing in line for your second latte of the day.

      The scary thing about becoming a monster was that we all had the potential in us, and with Lilith trapped inside me, I had it more than most. If I needed to keep using her magic to help our side I would, but I was going to fight tooth and nail to keep my humanity.

      Thing was, had it already changed how Rohan saw me?

      “Everyone was too focused on finding Ilya to say anything, but it’s you and me now.” I laughed bitterly. “Don’t hold back.”

      Rohan pushed my pile of dresses aside and sat down on the bed. He patted the mattress beside him, but I shook my head, rooted to my spot, my arms wrapped around myself.

      “Six months ago, I would have agreed with you. You practiced magic on a fellow Rasha, magic that you didn’t have a handle on, and as a result, he’s dead or whatever they’ve done to him.”

      I hoped for Ilya’s sake he was dead. “Now?”

      He clasped his hands between his knees, elbows braced on his black tux pants. His tux jacket fell open and his tie was loosely knotted.

      “Montague took down wards so Asmodeus could get to us. The head of my Brotherhood is planning to unleash the very creatures we’re sworn to kill on an unsuspecting public to feed some kind of messiah complex. Ferdinand tried to kill Drio and me, I almost lost my magic, and as a result, you’ve got the most powerful witch in the history of mankind locked inside you. I would have killed Montague if I could have, and I sure as hell tried to kill Ferdinand.” He pulled me onto the bed, drawing me into his side. “You’re not a monster, sweetheart. You’re fighting a war.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder. “Our world is filled with shadows and we Rasha possess our fair share, but I’d have sworn that this shadow, harming a human, was one I’d never cloak myself in. I’d been so certain.”

      “Ilya would have killed you at the cabin. That memory wipe was the least injurious self-defense you could have done and ultimately, Mandelbaum gave the order. Not you.”

      “It was a lot easier to deal with moral quicksand when it didn’t involve actual loss of life.” I rubbed the heel of my palm against my chest. “How am I supposed to keep going?”

      Ro kissed the side of my head. “Same as we all do. One breath at a time.”

      Touching as it all was, his words didn’t solve the immediate problem that everything I owned was unwearable crap and in two hours I was supposed to magically transform from my oversized ratty bathrobe, snarled hair from running my fingers through it anxiously, and no make-up, into my half of Rolita to incite fans’ wrath and attract a demon’s attention.

      I fell backwards onto my clothing. “I need a fairy godmother.”

      “Oh. I have the next best thing. Mom’s stylist. Let me run up to the house and call her.”

      “Wait.” I beckoned him closer until he stood over the bed, then pulled him down to me by his tie and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      “No thanks needed.”

      I enjoyed the view of his fine ass walking away until he’d slipped out the front door, then I hauled myself off the bed. Buck up, camper. I padded into the living room and headed directly for the small liquor cabinet, do not pass Go, do not collect $200.

      The civilized thing would have been to pour the whiskey into a glass but there was barely two fingers left, so I put the bottle to my lips and gave ’er. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, shaking my head at the burn and raising the empty bottle in victory. “Fuck, yeah!”

      “I’ve never seen Macallan consumed quite like that.”

      The bottle hit the carpet, bouncing twice, and scattering tiny drops of sticky booze on my feet. I clutched my obscenely gaping housecoat. I’d envisioned every first meeting scenario possible, including one involving poodles and arson, and yet missed the one where I looked like the cover model for a Kid Rock album.

      “M-Maya. I mean, Ms. Mitra.”

      “Oh, good. You know who I am.” Her accent was even more SoCal than her son’s.

      Rohan got his gold eyes from his mother. On him they were my barometer to his emotions. On Maya, they were as implacable and unreadable as the sun. Add that to the total picture of her purple dreads, bindi, nose piercing, and black studded leather tunic thing that made her so much cooler than I could ever hope to be, in addition to being the woman who birthed Rohan and probably had some definite opinions about the type of girl her son should date?

      I was fucked.

      “Lox!” I yelled like a crazy person.

      Maya rightfully stepped back.

      I gave a kind of strangled eep and ran to my suitcase, returning in record time with a vacuum-packed box of smoked salmon with a bow on it that I pressed into her hands.

      “I brought you lox. Because you’re Jewish.” I laughed, flapping my hands like I was trying to fly. “Which you know. Did I say how much I respect your career?”

      Maya flipped the box over, taking in the glossy photos on the back. “Were you trying to bribe me into liking you? With fish?”

      “Is it working? Because if not, it’s a hostess gift. Contrary to how it seems, I wasn’t actually raised by wolves.”

      I was getting nothing from this woman, except Baruch-worthy impassive blinks. I gnawed on a cuticle until it was ragged, contemplating my next move, but I’d just caused a man’s death. My ideas, unlike the whiskey I’d just slugged back, were not top shelf.

      There were running footsteps and Rohan skidded to a stop in the doorway. “Don’t scare her, Mom.”

      Maya didn’t even turn around. “Go check on your father, beta.”

      “Dad’s fine.”

      “Rohan.”

      My badass, human-blade of a boyfriend nodded meekly and slunk away. “Okay.”

      “Coward,” I yelled. Maya turned that look on me. “He’s a fine boy,” I amended.

      She sank onto the arm of the sofa, all languid elegance and black nail polish. “Sit.”

      I sat.

      “Before you say anything, I have a few points to make on why I’m an excellent girlfriend for your son.” I reached into my pocket.

      “Those are index cards.”

      I pulled off the elastic securing them. “I wasn’t sure I’d remember all my points.”

      “How many are there?”

      I flipped through the cards. “One hundred and seven. Though I might have rephrased a few in different creative ways to pump up the content.”

      Maya threw her head back and laughed. “Holy fuck, you’re even funnier than Ro-Ro said.”

      Ro-Ro? Oh, revenge would be sweet on the scurrying bastard.

      Cautiously optimistic, I stuffed my cards back into my bathrobe pocket. “Did you like the song he wrote you for Mother’s Day? I thought it was beautiful, but I’m not a professional.”

      I was totally planning to claim all the points for being the one to convince him to write it.

      Maya jabbed a finger at me. “This album mess is all your fault. I never would have worked with my stubborn-ass kid if he hadn’t written me that cute song. That’s on you.”

      I reached for my cards again, but she snapped her fingers at me, stopping me.

      “Did I say I didn’t love it? That I didn’t want my son writing music again?”

      I eyed the door, mentally calculating how I could make a quick escape if need be, because she was scary. “Uh, no?”

      “The depth and maturity of the songs on Ascending? It’s his best work.” She shook her head from side to side. “Or will be when he finishes it.”

      I relaxed a fraction. “He’s punished himself for Asha long enough.”

      “He has.” Maya slid off the arm so that she was sitting beside me. “Rohan is extremely proud and stubborn. He gets it from his father.”

      Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh. “Uh-huh.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Sometimes his pride is a good thing, but sometimes…” Her face etched with sorrow. “My son went down some dark roads. But you keep bullying him back into the light.”

      “I wouldn’t call it bullying. A gentle encouragement.”

      Maya snorted. “I know the two of you haven’t had it easy, but you’re good for him. Is he good for you?”

      As evidenced by Exhibit A, the index cards, I’d been ready for Maya to hate me. The woman had a fierce reputation and didn’t suffer fools. Best case, she’d be indifferent. But this? This wasn’t just expectations of me, it was expectations of her son for me.

      “He really is.”

      “Okay then.” She stood, the salmon tucked under one arm.

      “Out of curiosity, did the bribe help?”

      “I’m deathly allergic to salmon.”

      “Next time don’t lead with the lethal toxin. Got it.” I picked up the whiskey bottle, checking if by any miracle, some booze had survived.

      There was a sharp rap on the door.

      “Hello?” said a French-accented female’s voice. A tiny bird of a woman, with a severe jet-black bob, her arms full of garment bags and a massive make-up kit, edged inside the bungalow.

      “Cristianne.” Maya rose, kissing her friend on both cheeks. “This is Nava.”

      Cristianne carefully lay the garment bags over a chair, then crossed the room and pulled me to my feet. “Oui. I can work with this.”

      “Merci de m’aider si rapidement,” I said.

      “Vous êtes Francaise?”

      “Canadian, but educated in French.”

      The stylist beamed at me, chattering away in French about how she’d hadn’t been certain but now she had the perfect dress.

      The next hour was a whirlwind of pinning and hair and make-up. Maya had left ages ago, mumbling some excuse about a pressing issue in the studio.

      Cristianne sprayed hairspray on my wave of hair falling over one eye and pinned a large crimson flower behind my left ear. “Et voilà.”

      I turned to the full-length mirror she’d had brought in and beamed.

      She’d put me in a midnight blue, satin, retro glam number with a sweetheart halter, fitted to my every curve and then sweeping out at the bottom in a fishtail. I looked like I’d stepped out of the 1940s.

      Someone wolf-whistled. “My son has excellent taste,” said a man with an Indian accent.

      “Dev!” I shuffle-hopped over and hugged Rohan’s dad. “I’m so glad to meet you properly. How are you feeling?”

      He danced a couple of jig steps. “Never better. Cristianne, exquisite work as always.”

      She gave a very Gallic half-shrug, her arms full once more with all her supplies. “Mais, bien sûr.”

      After some last-minute instructions and an order to dazzle, she winked at me and left.

      Dev and I chatted for a bit. His recovery was going well, though he was frustrated with everyone handling him with kid gloves. I thanked him for his hospitality with the bungalow and after five minutes, inexplicably found myself invited to a cricket match, a sport I always confused with croquet. I had the good sense not to ask which one Alice had played in Wonderland using flamingos.

      “Look at you.” Ro stepped inside and motioned for me to turn.

      “I’ll leave you kids alone.” Dev clapped his son on the arm and left.

      Ro swept a very slow, very thorough gaze over me and I preened.

      “Lox?” Ro said.

      “Thank you, I feel beau–Wait. What?”

      “You gave my allergic mom salmon?”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “And thanks for the heads up, Ro-Ro.”

      He grinned at me, his white teeth gleaming. “Only Mom calls me that, so if you’re ever planning on having sex again?” He made a slashing motion across his throat.

      “Noted. Do I look good enough for a demon?”

      “You look beautiful, but you’re missing something.” He pulled a robin’s egg blue box out of his pocket.

      “That’s from Tiffany’s.”

      “If you say so.”

      I grabbed the box and opened it. “Tell me that goose egg isn’t real.”

      The oval sapphire on a long, slender gold chain could have been used as a weapon.

      “It’s real.” He slid the chain over my head. The jewel nestled in my décolletage, catching the light in a million fiery prisms. “You want to attract a demon, right? Go big.”

      He slid his arms around me, turning us to face the mirror. While there was no doubt this couple could stand on any celebrity stage, truthfully, I liked the private version of Ro and me best. The one where he was wearing one of my tap T-shirts, or we were dancing around and singing, being goofs.

      “This isn’t us,” I said.

      “I know.” His arms tightened, his chest rising and falling in tandem with my heartbeat. “Speak now or forever hold your peace, because there’s no going back. You ready to step into the spotlight?”
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      After a quick glamouring of our Rasha rings so that Hybris wouldn’t know we were hunters if, no, when she showed up, Ro ushered me to the limo he’d rented. He’d stocked it with champagne and chocolate-dipped strawberries.

      Limo ride 2.0 was way better than the first one.

      I bit into a large berry and licked chocolate off my lip, watching refracted streetlights slither over the tinted windows. “I’m rethinking the definition of us, because I could get used to this. Also, Rolita is damn hot.”

      “You’d get stabby if you had to wear Spanx on a regular basis.”

      I held out my champagne flute to be filled. “Who said I was wearing that?”

      “No one is that smooth under form-fitting satin. Seen a lot of women in evening attire.”

      “More like you’ve removed a lot of evening attire.”

      He winked at me and tipped his flute back.

      “Little less hot now, buddy.”

      He ran a hand along his body. “I’m the ultimate hotness.”

      “Eh.”

      “Take it back.” Ro pulled me to him and rained smooches on my cheek.

      “Watch the hair.” I squealed and batted him away. Feebly, because let’s face it, even his cheek kisses were worth having.

      When the limo pulled up to the curb outside the upscale lounge where the charity event was being held, I scooted closer to the window. I couldn’t see the front doors for the paparazzi. In fact, I could barely see the red carpet.

      I did a couple of breathing exercises from my tap days to center myself.

      The door opened and the driver extended his gloved hand.

      “Allow me.” Ro got out to assist me.

      I stepped onto the red carpet and the world exploded in a flurry of flashbulbs. My vision was a blur of white dots and I couldn’t hear myself think over the dozen reporters yelling at us.

      Most of the crowd jamming the barriers on either side of the red carpet was female, many holding signs professing their love for my boyfriend, and all of them shrieking with near-hysterical fervor.

      Honestly? It was madness and I reveled in it. When it came to performing, my attitude was the bigger the audience, the better. With each step, my spine grew straighter, my chin notched up just that much more.

      Ro kept one hand on the small of my back, ushering me along the carpet, as he waved at his fans, totally at ease. Another day at the office. “Well done.”

      I couldn’t have wiped my smirk off my face if I’d been paid.

      Nothing I’d seen or read had prepared me for the tangible current of his fans’ adoration. It was that live-wire hum that one wrong spark could turn into an all-consuming inferno. And from the hate shining out at me from many of them, I was that spark.

      I’d dealt with so much shit since becoming Rasha. I’d had demons try to kill me and go after my people, I’d had my very sense of self challenged and tested and remade via the same kind of force that turned carbon into diamonds, and on top of all that, I was trying to stave off the apocalypse. So apologizing for daring to be the woman on Rohan’s arm? I wanted to throw back my head and laugh. That’s right. Take a good look.

      I swaggered into that club like I had a cape and theme music.

      The frosted glass doors didn’t mute the clamoring much. If anything, the crowd seemed to swell in a disappointed chorus once they closed behind us.

      To get inside the main room, we had to pass a wall of colorful photographs featuring youth of all ages in different impoverished countries that this charity had helped get off the streets and into affordable housing and jobs. The stories mounted under the photos were incredibly moving. I was especially taken with one physically disabled young girl who’d been abducted by a gang in South China and forced into slave labor, begging on the streets and giving whatever she earned to the criminals. Now in her early thirties, she oversaw the charity’s operations in that entire country.

      “I want to donate,” I said. I couldn’t give my time, but I wanted to contribute something.

      “Sure.” Rohan turned from the profile he’d been reading to smile at me. “I’ll put you in touch with my contact.”

      “You’re already familiar with this organization?”

      “Zack and I learned about them at the same time on our… second? Yeah, second world tour. I’ve been supporting them ever since.”

      A knot of people had gotten bottlenecked at the photos, so Ro and I moved on to the main space.

      It was an enormous circular room with a dazzling stained glass ceiling in blues and greens that gave a dreamy underwater effect. Dozens of crystal chandeliers cast a cool white light and the air was thick with perfume and entitlement.

      Old money was represented by distinguished men in conservative suits and their much younger trophy wives. New money was the flashier, younger set in designer wear that ran from chic outfits I’d seen on the covers of fashion mags in the airport on my way to Los Angeles, to a dress whose ball gown skirt was an explosion of feathers and twigs, to the guy wearing a powder blue tux jacket with pants that seemed to be made of balloons.

      “Is that?” I tugged on Ro’s sleeve, flicking my eyes to the superhero star deep in conversation with the squeaky-voiced singer of this week’s number one Billboard pop hit.

      “Yeah. You wanna meet them?”

      “You know them?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “What does it matter? They’re just people.”

      “No, they’re your kind of people. Famous ones. The rest of us can’t casually saunter over and engage in conversation. We accost, beg for scraps, and are pathetically grateful when they deign to take a picture with us.”

      “Rohan always took celebrity as his due,” a mellow voice said from behind me. “Even before he was famous.”

      I whipped around and crushed his Fugue State Five band mate Zack in a hug. “It’s you.” I sniffed him. “You even smell good. My fanfic was bang on.”

      Rohan had covered his face with one hand, as if trying to distance himself from me, but Zack was laughing.

      “Oh, good,” he said. “I was worried when you met me you’d be disappointed.”

      “This conversation is weird,” Rohan said.

      “Hush. This doesn’t concern you.” I took in every inch of Zack’s wiry six-foot frame, from his short afro and neat goatee to his soulful eyes, black skin, and those beautiful pianist hands of his. “No. You never disappointed me. Except for the gay part, since even I had a tough time justifying your fictional interest in me.”

      “Life is disappointment,” Rohan said.

      He pulled Zack into a hug, both manbro slapping each other’s backs. The only other close friends of Ro’s that I’d seen him with were Lily, which as an ex had a different vibe, and Drio, which given their shared guilt over Asha, also had a different vibe. It was nice to see him interact with someone with such ease and genuine warmth.

      And it was positively delicious hearing the two of them gossip like moms on a playground about half the people in this room.

      After Rohan had shared some juicy tidbit about what really went down between the two actors pretending not to know each other over by the bar, I nudged him. “And I’m the starfucker?”

      He snickered like a twelve-year-old boy. “You are. It’s even in the job description.”

      I shook my head, with an aggrieved sigh.

      “Amazing that you ever get laid.” Zack smoothly stepped in between us and slung an arm over my shoulder. “Come with me. I have to talk up the charity and sadly, even important causes go over better with beautiful women.”

      I struck a saucy pose. “He thinks I’m beautiful.”

      Rohan grinned. “You’re okay in certain lighting.”

      “So under appreciated.”

      Zack watched us in blatant amusement. “I have a cousin you might like. He’d appreciate you just fine.”

      Ro raised an eyebrow while I pretended to consider the offer.

      “Nah, I’ll stick with this one.” I shooed my boyfriend off. “Redeem yourself and fetch drinks, good man.”

      “Will you pay for them later?” he murmured into my ear.

      Heat flared hot and bright in my belly. “Put them on my tab.”

      His eyes darkened, then he headed for the bar.

      Not gonna lie. Being ushered around and introduced to celebrities for the first hour was fun, helping Zack by recounting some of the stories about those kids was even better. Most of these people hadn’t bothered to read the profiles so my excellent memory from years of having to quickly pick up dance steps came in handy. The only sucky part was how many people interrupted us to ask about Rohan and me. It was good on the assignment front, but bad for the charity and made me feel like fresh meat.

      I took a sip of my vodka cranberry, parched from all the talking I’d been doing. “Sorry. I think I was more distracting than useful.”

      “Naw,” Zack said, his slender fingers tapping against his glass of sparkling water. “They’ll all be dishing about how they were here with you two and the charity will get mentioned. All good press.”

      Rohan joined us from his sweep of the room. Since Zack knew what Ro did, we didn’t have to keep things hidden from him. In fact, we’d given him the demon’s description to have another set of eyes on the lookout for her. “No sign of Tia.”

      “Luna!” Raquel air-kissed me. “Who’d have thought you clean up so well?”

      “McGonagall, darling. Nice hand towel.”

      Her silver sequined dress was très mini but she rocked it and the matching sequined bra that winked out from beneath the dress strap was to die for.

      Zack and Rohan clutched their drinks, eyes darting between us.

      Raquel burst out laughing. “Oh, you poor puppies. They can’t tell if we like each other or not. Relax, gentlemen. We’re all good.” She nudged me. “Introduce me.”

      “Rohan and Zack, meet Raquel.”

      They all shook hands and then Raquel asked if she could borrow me for a minute. “You okay?” she said. “I heard about the attack.”

      I shrugged. “Have you found Sienna?”

      “She’s moving around a lot. We almost had her once but…” She shook her head. I guess Esther hadn’t told the witches that I was the one behind the location spell.

      “Question for you. What did Tessa do for a living?” I said.

      “She was a de-clutter and positive energy consultant.”

      I laughed. “No, really.”

      “Really.”

      “Wow. That’s very Californian.”

      “Mock all you want, but Good Vibrations was pretty successful. She had clients consulting her from around the world.”

      Taking flakiness global. Maybe Ari and Kane could do something with the information.

      “I met the head of the Brotherhood,” Raquel said, casually steering me to a quieter corner.

      “My condolences.”

      “Right? What a major dickhole.”

      “What’d he want?”

      “To threaten me into turning over the witches responsible for the attack on his chapter. I told him that my witches weren’t responsible and to go fuck himself. Then I threatened to set his junk on fire if he so much as looked at any of them funny.”

      “I’d have paid good money to see that.”

      “Yeah, he ran like a little prison bitch. One other thing.”

      “That already doesn’t sound good,” I said.

      “When Tessa was found, I called in a favor from a witch in the coroner’s office and asked for an autopsy. Off the record. They were backlogged and I just got the results.”

      My hand tightened on my glass. “And?”

      “Tessa was tortured before she died. It’s not what killed her, that was definitely the dark magic, but she had cracked ribs, broken bones in her hands and feet, and a cracked skull. Someone worked her over a few days before she died. If Sienna knew this somehow?”

      “How? If Tessa had told her, Sienna wouldn’t have waited this long to go ballistic.”

      “I got the call Wednesday morning.”

      The day Sienna attacked. “Shit.”

      “Everything okay?” Rohan slid an arm around me.

      “No,” Raquel said. “I’ll let your girlfriend tell you. I’ve spent too long talking to this nobody.” She swiped my drink, took a sip, and throwing a finger wave over her shoulder, sashayed back into the crowd.

      While it was all well and good that we had Sienna’s motive for the attack, it sucked that Zander had most likely been part of the torture, as evidenced by the scratches on his hand that he wouldn’t explain.

      Rohan’s foul mood over that soured further as our primary mission was turning out to be a bust. The evening was winding down with no sign of Tia. There were a number of performances, including one by the pop star, and one from this middle-aged soft rock artist whose saxophone use resulted in evil and insidious ear worms. I wished he’d been a demon, but alas. Needless to say, Dad adored his stuff. I recorded the two songs he performed and emailed the video to my father, before going into the designated green room with Rohan.

      He and Zack would be closing out the night with a song they’d written together years ago and recorded as a one-off track.

      “You’re a rock god.” I slipped off my heels, sitting on a lumpy sofa.

      In front of the mirror, Rohan closed one eye, applying his eyeliner with a steady hand. “Which you knew.”

      “Knowing and experiencing are two different things. Those fans outside were crazy. Let’s do something really bold to get Tia’s attention.”

      “Like what?” He turned from the mirror and struck a pouty model pose. “Whaddya think?”

      Ro had changed out of his tux into an outfit he’d told me was called a sherwani. Made of soft velvet with a stiff collar, this long, olive green jacket shot through with gold thread had a militaristic feel with its row of buttons down to the knee. He wore the traditional garment over a camouflage tank and olive green skinny jeans rolled carelessly up at the ankle, his bare feet stuffed into burgundy leather runners. His gold eyes popped against the eyeliner and he’d gelled his hair into bedhead spikes.

      I beckoned him close with the crook of a finger. “This may be the sexiest I’ve ever seen you.”

      He scrunched up his face. “Are you exoticizing me?”

      “I believe I am, yes. However, in the interests of fair play, I can break out the shtetl garb and headscarf should you wish to fulfill some Jewess roleplay fantasy.” I batted my lashes at him. “I know how much you like roleplaying, baby.”

      “Not with you dressed like your grandmother. I’m good.”

      “Please. Bubbe only wore Chanel.”

      Rohan cocked his head. “How do you feel about Chanel? One of those tweed mini suit things?”

      “You wanna play naughty student and sexy teacher, don’t you?”

      “I didn’t until two seconds ago, but now I’m thinking I could get behind the idea.” He prowled toward me.

      My heart kicked up. “The door isn’t locked.”

      His grin turned wicked as he straddled me. “I know.”

      Rohan sucked on my neck.

      Knock. Knock.

      “The door,” I mewled, my chest rising and falling in ragged breaths.

      “Whoever it is could just walk in.” His lips vibrated against the pulse in my throat.

      “That would be bad.”

      Another knock. More insistent.

      “Rohan?” Zack said.

      Rohan untied my halter top, the silky fabric slipping down to my waist. He set his mouth to one breast. “Hmm-mmmm.”

      I clutched his shoulders and moaned.

      “Five minutes, Rohan. Don’t make me come in there and see something we’ll all regret.”

      “Nothing to see. All good,” I called out in a shaky voice.

      Zack laughed. “Right.” He walked away, his footsteps growing fainter.

      Ro canted his hips, pressing his hard-on into me. “Five minutes works for me.”

      I ground up against him. “Ooh, fast sex. Can we make it shitty and dry, too?”

      “Ask nicely and I’ll give you the entire regret trifecta.”

      My laugh turned into another moan as Ro kneaded my breasts. “Do you have a condom?”

      “We covered this,” he said.

      “We covered the ‘nobody cheated’ part. I’m not having you splooge my dress. Really don’t need to be the stain seen ’round the world.”

      “Grr.” He slid off me.

      “About my bold idea?” I retied my halter straps, resigned to being sexually frustrated for the next little while.

      He twisted the cap off a water bottle. “Yeah?”

      “How do you feel about getting married?”

      Rohan choked on the water.

      “Snagging you as my boyfriend and being a dick about it isn’t enough. Make me the luckiest girl in the world, Snowflake.”

      “Tonight? For the mission?”

      “Yes. After your number. Publicly declare your love. Tell the world you can’t live without me.”

      I didn’t show the slight thrill I got at that idea, because this was about work.

      “I’ve done a lot for the Brotherhood, but standing up in front of everyone with a fake proposal? Are you kidding?” His hands tightened on the bottle, sending water cascading up over the lip. He swore, wiped his hand on his pants, and slammed the bottle onto the counter.

      “It’s a groupie’s ultimate coup. Don’t you want to stop this demon?”

      “Yes. By tracking her down, not taking something that means everything and reducing it to nothing for an assignment.” He poured himself a shot of bourbon. “How could you be so angry about going public for this assignment and then suggest this?”

      “That was the Nava who assumed we had the luxury of time. We hadn’t found Sienna in a month and look how that escalated. What if it takes us that long to find Tia? Are you willing to live with the collateral damage because we didn’t try everything? Because I can’t.”

      And I might not have that long.

      He slugged the booze back, shaking his head, his jaw tight.

      “It’s just another act,” I said. “Another performance. You’re a performer. A good one.”

      “A good one because my performances come from a place of truth, not an utter fucking lie. Do you hear yourself? This is totally mercenary. It’s something Lilith would do.”

      “No, it’s not.” I forced a smile. “There are a lot of things to worry about when it comes to Lilith affecting me. This isn’t one of them. Trust me, Ro. Please?”

      He finally gave me the barest nod.

      “You won’t be sorry. It’s a brilliant idea.”
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      It was a terrible idea.

      Their performance was incredible. I had a front row seat at one of the linen-covered bistro tables by the low stage. While Zack played a mournful tune on a baby grand, Ro sat on the piano bench, shoulder-to-shoulder with him, keeping time with his foot. His voice was raw and soulful, singing a ballad of a young man seeing the pain and suffering in the world and realizing all his privilege.

      The music swept over the audience like waves over sand, a shared journey that held us spellbound. The melody changed from a minor key to a major one, the lyrics reflecting a hope not usually found in Ro’s older emo writings.

      He gave a small secret smile, gaze trained on the crowd, before launching into the final chorus. His voice rose in a rich velvety crescendo around the bold chords, and the audience turned toward the two of them like flowers to the sun.

      The final notes crashed over us, the song over with a suddenness that left the audience bereft. There was a second of silence and the room erupted in applause.

      Rohan blinked back from whatever blissed out place he’d been in while singing, grinned, and nudged Zack’s shoulder. They stood up and bowed.

      Zack took the mic to thank everyone for coming and speak a bit more about the charity and how people could donate or, even better, get involved. He conferred quietly with Rohan, then handed the microphone over.

      “I’d like to echo Zack’s thanks for coming out and supporting this worthwhile cause. The song you heard tonight was written shortly after we learned about this incredible organization, and any sense of optimism is all due to them. It’s really important for us to remember how lucky we are. I’ve experienced fame and fortune.” He gestured to Zack standing off to the side of the low stage. “I have long-standing friendships with men that are like brothers to me.”

      Zack patted his heart and pointed at Ro.

      “And now I’ve found the woman who makes me the best version of myself. The one I want to spend the rest of my life with. Nava?” He dropped down to one knee and the crowd gasped. “Will you marry me?”

      He pulled out the fake diamond ring we’d borrowed off Raquel.

      A spotlight swung onto me.

      I’d had it all planned. I’d practiced a quick “who, me?” look of surprise in the mirror back in the green room and how to squeeze out a few tears.

      So much for best intentions. I stood there frozen, his words leaving a metallic taste in my mouth. I wanted so badly to go back and smack the me of a half hour ago upside the head. I didn’t want to hear a proposal and see that sweet, goofy, besotted smile, knowing it was all an act.

      Rohan and I had had a lot of firsts together; I didn’t want this to be one of them. Not like this.

      “You’ve overwhelmed her, Mitra.” Raquel pinched my hip. “Don’t blow it,” she hissed.

      I have no idea how I made it on stage, wishing for once that all eyes weren’t on me. I uttered some Hallmark platitude about how happy I was, convincing everyone my breathy acceptance and wide smile were real.

      Everyone except Rohan. I was close enough to see his small furrow of concern.

      Close enough to see it wiped away in favor of his own blinding smile and cold eyes.

      I bit the inside of my cheek so I wouldn’t cry. I was sacrificing the one thing I meant to cherish and protect in order to nail a demon.

      Except, I wasn’t doing that either because I was going to lose my cool and blow it. And wouldn’t that just be ironic? I’d strong-armed Rohan into this stupid plan and if I couldn’t cut through my mounting hysteria, the sobs I was barely biting back would give our charade away.

      I cast about inside myself for a wisp, a boost. There was nothing. The box was as still and impenetrable as ever, except for that pinprick of light. I worked on the hole until I’d turned it from a pinprick into a hairline fracture.

      Dark threads floated out and I tied them to my magic.

      My smile grew brighter. I stood up straighter and held out my hand. Every inch the queen awaiting her due.

      Rohan slid the rock onto my finger and once more the room erupted in applause. He dipped me and kissed me. It was void of any emotion or chemistry but from the wolf-whistles, the audience bought it.

      Rohan and I were nothing if not consummate performers.

      I endured the steady stream of well-wishers as long as I could; those beady-eyed scavengers were practically salivating at the rumor currency they’d accrued being here at ground zero. Even though we liked to pretend we were secure in our finery and first-class lives, we were all the same kind of liar as Los Angeles itself: glamorous until you went too far past the studios and saw the rundown parts desperate for cash and glory.

      We were all starfuckers in the end.

      The need to flee with Rohan and fix this overwhelmed me, but I stood my ground. This farce had to count for something, but no demon approached us.

      Hollowed out, yet not numb enough to endure another second, I shot Rohan a manic look, that I was drowning and needed out. The only people I said goodbye to were Raquel and Zack.

      Ro gave some instructions to the driver then bundled me into the limo where we spent the ride in silence, both of us staring at the ring. I’d pulled it off, twisting it this way and that between my thumb and forefinger.

      He grabbed it and flung it. It bounced off the leather seat and rolled to the ground. “Ask me to go through with the wedding and we’re done.”

      My eyes filled with tears. “It’s not how I want us. I messed up.”

      Rohan swore and slid over to me. He brushed the pad of his thumb under my lashes.

      I ghosted my hands up his biceps, raking his locks back before laying my palm on his cheek. My restraint was a living breathing thing. “Can I…?”

      He nodded. Barely a movement.

      I brushed my lips against his. “I’m sorry.”

      Our kiss was slow, exploring, unraveling us only to rebuild us with an increasingly frenetic tempo. I shifted against him and his breathing picked up, his hands flexing on my ribcage before his fingers bit into me as he hauled me into his lap.

      I nipped at his lower lip; our tongues tangled in a dirty, reckless kiss. Rohan groaned and pressed me back against the leather seat, his kiss almost bruising.

      A honking horn and voices yelling out on the street cut through my haze of desire.

      I pulled back, trying to catch my breath. Rohan ran his thumb over his lip, all hard muscle, messy hair, and swollen lips.

      The limo was parked at a curb on a quiet street.

      Rohan helped me straighten my clothes. “Come on. You need Corn Man.”

      It was after midnight in a deserted neighborhood and that sounded more like a threat than a treat, but, leaving the sapphire necklace on the seat and the ring on the floor, I scrambled out of the limo. I stopped short at the smell of roasted corn and the line-up of people twisting through the darkened parking lot behind a discount store waiting their turn at the tiny cart staffed by an older man and his son.

      Rohan joined the end of the queue.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “East L.A. Lincoln Heights. Corn Man makes the best elotes ever.” He rose onto tiptoe as if counting how many people were ahead of us. “He’s here till about 2AM but if he runs out of corn, that’s it. Too bad. So sad.”

      A car slowed down as it drove past, the driver hanging out the window and yelling “The wait is worth it!” before zooming off into the night.

      The customers were of all ages and all ethnicities, dressed in everything from the two girls in pjs wrapped in a huge purple blanket, to us in our evening finery. Rohan was still in his sherwani.

      Ro was recognized in stages: a muttered debate in Spanish and English from the two couples behind us on whether or not it was him, the decision that it was, the person anointed to get confirmation.

      “Hey man, you Rohan Mitra?”

      “Yeah.”

      The skinny speaker nodded. “Cool. I hated your shit. So depressing.” He punched Ro in the arm. “Lighten up, homie.”

      “Yeah, Ro,” I said. “Lighten up.”

      The next hour and a half was spent sharing beer and chatting with this group about our chances of getting to the front before the corn ran out and the best foods to eat when you were plastered. That turned into them prompting me for weird Canadian words when I mentioned being drunk on a mickey of vodka and learned that Americans had no clue what that flask-like bottle was.

      It was a weirdly carnival atmosphere.

      The closer we got to the front, the tenser I got, more and more determined that I had to have my elote. I didn’t even know what it was, but damn, it smelled good and the people walking away with their orders looked like they’d won the Super Bowl. I’m not saying I would have busted out my magic if it got me to the food, but I’m not saying I wouldn’t have.

      My feet were throbbing and I was huddled into Ro for warmth when we finally, mercifully reached the front.

      “Bowl or cob?” the older man asked.

      Ro looked at my dress. “Bowl.”

      The man scooped a bunch of corn from a water-filled blue cooler into a styrofoam bowl. His movements were economical, an ease born of repetition: the dollop of mayo, the heavy sprinkle of cheese, the squirt of lime juice, the dusting of chili powder.

      Ro bought corn for the couples behind us as well: the last four cobs. Our new friends cheered, while a collective groan went up from the rest of the line.

      We got into the limo. Rohan had also bought a bowl for the driver.

      The elote was sweet, spicy goodness that I fell on like a starved wolf, humming in joy between bites. Rohan wasn’t eating with any more dignity. We basically ignored each other until all had been licked clean.

      I patted my belly and refastened the sapphire around my neck. “You told the driver to come here when we first got into the limo. When you were still mad.”

      He shrugged. “I knew you’d like it.”

      My heart palpitated in my chest like a distressed old woman fluttering her hands, but for the first time ever, my brain didn’t scream at me to run away. It dug in with an “I’m good.”

      I was so shocked that I actually twitched. “Tunes,” I sputtered. “Put on some music.”

      “Uh, okay.” He punched on the stereo, fiddling with the song choice until Michael Franti’s “I’m Alive” came pouring out of the speaker. Ro had introduced me to this song and it had subsequently become a happy place.

      Just like he had.

      I checked back in with my brain, but it was still perfectly content where it was, phonetically mangling song lyrics, so I tentatively relaxed into the moment.

      We zipped along the highway, the moon roof open to let in the Los Angeles night, with our bellies full of corn, belting out this song about just wanting to be with a certain person.

      Since I had no clue where in the city we were at any given moment, I didn’t realize we hadn’t gone back to Maya and Dev’s place until we turned onto a leafy street that curved up a hill, ending in a cul-de-sac.

      “Now where does my midnight adventure lead?”

      “My place,” Ro said. “I want you home with me tonight.”

      “Where else would I have been? Had you been planning to kick me out of the bungalow and only just changed your mind?”

      “My place. My home.”

      “Oh.” I pressed the heel of my palm into my chest to keep my heart from bursting free and jumping out the window.

      The limo pulled partway into the driveway, blocked from getting to the gate by the half dozen people clustered there.

      Ro sighed. “Reporters.”

      I peered out the window, though it was hard to see much more than shadowy figures huddled in the darkness between the sparse streetlights like the light might burn them.

      They swarmed the limo, bulbs flashing in through the tinted windows, yelling questions at us.

      “Way to disturb the peace,” Ro snarled.

      I eyed the ring on the floor of the limo, wishing I could just get inside and put some distance between myself and this sham engagement, but I’d made my bed, now I had to lie in it.

      “Let me handle this.” Ring back on my finger, I opened the door, squinting into the gloom. I only got vague impressions of them: the Dracula-esque slicked back coif of one, the shlubby baggy sweats of another, the red leather trench coat of the sole woman in their midst.

      “Is it true?” Dracula-dude asked. “Are you engaged?”

      I held my ring finger up like I was flipping them off. “You tell me.”

      Flashbulbs popped in my eyes.

      The shlubby one edged forward to get a shot of me, but was pushed back by the woman.

      “Are you pregnant?” she asked.

      I ran a hand along my body. “Do you really think the only reason he’s with me is obligation?”

      “Groupies don’t tend to have staying power,” she said.

      Most of the others laughed, but the shlubby one sent me an apologetic smile from the pool of light he’d been pushed back into.

      Something about the woman’s comment was off. Too pointed.

      “If you’re gonna insult me, at least have the balls to show your faces.” I studied my ring like I couldn’t care less.

      They shuffled forward.

      “Let’s get a shot with you and Rohan,” the shlubby one said.

      I smiled at him. The brief glance I’d spared for the woman had confirmed it.

      Tia.

      I’d been all wrong about how the fake engagement would affect me, but in terms of finding the demon, my instincts had been bang on.

      Hiding my triumphant smirk, I ducked into the limo. “Come take a photo.”

      “Okay.” There was nothing in his expression as we posed together to indicate he’d recognized Tia, but he squeezed my waist in signal to me.

      “Thanks, babe,” I said to Rohan. “You can get back in the limo.”

      One of the reporters made the sound of a whip cracking.

      “Hey.” I motioned Tia over. “How would you like an exclusive?”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you’re the only woman here and if I give it to one of the boys, I suspect you’ll be merciless towards me.”

      “You want to control your press? It doesn’t work that way.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Direct my press. What do you say?”

      She’d set up a cover persona and having gone this far had to play her part. The only thing that might blow it was if she suspected I was Rasha. I glanced down at my Rasha ring, but it was still glamoured to look like a funky titanium band.

      “All right. Tomorrow.” She gave me a time and a place in the late afternoon.

      “See you then.”

      I got back into the car and slammed the door, the reporters grudgingly moving so the driver could get behind the security gate.

      “Tia Lioudis,” I said. “Wants to meet outside the Museum of Modern Art.”

      “Not ideal, but we can find somewhere to take her down.” Rohan high-fived me. “Go big or go home. You made the right play.”
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      High off my success, I relaxed enough to enjoy the tour Ro gave me of his place. His house, though much smaller than his parents’ mansion, was more in line with what I’d expected.

      Sort of.

      “Didn’t you own an apartment?” I said.

      “I did, but I sold it when I came back before we went to Prague. I wanted something in a quieter area.”

      The house was still rock star appropriate with floor-to-ceiling windows and interesting touches in every room from Ro’s travels like the glass Moroccan lanterns in the living room or the black lacquer cabinet carved with Chinese dragons that housed his alcohol.

      A stunning mahogany-colored baby grand piano dominated the living room, next to a stand of acoustic guitars.

      Beyond the wide porch with the lattice roof was a panoramic view of the city. A long fire pit ran the length of it, while cozy patio furniture made it an inviting space.

      “The painters did a great job with all the cream walls,” I said. “I mean, they didn’t get any on the floors and it doesn’t even smell like paint. Good thing you were here to oversee them instead of meeting me at the airport.”

      “You’re such a brat.” Rohan tugged me down a hallway and flicked on the light in a room. A room that was painted my favorite shade of royal purple, not too lilac and not too blue.

      My mouth fell open.

      He’d installed a tap floor. The wood planks, warm and smooth under my feet, were even sprung, all the better to absorb the shock from my percussive dance and prevent injury.

      “You did this for me?”

      “Nah. I did it for my other girlfriend. Just thought I’d get your opinion.”

      I hopped into the middle of the floor in my bare feet and started tapping. This was insane. He’d had this whole thing installed for me. Who did that? Was it a normal rock star thing or was it something else? And if it was something else, what did it mean?

      I could see myself dancing in here with the early morning light streaming through the large windows, Rohan coming to kiss me good morning and bring me coffee. The two of us jamming, late at night, like now, with crickets adding their song to ours.

      There it was again, the hard fast slide of black ice, my heart surrendering to gravity. I was falling hard for him and with everything still so fragile between us, did I need to put on the brakes before I got hurt?

      I stopped dancing and sat down in the middle of the floor. “Do you know how to be us yet?”

      He folded himself onto the floor next to me, shrugging out of his sherwani and laying it beside him. “It’s not a one-person decision.”

      I toyed with the sapphire pendant. “You forgiving me is.”

      “I forgive you.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it.”

      He met my eyes steadily. “I’ve lived my life in absolutes and it’s been hard to come to a place where I can forgive you instead of walking away. It’s not so much about you as about me.”

      Quit poking at painful wounds, my brain ordered. Thank him for the tap floor and ride the bliss.

      No, my heart countered. No matter how hard this is to hear, you have to have this talk. I can’t take all this second-guessing.

      Ugh. My heart was right. We had to grow up and face our fears and our baggage and do this right. We deserved that.

      I deserved that.

      “Do you think you’ll ever get there?” I said.

      He rubbed his jaw. “Zack made me shave and get a haircut before you came because he said I was starting to look like a mopey homeless dude. It’s not going to be easy being back together and in the public eye, but I want this. I want us.” His expression turned soft and open. “You make me want to share, Sparky. My thoughts, my dreams, my life. And I’m an only child. I don’t like to share. Or, I didn’t before you. So, yes, I forgive you. Do you forgive me? Do you want this?”

      The clear depths of his eyes shone with a raw vulnerability.

      Rohan had been the driving force in us becoming a couple, and while the arrogance of it was breathtaking, there had been something compelling about his certainty that we would end up together. Even our break and superficiality of the past month had felt like a course Ro had set with no hesitations, which was why it had devastated me.

      He rubbed his index finger and thumb together rapidly, the rest of him rigid as he waited for my reply. How very wrong I’d been. Ro was fumbling through this as much as I was, with all the same fears.

      My heart slowed to a normal tempo. The metaphoric rope I’d been bound in that had cut off my circulation for the past month had finally fallen away, my body sagging in relief and my lungs capable of taking a deep breath.

      “I want this, Rohan. And I won’t go behind your back, try to save you, or decide what’s best for you. I won’t break us.”

      “I won’t either. But this has to go.” He took my hand wearing the ring and gently pulled it off. “If I give you a ring, I want it to mean everything.”

      I may have eeped.

      Standing up, he swung me into his arms.

      I draped my arms around his neck. “You abducting me? Because I’m fine with that.”

      He strode down the darkened hallway. “I want to make love to you in my bed. I never wanted anyone in there. Not until tonight. Not until you.”

      I cradled my cheek in the crook of his neck. “I’m glad you waited,” I said softly.

      We were pressed heart-to-heart, a single racing beat.

      He set me down on the throw rug in the middle of his bedroom, raising his arm so slowly, I could barely tell he was moving until his fingers grazed the side of my neck. He untied the ribbon holding my halter together. My gown puddled to the floor in a silken wave. I was naked, outlined by night and distant lights through the floor-to-ceiling window.

      He trailed a finger down my side. “I was wrong about the Spanx.”

      “I forgive you. See how magnanimous I am?”

      Rohan snorted.

      I went to pull the sapphire necklace off, but he stopped me.

      “Wear it,” he said in a thick voice. “I want you draped in jewels like the goddess you are.”

      I had to remind myself to keep breathing, because otherwise I’d black out and not get kissed by him and I needed to be kissed by him in this moment, with all our barriers down, and the two of us choosing each other, as much as I’d ever needed anything.

      I rose onto my toes and leaned in.

      Rohan’s expression was serious, his eyes that molten gold that made my belly do flips. He clasped my hips, his fingers squeezing and releasing.

      I tilted closer, closing my eyes and inhaling his spicy iron musk. My lips parted.

      I was left hanging. I cracked an eye open.

      Rohan stood there, watching me.

      “Problem?” Please say no. Please say no.

      “I’m nervous.” He briskly rubbed his hand over his stubble. “It’s stupid, but I feel like this is our first time and I don’t want to disappoint you.”

      I kissed his jaw. “I’m nervous, too. So we’ll just take care of each other, okay?”

      “I’d like that.”

      I helped him shrug out of his tank top, rolling the fabric up to run my hands over the delicious planes of his abs. I scraped my nails along the fine dusting of hair on his brown skin and Ro hissed.

      He picked me up and deposited me onto the bed, a massive wooden platform bed that made me think of pirates and plundering.

      I bounced on his divine mattress with a squeal, the sapphire thunking against my chest, and scooted back as Ro prowled on all fours toward me. Giggling, I grabbed a pillow and swatted him with it.

      He knocked it away, grabbing my sides and dragging me down so I lay on my back underneath him. His jeans hung unbuttoned off one hip, his erect cock pressing into me.

      I wrapped a leg around him. “Oh no. You caught me.”

      “Mwahaha–”

      I leaned up and kissed him, my tongue dancing with his.

      Ro groaned into my mouth, grinding his hard frame against me.

      I wormed his jeans down. “Too much fabric.” He kicked them off and I wriggled out from under him, swinging a leg over to straddle him. “And I want to be on top.”

      “You’ve got me where you want me, and now you’re just going to boss me around?”

      “Pretty much.” I rolled my hips against his hard-on. “Did you want to register a protest?”

      “Depends on what comes next.”

      I stretched myself out over him. “Kiss me.”

      He really did follow orders beautifully.

      Our lips tangled in a long, deep kiss, Rohan’s hands bracketing my face and his legs intertwined with mine. Lips moved to shoulders and were pressed to ears with whispered endearments. I buried my head in his neck, sucking on the sweet skin there, marking him, making him mine.

      Rohan let me set the pace as I relearned the planes and contours of my boyfriend. His right little toe was bent outward and sucking on it made him groan. If I kissed him behind his knee, he gave this sweet half-sigh, half-giggle, and if I rasped my teeth over the divots in his hips while stroking him, his cock jerked, hardening further.

      He pushed my thigh aside with one hand, sliding his fingers in and out of the wet heat between my legs. With each thrust of his finger, I fell further apart.

      “Ride me,” he said in a gravely voice. “I want to watch you come undone.”

      I sank onto him. Strands of hair clung to my damp brow, spilling over my shoulders.

      His hands flexed on my thighs. “My fallen angel.”

      “Kickass in a hot package?”

      “That too. But radiant. Indomitable.”

      “I can take on the world, so long as I do it with you.”

      “Always.” He moved his hands on my hips, encouraging me to ride him, then laced our fingers together. “Mine?”

      “Yours.” I kissed his sweat-damp brow.

      We moved in a slow slide, the bouncing necklace keeping time. Our eyes locked on each other. Did he see the same reverence in my gaze that I saw in his? The same tenderness?

      I ran my hands over his powerful body as he lay sprawled under me, entirely at my mercy.

      “Touch yourself.” Rohan moved my hand to my clit, rubbing his thumb over mine. “You have no idea how beautiful you are when you come. Show me.”

      I rose halfway up on my knees, only to sink fully down on him. My skin tightened, feverish. My moves grew faster, sloppier, Rohan’s guiding hands more insistent.

      My thighs clenched, that hot spiral of desire tightening its coils deep within me.

      He cupped the back of my neck urgently, dragging my lips to his, swallowing my cries as I rode him harder and harder, lost to this mindless urge.

      Lost to him.

      Rohan canted his hips, changing the angle of his cock. He gasped; the muscles in his back tensed and he pushed against me one final time.

      “Nava,” he groaned, shuddering in the grip of his orgasm.

      I tightened and shook, my whole body clenching as I came, hard.

      “Fuck,” he growled, and kissed me like his life depended on it.

      A crack of thunder rattled the windows then the world lit up with a blinding flash of light.

      Rohan tugged me off the bed. He pushed open the sliding door to his balcony and the two of us ran outside, laughing as warm rain sluiced down over our fevered skin.

      He pressed his forehead against mine. “If I ever get mad and leave, know that I’m just cooling off for a couple hours and I’m coming back. I promise you.” Thunder raged above us, Rohan raising his voice to be heard. “I’ll always come back.”

      “Me too.” I wrapped Ro’s arms around me. “I’m not letting anything tear us apart again.”

      I vowed to remember this moment for the rest of our lives, standing here soaked, skin to skin, watching Mother Nature’s fireworks dance in the sky while thunder provided the percussive soundtrack carrying us to our future.

      The two of us flawed but unguarded. Bowed but not broken.

      Together at last.
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      I was woken up by the blaring of Leo’s assigned ringtone to find myself laying half-sprawled over Rohan. He gave me an absent smile, his focus on the sheet music balanced on his knees.

      Blearily, I reached for my phone, almost knocking over the Tiffany’s box with the sapphire necklace stashed once more inside. “Hello?”

      “Have you been online this morning?” Leo asked.

      Scrambling out of bed, I searched both of Ro’s closets until I found a housecoat to borrow. “Not yet. Why?”

      I blew a kiss at him, closed the bedroom door behind me, and headed downstairs into the living room.

      “Good. Don’t. Preferably ever, but definitely not for the next several weeks.”

      I put her on speaker, typing my name into Google as fast as I could. The articles with the most views were the ones featuring me giving the finger with my sham engagement ring on. They were all headlined with some variation of “Rohan’s new fiancée doesn’t give a damn what you think of her.”

      None of them were written by Tia. Fingers crossed that meant she was planning on showing to our rendezvous today.

      “It’s not that bad,” I said. If this was the sum total of carnage as a result of our engagement stunt, I could live with that.

      “If you really want to see the worst of it?” Leo sighed. “Go to page two of the search.”

      “They dug up Stefan?” I shook the phone like I was wringing his scrawny neck. “That bastard. I was the one sleeping my way through campus? Hey, pot.” Sparks flew off my skin. “Did Cole say anything?”

      “No. They asked him, but he’s keeping his mouth shut. Too much respect for you, he said. Speaking of respect, thanks for the bare minimum warning text, by the way. TMZ called me twice this morning.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Leo could handle herself, but my stomach cramped up in a knot at the idea of reporters poking into who she was.

      “The good news,” she said, “is that you’re even being gossiped about on the demon dark web. So this Tia is bound to hear about you.”

      “Already meeting her. Wait. There’s a demon dark web and you didn’t tell me?”

      “I didn’t know until today. Harry showed me. There is some deeply disturbing shit there.” Awesome. Even Harry, Leo’s ancient, curmudgeonly boss was keeping up with my bad press. On second thought, eh. That slander wasn’t great, but it wasn’t like his opinion of me could go much lower.

      “Sleeping with me and Samson, were you?” Rohan stood in the living room doorway, naked, holding up his phone. “Poor guy. So devastated he killed himself over you.”

      “Come oooooonnnn.” I buried my face in my hands.

      “Hi, Ro!” Leo called out. “Don’t let her go any further down the social media rabbit hole, okay? It’s vicious.”

      “Too late,” he said. “She’s looking for my–nope. Found my laptop.”

      Leo made a “grrrr” sound. “Nee, please don’t take this personally.”

      “Yeah, yeah. It’s totally impersonal. Love you. Schmugs.”

      “Schmugs,” she said and hung up.

      Ro gently closed the laptop. “She’s right. Don’t do this. There’s no way not to feel hurt by the vitriol. Believe me. It’s part of why I quit doing my own social media.”

      I moved his hand and pushed the lid up. “If I don’t look, I’ll sit here imagining way worse.”

      Nope. I was wrong. I hadn’t come close to the bullshit being said about me.

      Reading about my explicit starfuckery and gold-digging ways wasn’t the most pleasant experience, though I was stunned at how badly I was being slut-shamed when no one said word one about all the people Rohan and Samson must have slept with.

      @MainMitraMistress led the charge against me on Twitter. She was one of Rohan’s superfans who had posted photos of Ro and Lily back in Prague and had thoughtfully reposted them now, along with a detailed opinion piece about why those two were the One True Pairing because Rohan could never be happy with someone whose vagina had more unique visitors than Google.

      I abruptly shoved my chair back. “I’m taking a shower.”

      I stood under the water, a sharp spray drumming down over my bowed head. I had to move past this because the only thing that mattered was stopping Tia. My stomach remained a pretzel until the water ran cold, but at least by that time my spine had stiffened the fuck up.

      I bundled myself back into Rohan’s housecoat, following the scent of freshly cooked bacon. Sitting on one of the bar stools  at the counter, I snagged an extra-crispy, curled piece from the plate. “Is this pity bacon?”

      He leaned across the counter and kissed me. “It’s breakfast.”

      I could have handled him making a joke, but his quiet compassion undid me. “I feel like dog shit on the bottom of humanity’s shoe.”

      “Been there.” He pushed the bacon toward me.

      I choked down another bite. “How did you deal with it?”

      “I gave the finger to the world and became the biggest asshole I could. I doubled down on the emo, hit the alcohol hard, and topped it off with a callous disregard that got my cousin killed.” He munched on a piece of bacon. “I don’t advise it.”

      “Wasn’t exactly my plan.” I padded out through the sliding glass door and curled up on the rattan loveseat, staring out at the city.

      Even in my misery, this view was insane: all glimmering edges and bright sunlight, beauty that cut you like a knife.

      Rohan sat down behind me, pulling me into his arms.

      I wrapped them around me. “This bites.”

      “I know you’re amazing. Your friends and family know it and the Rasha that matter know it, too.”

      I laughed despite myself. “Nice qualification.”

      “Made you laugh.”

      I snuggled back against him. “Yeah. You pretty much make me happy on a regular basis.”

      “I try.”

      I elbowed him. “So this is the part where you tell me how happy I make you.”

      My phone rang.

      “Better get that,” he said.

      I boffed my snickering boyfriend across the top of the head and went back into the living room to grab my phone.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      “In theory.” Rohan and I had both texted our family and close friends last night about the plan so they didn’t wake up and have a heart attack about our fake engagement.

      Esther had replied to my text with Don’t get hurt, idiot child. She wouldn’t have bothered if she didn’t care.

      “Okay,” Mom said.

      “Really? You’re not mad?”

      “Well, I was worn out after yelling at three different news vans to stay out of my azaleas, but your father is in his element. He’s been out there for half an hour, all ‘no comment’ and ‘we love our daughter and ask you to respect her privacy.’”

      “I’m sorry you’re being harassed.” For someone I’d spent so long at odds with, this protective instinct to keep her safe was weird but welcome.

      “I’m sorry you’re being vilified. Remember that no one who matters believes any of the awful things they’re saying about you.”

      I blotted my damp eyes. “Thanks. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Be careful. Hug your brother for me and tell him to phone.”

      “Will do.”

      My Saturday went further downhill after that auspicious start. Baskerville still wasn’t answering his phone and I waited for Tia by the crazy metal sculpture outside the red tiled building housing the Museum of Modern Art for over an hour while Ro patrolled the surrounding neighborhood. She was a no-show.

      I stomped back to the Shelby, my foul mood made worse by the fact that we had to gun it to get to Zander’s funeral.

      The funeral was an oddly strained affair in a cute yellow church with an understated decor. All the better to feature the enormous Jesus on the cross behind the pulpit.

      Talk about fire and brimstone. It was a private service with Zander’s immediate family, Rabbi Mandelbaum, all the Rasha, and many of the DSI staff in attendance. Even Helen had come, her impeccable attire failing to hide her air of sorrow. She confessed she’d started seeing a Rasha-approved therapist.

      The Evangelical pastor had an exceedingly low opinion of Zander, droning on about his numerous sins–mostly involving sex and drugs.

      “Does he know Zander was out there fighting evil?” I whispered to Rohan. I wasn’t excusing what he’d done to Tessa, there was no excuse possible for torture, but he’d also done good in the world.

      He shook his head. “Even his family didn’t know. They’d kicked him out years ago and hated that he was working for a Jewish security company.”

      His prune-faced parents and older brother didn’t even look sad that he’d died. They nodded along with everything their pastor said while my group quietly fumed.

      None of us were asked to get up and eulogize, but Rabbi Mandelbaum got up anyway. “I’d like to say a few words.”

      The pastor hesitated a fraction of a second too long.

      Mandelbaum took it as assent, barreling his way up to the pulpit to speak about this young man who’d had his troubles but who also had a deep well of compassion. Zander had volunteered helping socialize scared pitbulls rescued from illegal dogfighting rings to get them ready for adoption. Even at his lowest, struggling with addiction and cutting people out of his life, he never failed to write back to this seven-year-old-girl he’d saved once on a DSI job. Rabbi Mandelbaum had had to call the girl’s parents earlier today to explain why Zander wouldn’t be sending letters anymore.

      The Rasha and DSI staff looked gutted; his family remained unmoved.

      The anti-semitic distaste the pastor had for the rabbi was evident by how he looked like he wanted to sanitize his pulpit when Mandelbaum stepped down.

      There had been many occasions illustrating shades of gray for me since I’d become Rasha, but none more so than this funeral.

      A life riddled with challenges, where ultimately I couldn’t tell if the good outweighed the heinous.

      A comrade, brother, and son, mourned and yet not.

      A rabbi willing to hurt the many for his own gain, but with such compassion for a single person.

      I twisted the program in my hands.

      The weirdest part was when the pastor announced that only the family would be moving on to the cemetery. We were then expected to shuffle past the family offering condolences, while they stood there stiffly, barely deigning to shake hands.

      If most of us looked baffled when we got outside, Rabbi Mandelbaum looked furious. “Tonight we memorialize Zander as well.”

      Ethan’s body had been shipped back to Switzerland, but his memorial service was planned for this evening.

      “You gave a beautiful eulogy,” I said to him. It somehow seemed important to acknowledge how much the rabbi cared about his Rasha. Most of his Rasha.

      The rabbi studied me like I was a riddle he couldn’t figure out. “Thank you,” he finally said. “I appreciate how respectful you’ve been about our fallen brothers.”

      “Of course. I may not have met them, but Ethan and Zander were my fellow Rasha.” What they’d done was awful too, but they hadn’t deserved the fates they’d met. I shook my head, helplessly. “I’m deeply sorry we lost them.”

      A frown marred his brows. “You really feel that way, don’t you?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      One of his bodyguards called him over. Rabbi Mandelbaum threw me another puzzled look, then with a slight shake of his head, left.

      Our memorial service for the murdered men was definitely more upbeat. Someone at DSI had booked the courtyard patio in an upscale restaurant nestled in the canyon. Twinkling fairy lights were strung through the branches, the food was simple and flavorful, and wine flowed freely.

      There was a lot of laughter and, yeah, tears from even these most alpha of men in remembering their fallen fellow hunters.

      Kane was behaving oddly, pricklier than usual and barely on this side of respecting the departed, cracking jokes that were neither appropriate nor funny.

      Baruch approached Ari at our table and told him to keep an eye on Kane.

      “I’m not his keeper,” Ari growled and stalked off.

      Baruch cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “On it.”

      I dropped into the chair beside Kane, now sitting alone at a back table. “Hola, chamo.”

      Kane glared at me. “Really? You’re parroting that Venezuelan asshole?”

      “Bastijn is lovely. And not remotely the one being an asshole.” I smiled broadly and pointedly at him.

      Kane poured us each a glass of crisp white wine, perfectly chilled and tapped his glass against mine in cheers. “To being an asshole. Takes one to know one, babyslay.”

      There was no talking to him in this mood and while I wasn’t about to start a fight at a memorial dinner, I wished I knew how to help him through his hurt. “I’m over there if you want to sit with us.”

      Kane glanced where I’d pointed, his wan smile faltering at Ari doing shots with Bastijn. “Pass. I’m not great company tonight. I’ve got to work later.”

      “Okay. Thanks for the wine.” Picking up my glass, I kissed his cheek and made my way back to my boyfriend.

      None of us could forget the circumstances of the Rasha’s deaths, but there would be plenty of opportunity for recrimination tomorrow. Tonight was about celebrating their lives and even though I hadn’t known these men, I was really glad to be included.

      The meal and the memories lasted until well into the night, which probably wasn’t the best idea, given we had to be sober and presentable at Mount Sinai Cemetery in the Hollywood Hills for Rabbi Wahl’s service the next afternoon.

      Rohan and I spent another night at his house but on Sunday morning we headed back to the bungalows in ample time to get ready, more bleary than bright-eyed.

      I made Rohan swing by Demon Club en route in hopes of having something to contribute to the strategy meeting before Rabbi Wahl’s funeral.

      Zander had been assigned to work with Ferdinand and he’d stayed extremely stoned after Tessa was tortured. He’d obviously been deeply upset by what he’d had to do, and unhappy, angry people often kept journals detailing their woes–or blackmail material.

      While we heard people talking at Demon Club, we managed to avoid everyone until we got upstairs and peered around the corner to the short hallway where Zander’s room was located.

      A Rasha stood guard outside the closed door. Not Oskar.

      We flattened ourselves back against the wall.

      “Bingo,” I whispered.

      Mandelbaum wouldn’t post a guard if he wasn’t worried about what people might find in there. Possibly like whatever Ferdinand intended to hand over on the night he’d died, but hadn’t.

      “I’ll distract him,” Rohan said. “You go in.” He crept down the stairs, this time whistling as he approached. He winked as he passed me. “Yo, do you know where at the cemetery the funeral is being held?” he called out.

      I portalled into Zander’s room, letting my eyes adjust to the dark instead of opening the blinds or cracking a window to air out the stench of old socks.

      On the other side of the closed door, Rohan was still chatting with the guard, though it was more a one-sided monologue punctuated with brusque answers.

      Zander’s clothes were piled on the floor in heaps. Some looked flatter and ranker than others, so I checked pockets in those piles more quickly. With all this clothing strewn on the carpet, there wasn’t much left in his drawers. Some ratty T-shirts and a healthy stash of pot paraphernalia, including a couple of resin-caked pipes.

      His few books didn’t reveal any secret documents.

      Mandelbaum would have already searched the room but if the guard was there, he must not have found what he was looking for.

      There was nothing under the bed or between the mattress and the frame.

      I flung open the closet door, listening to Rohan being ordered away despite his best efforts to keep the guard engaged. I pushed the clothes aside and examined the walls for any indication of a hidden compartment. Zilch.

      Next, I stepped into the center of the room, trying to think like Zander. He’s got hold of something that he shouldn’t. He’s worried. Paranoid? He’s definitely stoned.

      I eyed the large carved hookah sitting on his dresser. The plastic pipe and mouthpiece had fallen off.

      The bedroom door opened.

      As the slash of light from the hallway washed over me, I snagged a couple wisps of Lilith’s magic from the hairline fracture, called up an electromagnetic field, and deflected the fuck out of that light to create an invisibility cloak. I refused to portal out before I’d checked the hookah.

      The overhead light snapped on.

      I didn’t dare to breathe, didn’t dare to move my eyes and check if it had worked. I could see Mandelbaum’s Rasha, but could he see me?

      He looked around the room, but didn’t spot me.

      Whoa. I was freaking invisible. Wait until I told Esther!

      However, I didn’t know how to move around with the cloaking intact and I still took up space. In about six more steps, he’d knock into me.

      Five…

      Four…

      He was wearing Old Spice.

      Three…

      I sucked in a breath, making myself as tall and thin as possible as his arm almost brushed mine.

      Two…

      “Pietr?”

      The Rasha stopped and turned towards Mandelbaum’s voice. “In here.”

      Rabbi Mandelbaum stepped into the room. “Why did you leave your post?”

      Sweat ran down my back. Yay me for pulling this trick off, but I had no idea how long I could hold it.

      I counted off the seconds while the Rasha told the rabbi he’d heard something, Mandelbaum told him he’d been imagining things, and they then discussed a few details about the funeral.

      Ohmigod, shut up already.

      At the forty-two second mark, my shield started to fail from my feet up.

      It was dumb luck that they didn’t look down before leaving the room and closing the door.

      I collapsed against the dresser, my entire body trembling as I shook the hookah. It was heavy and water sloshed around inside it. I held it up by my ear and shook it again. The water wasn’t just sloshing, it was quietly slapping against something.

      I unscrewed the base, breathing through my mouth at the rank bong water, and flipped the carved body over. A tightly rolled paper encased in plastic had been stuffed up the hollow section. I didn’t bother examining it there, portalling out to Rohan’s car.

      His hands were tense on the wheel. “Trouble?”

      Other than using Lilith’s magic?

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle.” I clicked the seatbelt in and sank back against the seat, gripping the roll of paper. “Let’s get out of here.”

      After I’d showered, changed into funeral-appropriate clothing, and chugged back a bunch of electrolytes, we sought out Baruch. The larger bungalow where he and Ari were staying had been transformed into the proverbial investigation HQ. I suspected my brother’s hand in the set up because Ari was mad for crime dramas.

      War was in the air. A sharp bite in the wary looks and tense conversations, along with a gut-twisting certainty that Sienna’s attack had set a snowball of events in motion.

      One wall had been cleared of artwork to make room for a giant whiteboard upon which was taped photos of all the major players, divided into one of two columns. Either they sat under Mandelbaum’s photo or Sienna’s, though most everyone was posted under the rabbi’s photo as confirmed or suspected Rasha or rabbis. My brother had written “zealot minion” for each of Mandelbaum’s posse in his neat printing.

      Sienna’s associates were limited to Ethan and Tessa.

      String and pushpins were used to connect various people, like Tessa to Ferdinand or Ethan to Mandelbaum.

      Any known motive had been written down in dry erase marker under the photo. While there was a detailed agenda for Mandelbaum, only the word “revenge?” was ascribed to Sienna. It wasn’t enough to find Sienna before Mandelbaum did; we also had to untangle how everyone fit together.

      Danilo and Cisco were on their phones, checking in with trusted Rasha and getting flight details.

      Bastijn stood next to a large map of Los Angeles hung on another wall, consulting a list of places pinned along the side and marking off the ones where they’d already searched for Sienna. They’d combed the city, even intimidating various demons, hoping for any bead on her whereabouts, but she was a ghost.

      Baruch was on his phone as well, deep in a rapid-fire Hebrew conversation. Rabbi Mandelbaum’s screaming voice was bellowing out of the other end.

      It had to be killing him to be stymied by the witches.

      Ari waved us over to the large conference table that had replaced the sofas. He dug through a stack of color-coded files, each one neatly marked with the name of one of the players.

      “Check it out.” He slid an orange folder with Rabbi Wahl’s name over to me. “Oh, and hey, Nee?” He tugged on his earlobe. “Fuck those reporter scum.”

      “Thanks, Ace.” I scanned the top sheet summary and whistled. “Wahl is Ex-Mossad?”

      “Part of an assassination cell,” he said.

      “How did you get this?” Rohan asked. “It’s got to be classified.”

      My brother jerked his chin at Baruch, his eyes gleaming in fanboy adoration. “Dude has friends in high places.”

      Rohan tapped a date typed on the paper. “Wahl came to L.A. two years ago, but he left the Mossad ten years ago. What’s he been doing all that time?”

      Ari dug out another couple of pages and lay them on the table. “Not proof, just conjecture. This is a list of everywhere we could place him. And this?”

      It was a half-dozen news clippings about the deaths of politicians, high-ranking military, and behind-the-scenes powers players around the world. They matched up with Wahl’s travel.

      “Mandelbaum has a hit squad?”

      All activity screeched to a stop. Like I heard the record scratch. Everyone stared at me.

      “Care to repeat that? I don’t think they heard you in the main house,” Rohan said. “Do you think that all of his crew was involved in shit like this?”

      “Yeah.” Ari tapped the pages into a neat line. “You know what this means, Nee? Ilya was no innocent. With everything he’s done, Mandelbaum wouldn’t have had him taken out for just being spacey the past few days. This isn’t on you.”

      He meant well.

      “It’s a clusterfuck out there.” Cisco tossed his burner phone on the table. “All the chapters are edgy. Rumors are floating around of attacks that never materialize.”

      “Sienna is playing cat and mouse,” Bastijn said.

      “I hate being the mouse,” Danilo grumbled.

      “Anything on the coroner’s report?” I’d passed on the information Raquel had given me the night of Zack’s event.

      “The estimation of when Tessa got those bruises matched up with the fight Zander and Ferdinand had,” Ari said. “We spoke to the witch that handled the autopsy for Raquel and she admitted that Sienna had contacted her soon after Tessa’s death for the same autopsy request. When she heard that the head of the coven here had already asked for it, Sienna thanked her politely and said she’d get it from Raquel. But here’s the thing. The witch said that when she was doing the autopsy, she had the strongest sensation of being watched.”

      “She probably was,” I said. “Either Sienna was there cloaked somehow, or she’d put something in place to alert her. Magical tracking wouldn’t be tough for her.”

      Baruch clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “Rabbi Wahl’s funeral has been postponed until 3PM. They’re expecting a large turnout and want it to be the last funeral of the day.”

      There went my Sunday.

      “Next item,” Baruch said. “Rabbi Mandelbaum has called the Executive and the other rabbis to Los Angeles for a meeting on Tuesday. We don’t know if his men have found Sienna, but everyone needs to be prepared for an acceleration of events.”

      “Are we going to be present at this meeting?” Cisco asked.

      “We haven’t been invited, which doesn’t mean I’m not going.” Baruch’s blue eyes darkened in menace and my heart leapt into my throat.

      I held the folder up like it could protect me if he raged out.

      “It’s my chance to see who his allies are,” he said. “The second we have hard proof of what he’s done, we’re forcing him and the Executive out. No more rabbis in leadership and Rasha on the street. The Brotherhood needs to be more collaborative and hunters need to take a more active role.”

      He got my vote for leader. The other men nodded at his words.

      I half-raised my hand. “I checked Zander’s room. I was hoping for details about what they were up to or even where Wahl and Ferdinand had been conducting their business. Mandelbaum’s men were modifying demons, but we still don’t know where.”

      “There has to be some kind of base,” Rohan said.

      “I looked as well,” Bastijn said. “I never found Zander’s laptop and his phone got destroyed in the attack.”

      Mandelbaum must have confiscated the computer the second he got to Los Angeles.

      “I did, however, find this.” I pulled two sheets of stapled paper out of my pocket, unfolded them, and smoothed out the crease. They smelled faintly of bong water.

      Cisco peered over my shoulder. “A lease agreement. Who’s Millicent Daniels?”

      “Millicent is Sienna’s birth mother. Someone went to the trouble of continuing a lease in a dead woman’s name. Probably Tessa, and now likely where Sienna has been hiding out.” I explained about Tessa and Sienna growing up in the same foster home. “I bet this was what Ferdinand wanted to give to Mandelbaum. We dodged a bullet.”

      Cisco put his two fingers in his mouth and let out an ear-piercing whistle. “Heads up, people. We have an apartment to check out.”

      “You can’t go,” I said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Danilo kissed each of his massive biceps. “Bring it.”

      “I’m serious. You guys are no match for a witch with dark magic. Not to mention there could be deadly wards on this place that none of us can sense. Don’t underestimate Sienna. We need to be smart about this.”

      “How?” Cisco said.

      “Let me call in my friend. Dr. Gelman.”

      “The one that helped induct Ari?” Bastijn crossed off the last area on the list of possible Sienna hideouts. “Can she be trusted on this?”

      “I trust her with my life. She can check out the apartment with me and if need be, we’ll call in reinforcements.” I’d need the other witches here for my Lilith extraction anyway.

      “You don’t mean us, do you?” Bastijn said.

      “Nope. Ladies-only on this one.” Stepping outside for a bit of privacy, I quickly updated Esther on what we’d found.

      She agreed that she should be there with me. Apparently, Rivka had gotten back from London with the vessel to contain Lilith, so Esther would bring that along. Afterwards, we’d meet with the other witches and we’d get Lilith out of me once and for all.

      Oh… good. “When can you get here?”

      “Hmmm.” I heard the clacking of a keyboard. “I can get a flight tomorrow afternoon. I don’t want to portal because I’ll need all my strength.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll see you then. And, Esther?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m really glad you’re coming. I miss you.”

      “Sentimental nonsense,” she said. “You just saw me days ago.”

      She totally missed me too.
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      The moment I stepped back inside, Cisco stuffed me into a chair next to Rohan. I sent Ro a questioning look and he shrugged.

      Cisco opened the fridge. “Happy engagement!”

      The L.A. contingent broke into hoots and whistles as he set a cake shaped like a semi-erect penis down in front of me.

      Ari merely shook his head while Baruch looked profoundly disturbed.

      “You people are children,” Baruch said.

      “Tree Trunk, do the naughty edibles upset you?”

      Baruch scowled at me and decamped into his bedroom.

      “I mean, he’s not wrong to flee.” I grimaced at the cake.

      It was a flesh-colored atrocity, complete with chocolate sprinkles on the balls for pubes. The words “To Have and To Hold” were written in icing script along the shaft.

      “You really shouldn’t have,” Rohan said. The guys knew perfectly well that it was a fake engagement.

      “I know.” Cisco looked smug. “That’s what makes me so great.”

      “Putting the ejaculating in congratulating,” Danilo said.

      Bastijn snickered. “Chevere.”

      Danilo and Bastijn fist-bumped.

      “Pucker up.” Cisco knelt down with his mouth close to the tip. “You’ll get a special surpriiiise,” he sang.

      “Herpes?” I said.

      Danilo laughed. “We should have had it rigged with those spicy cinnamon schnapps.”

      “Gross.” Ari stood up. “I’m out. I can’t unsee my sister getting jizzed.”

      “Fair point,” I said. “But I’m not planning on—whoa. Okay.”

      Cisco had shoved Rohan’s chair directly in front of the blow hole. “No offense, kiddo, but you are not the photo opp that I ponied up big bucks for.”

      “Yet you still insist you’re straight,” Bastijn said, musingly.

      Rohan rolled out his shoulders. “When you guys are lying awake at night lonely and depressed because you will never find anyone whose mouth is a marvel like mine, don’t come crying to me.”

      “A marvel, huh?” I said.

      He winked at me.

      “That’s the spirit.” Cisco got his phone ready.

      “Wait.” I got out my phone, too.

      “So predictable.” Rohan bent over and opened his mouth.

      Cisco hit the little pump. The cream stuttered out like penile dribble. “Huh.”

      He pumped it again. Nothing.

      Once more with feeling.

      The pump rumbled.

      Rohan ducked.

      The cream jetted out over Rohan’s head, hitting Danilo in the stomach.

      Bastijn hooted. “I knew you liked it messy, chamo.”

      Danilo didn’t miss a beat. He swiped his finger through the cream and licked it off with relish.

      Then Rohan one-upped him and did the same.

      Cisco pretended to wipe tears from his eyes. “I can die happy.”

      I checked the burst of photos I’d taken. “Me too.”

      “Had I known we were having this kind of party, I’d have come back sooner.” Kane lounged in the doorway.

      I was hit with three unassailable facts. First, Kane was drunk, swaying on his feet and reeking of booze.

      “Fucking hell,” Ari said, having left the bedroom at the sound of Kane’s voice.

      Second, Kane was dressed in all-black. No fashion nightmare, just pure badassery. Had the apocalypse started?

      Ari examined Kane with a similarly wary look.

      And third, from his messy hair, post-coital glow, and oh yeah, the giant hickey on his neck, he was freshly fucked.

      “What did you find out?” Baruch strode out of his room.

      Kane blinked because he’d just seen Ari come out of there as well. He grabbed an unopened bottle of beer from the table, twisted off the cap, then dropped into a chair and plunked his feet on the table.

      “Raise your hand if you knew Ethan was part of the swinger community.” No one did. “Did none of you ever see the tattoo on his inner thigh? Male symbol with two female symbols?”

      “Oh,” Ari said.

      “Really? You’re the one that gets it?” Kane chugged some beer.

      “Wasn’t looking at his thigh,” Danilo said.

      “Is that why you wanted to see the tattoos?” I said.

      “Tattoos and scars can tell you a lot about a person. If you know to look.” He shot a scathing glance at everyone.

      “How is poking around in the man’s private life relevant?” Cisco said.

      “Kane.” Baruch took his beer away. Kane swiped for it, but Baruch held it out of reach. “You’ve had enough.”

      “I trolled the local scene,” Kane drawled. “Your boy had some interesting tastes.” Danilo bristled at him, but Kane just rolled his eyes. “Calm down. I’m hardly one to judge.”

      “No kidding,” Ari said.

      “Heard that,” Kane sang. “I found Ethan’s preferred hangout and that he’d gone to play there the night before the attack, then I charmed the security footage out of the bouncer and–” At Ari’s snort, Kane raised his eyebrows. “You want me to continue or not?”

      “By all means,” Ari said.

      Kane tipped back onto two legs of the chair. “The footage isn’t monitored and luckily, I got it before it reset and was recorded over. Guess who brushed past Ethan on the street when the club let out that night? One touch and bam. Sienna.”

      “That’s hardly earth-shattering.” Bastijn waved a dismissive hand at him. “We know she forced him.”

      “Not enough for you?” Kane thunked his chair back onto the floor. “Then how about this? For the past couple of years until about four months ago, your boy was making himself a nice little witchy side income to the tune of two grand a month.”

      Baruch wrote everything Kane said under Ethan’s photo.

      “Doing what?” Rohan said.

      “No clue? But whatever it was, he was doing it for Tessa.”

      “You’re lying,” Cisco said.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, hot stuff, but I’d have to give a shit about your friend to lie. Plus, I traced the deposits back.” Kane rose and bowed sloppily. “You’re welcome.”

      He swaggered out of the room back to the bungalow he’d snagged for himself. Or was exiled to.

      “Pendejo,” Bastijn said.

      Baruch watched him go. “Has he seen his father lately?”

      “Yup.” Ari followed Kane, with me hot on his heels.

      We barged into Kane’s bungalow as he was pulling his shirt over his head. He sniffed it, then pitched it from the living room into the bedroom. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      “Your dad is a dick,” Ari said. “Get the fuck over it. We need to act like a team, not have you parade around like a giant asshole.”

      “That’s not you, Kane,” I said.

      He crossed his arms, his eyes blazing. “You should both mind your own business.”

      “You are my business, idiot,” I said, “because you’re my friend. I get that your relationship with your dad is tough.”

      “Don’t try and psychoanalyze me, babyslay. It’s not your strong suit. Stick to stirring shit up and screwing your boyfriend.” He notched his chin up.

      “Put your chin away. If anything goes wrong, I’m not spending this time fighting with you.”

      “Fuck you. You don’t get to play your death card. Nothing is going to happen.”

      I spread my arms wide. “Anything could happen. Ethan walked in and took out a Rasha and a rabbi. This is a whole new gameboard.”

      Kane scrubbed a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. Bring it in.”

      I hugged him.

      Ari tsked me. “You always were a soft touch.”

      Kane stepped away from me. “Why don’t you take your judgy face and go somewhere else? I don’t know what you want from me, but I have a funeral to get ready for.” He headed into the bedroom.

      “You know exactly what I want from you,” Ari said. “A relationship.”

      I snapped my mouth shut.

      Kane froze in the doorway. Then laughed. “No. You definitely didn’t want that.”

      Ari grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to turn around. “Don’t tell me what I want. After our mission in Osoyoos? Didn’t you want more of that closeness?”

      Kane knocked his hand off. “Don’t confuse pity with intimacy.”

      “Last chance,” my brother said. “Keep playing the same script or stop letting your dad’s opinion win. The ball’s in your court. But this is it, then I’m done.”

      Ari spun around and walked out.

      Kane inhaled sharply like he’d been punched in the gut, before he stomped into the bedroom and slammed the door.

      I tapped my index finger against my lip looking between the opposite directions they’d taken, then I strolled into Kane’s bedroom without knocking.

      He grabbed his unbuckled pants before they slid off his waist. “You didn’t bring ice cream or booze so, sorry, not discussing your brother.”

      “This isn’t about Ari. We’re at go big or go home, Kane, and I need to know if you can go big with me without imploding because of your dad.”

      “Hey, I was the one who solved what Ethan was up to.”

      “Mazel tov.” I pointed at the hickey on his neck. “And you managed to do it with a massive fuck-you to your team members. Way to go.”

      Kane rolled his eyes. “Spare me the dramatics.”

      “Takes one to know one. I mastered the art of keeping people at arm’s length and you know what?”

      “You found true love and realized the error of your ways?”

      “No. I got tired. Living down to people’s expectations is exhausting.” I planted my hands on my hips. “I always thought your poison magic was because you were toxic in relationships, but that’s not it at all.”

      His mouth curled in a sneer. “Do tell.”

      “You hate yourself.”

      Kane flinched and shoved past me.

      I jumped in front of his bathroom door, practically hip-checking him in his angry stride.

      “I don’t know what number your father did on you, but Kane?” I clasped his shoulders, forcing him to look at me.

      His breath came in harsh pants and his nostrils flared.

      “You are a good man. And you’re allowed to be happy.”

      He struck my hands off him, his skin turning purple and my eyes stinging from the bitter stench of salt.

      Still, I grabbed his wrists, ignoring his poison corroding my skin, needing him to hear me through the wild-eyed panic on his face.

      “I know how bad it sucks to have people always think the worst of you. It took me way too long to figure out that I didn’t have to be that kind of person, that I could be someone else. Because fuck those haters. Why should the people who want you to suffer have a say in your life? They’re not worth destroying yourself over. You’re allowed to be happy,” I repeated in a gentle voice.

      His expression went scarily blank. “You might want to wash off.”

      I turned my palms up; they were covered in raw angry blisters that prevented me from fully opening my hands.

      Kane brushed past me and locked the bathroom door with a click.

      I ran for the kitchen sink to rinse off, hoping my healing kicked in soon, then went looking for my brother.

      Ari was sitting out by the pool.

      I kicked off my shoes, and sat down next to him, dipping my feet in the cool water. “Does super bitch always make an appearance after he sees his family?”

      Ari swung his foot back and forth, watching the ripples. “It can take weeks for the toxic cycle to run its course. Kane’s mom died when he was young, and when Mr. Hashimoto remarried and had Ren he got the son he’d always wanted. A manly sports kid, unlike his gay, computer-loving older son.”

      “But Kane was destined to be Rasha and he’s a great hunter. That’s got to count.”

      “Being Rasha was his one redeeming quality, but his father kept on about how his Rasha ancestor’s genes had been passed to the wrong child.”

      “I hate him.”

      “You don’t know the half of it. It’s why Kane’s so rigid about people betraying him. One strike and you’re dead to him.” Ari kicked up a spray of water. “He’s so fucking hard on himself and everyone who gives a damn.”

      I put my head on his shoulder. “Whatever happened in Osoyoos, it’s why you got that lion tattoo, right?”

      “Sometimes I hate having a twin,” he said, resting his head on top of mine.

      He didn’t elaborate and I didn’t push. Ari and I would always be close, always have that twin connection, but we both had other people who were our number ones now. As it should be. Or rather, as it could be if Ari and Kane worked things out.

      “It’s all good,” he said. “I’m fine. Better than fine.”

      “Strong like the lion for whom you’re named.”

      Ari roared lamely and we both snickered.

      I was about to pat his arm but my palm still hurt a bit from the poison, even though the blisters were shrinking.

      “Don’t give up on him. If Ro hadn’t patiently knocked down all my issues one-by-one, we wouldn’t be where we are.” I trailed my fingers through the water in slow ripples.

      “Yeah, but Ro had issues of his own.”

      I flicked water at him. “You have issues.”

      “Name one.”

      “Don’t you get my yearly email listing of your many faults?”

      “I tend to delete anything from you.”

      “That explains a lot. All kidding aside, ask him again. Kane’s hurting right now. Don’t let your pride screw up your long-term happiness. You two are good together.”

      “Kane needs to come down a few notches on the douchebag scale before I’m willing to have that conversation.” He knocked his shoulder against mine. “When did you get mature and shit?”

      “Our last birthday. It was like boom! I am a sage Zen mistress. A deep well of wisdom.”

      “With such a lack of ego,” Ro said from behind us. He pulled his car keys out of his pocket, twirling them around his finger. “Wanna go for a ride?”

      “Rawr. Lead on, baby.”

      Rohan laughed. “In my car for an errand, but we’ll come back to that.”

      “Nope.” Ari scrambled out of the pool. “I’m having dick cake flashbacks.”

      He jogged off, leaving a trail of wet footprints.

      Rohan and I drove down out of the hills and past a stretch of low-slung houses that bumped up against an overpass. Yes, Los Angeles had a glitzy side to her, but she also had parts that were more “tired morning after.” Like she’d woken up and staggered outside in her now-wrinkled party clothes, her make-up smeared and her hair tangled, blinking blearily into the sunshine and wishing once more for night to make her glitter.

      I kicked off my demure navy sandals and propped my bare feet up on the dashboard, my back pressed against the sun-warmed leather seats and a cool breeze rolling over me from the window.

      “How did Ethan know Tessa? Even if he dated a witch like Danilo had, Tessa was older and they wouldn’t have traveled in the same circles. And I doubt he used her consultancy services.”

      Ro shifted gears, his bicep flexing with the motion. “Could DSI have subcontracted out to her and he met her on a job?”

      “Not unless you subcontract out for feng shui. She was a de-clutter and positive energy specialist.”

      A truck rumbled past, its bed stuffed with rainbow-colored, star-shaped piñatas. Their tassels blew in the wind, leaving multicolored tracers in their wake.

      Tracers? I was neither drunk nor high. I rubbed my eyes and the world darkened, like a total solar eclipse. I rubbed them again and this time, the world went black.

      I gripped the sides of my seat.

      Breathe. Logic this out.

      The car was still moving and there were no screams, screeching brakes, or crashing metal, so Rohan was fine. I cast deep inside to examine the box, still leaking that black light along the hairline fracture.

      Since I couldn’t seal the box back up, I sent healing magic into my eyes with a steely focus.

      The world cleared but I’d been too pre-occupied to notice we’d stopped and were now parked in front of a cute olive green adobe house with a bright red door and cool rock and cacti garden running under the front window.

      Rohan watched me intently; he’d shredded his poor seat belt with his extended blades. “Lilith?”

      I nodded, dropping my head in my hands. “She blinded me.”

      “You need to stop drawing on her magic.” He tilted my chin up. “Nava, promise me.”

      “What if it’s too late for that promise to matter?” I whispered. “What if this is the beginning of the end?”

      He held up a hand, his expression thunderous. “It’s not.”

      There was that arrogant absolute certainty about something he couldn’t single-handedly dictate.

      I clung to it with everything I had.

      Rohan reached into the back seat and grabbed a large, cellophane-wrapped gift basket with a bright gold bow. “Baskerville is out of chances. Text him and say you want to meet around five and to bring the Bullseye. That’s enough time for the funeral. Tell him if he doesn’t, he loses that warehouse he’s so fond of.”

      “What warehouse?”

      He slammed his car door. “I investigated the slippery fuck after we first met. He’s got a sweet stockpile of artwork presumed missing. Caravaggio, van Gogh, a Rembrandt. The Irish Crown Jewels and the Faberge egg in his possession are priceless.”

      “Why didn’t you take it away from him?”

      “Saving it for when we needed it most.”

      The threat did the trick. Baskerville responded in seconds with: Olvera Street. 5PM sharp.

      Rohan rapped on Helen’s door.

      She opened it, took one look at us, and tossed the oven mitt she held at Rohan’s head. “Last time you showed up with a gift basket I had to spend three days on the phone with the Executive convincing them you and Drio had nothing to do with Rabbi Moishe’s rental car being hung off the roof of DSI when he visited.”

      “I was fifteen.”

      “With Rabbi Moishe asleep in it.”

      “See? We didn’t even wake him.” He waggled the basket overflowing with items from Lush Cosmetics. “Can we come in?”

      “You’re a pain in my ass.”

      She led us through small bright rooms in warm colors to the kitchen. Cheerful hand-painted tiles backed a massive gas stove with a copper vent, pans hung from a rack in the ceiling, and garlic braids and a carved spice rack hung on one wall.

      My stomach heaved at the moist, rich scent rising off the carrot muffins cooling on the stove. If Lilith’s magic made me queasy, I’d be so pissed. A Nava who couldn’t eat was a Nava no one wanted to experience.

      “About the Executive–” Rohan began.

      “Hi, Helen. How are you doing today? I know it’s Rabbi Wahl’s funeral and you’re probably pretty upset,” she said.

      Rohan ducked his head, placing the basket on the counter. “Sorry. It’s just… This is about Ethan.”

      “We’re really sorry to bother you about this. Especially today.” I actually had no idea what “this” was, since Ro hadn’t told me, but barging in here like that had been rude.

      Helen scooped a fat pug off one of the kitchen chairs and motioned for us to sit down. “Good. Teach him some manners.”

      She insisted on serving us coffee and muffins before we discussed business. Normally, I’d have been all over that, but the one tiny crumb of muffin I tried under her encouraging smile sat like lead in my gut and the smell of the coffee made me want to puke.

      She pulled her apron over her head and tossed it on a chair. “What do you want?”

      “Remember a few months ago how a couple of the Executive rabbis showed up and were all over your ass about something?” Rohan said.

      “If Rabbi Wahl hadn’t gone to bat for me, I would have been fired.”

      “What happened?”

      She wagged a finger at him. “You know I can’t tell you.”

      Rohan pushed the gift basket closer to her. “I bought all four of your favorite soaps.”

      I scratched at my arms under the table, marveling at his unmitigated manipulation.

      “You don’t have clearance,” she said.

      “And bath bombs.”

      She peered through the cellophane. “I can’t.”

      Rohan pulled out his rock fuck grin. “I also got a cute bunny-shaped sponge.”

      “Shame on you, Rohan. That smile hasn’t worked on me since the last gift basket.”

      “Helen, you are a rare and precious woman.” I fanned my shirt. Was it hot in here? “But we need your help. This might help us figure out why Ethan did what he did and give some peace and closure to the tragedy of losing Rabbi Wahl.”

      “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

      I smirked at Rohan.

      “I’m keeping this.” Helen placed the basket on the ground beside her chair.

      The pug waddled over to sniff it then grunted and toddled off.

      “The Brotherhood discovered that a number of sensitive documents in the archives, as well as some powerful artifacts in lock-up had gone missing,” she said.

      “Why would they suspect you?” I said. “Did you have a key to them or something?”

      “No. They were located in different places around the world. That’s why it took them a while to realize the thefts were connected.” She picked at a corner of the cellophane. “All scanners require handprints, you know that.”

      “And they had a record of yours?” Rohan said.

      “In every place the theft had happened. If Rabbi Wahl hadn’t sworn I’d been here the entire time, I shudder to think what would have happened. He really cared about us all.” Eyes damp, she took a Kleenex and blew her nose. “Sorry, I get overcome.”

      She hurried out of the room.

      I made a quick call.

      “Well?” Rohan asked when I’d hung up. “Is it possible?”

      “Raquel said she couldn’t do it, but a witch with dark magic could. All Ethan had to do was get Tessa into Helen’s office and give her access to the scanner. The residual oils from Helen’s skin would have left a print that Tessa could use to infuse over top of her own. Abracadabra, she’d have Helen’s handprint and be able to walk in the front door of any chapter. Retrieve any document that Helen had clearance for. Any magic artifact. If Tessa had her own agenda to bring down the Brotherhood, it was a pretty good place to start.”

      “And Ethan was helping her.” Rohan kicked one of the chairs, then caught it before it toppled and carefully set it to rights. “But why?”
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      The answers to that question took us the next forty minutes and a minor B&E into Ethan’s apartment. His place was bare–like one plate, one mug, and a mattress on the floor, bare.

      “Did he just move in?” I said.

      “No. I was here six months ago. He had furniture.” Rohan roamed from room to room, but there was nothing to see.

      I pulled out the trash can from under the sink, but the bag was empty and the junk drawer only held stained take-out menus.

      My joints ached. The sooner Lilith was out of me, the better. I raided the medicine cabinet and helped myself to a couple of extra-strength Ibuprofen from the bottle next to the half-empty tube of shaving cream and a bag of disposable razors. My last search was the bed itself. A handful of poker chips had fallen between the mattress and the wall.

      “Ro?” I headed back into the living room with the chips.

      Rohan looked up, a smear of gray dust on his cheek. He’d sliced open the wall above the baseboard in the corner with one of his blades. “Fresh drywall.”

      He pulled out a metal box from between the joists and flipped the lid open. It was stuffed with bundled bank notes and poker chips.

      I tossed him the chip I’d found. “Gambling addiction?”

      “Ethan liked poker, but I had no idea. Tessa’s money must have been keeping him afloat.”

      “Until the Brotherhood killed Helen’s clearance everywhere outside the L.A. chapter and Tessa stopped paying him?” I guessed.

      “If this cash didn’t come from Tessa, where did it come from?” Rohan said.

      “Finder’s fee for connecting Mandelbaum to Tessa?”

      Rohan counted the money. “Depends if he willingly sold her out or Mandelbaum smoothed over Ethan’s dried-up extra income with a bonus to keep him loyal.”

      “He’d already sold Tessa out, how loyal could Mandelbaum have thought he was?”

      “There’s ten grand here. If Ethan had blown the money from Tessa, the rabbi was pretty confident he’d bought his man.” Rohan put the money back in the box and slammed the lid shut.

      As for where Ethan had met Tessa, the answer was Switzerland.

      Ro found a photo of Ethan visiting his mom at their family home, taken when she’d been recovering from a bout of pneumonia. The date on the back lined up with shortly before the payments had started. Ethan had told Ro about his mom getting rid of everything, believing her stuff was harboring dangerous bacteria that had contributed to her brush with death. She’d cleansed her space and purged the bad vibes out. He’d joked about her calling in the professionals.

      Tessa.

      Ro was grim on the drive over to the funeral, hating that he had to tell his friends what he’d discovered. “I can’t believe I never knew.”

      There was nothing I could say to make him feel better. Ethan had been undermining the Brotherhood for Tessa, sold Tessa out for the Brotherhood, and then paid for his actions by killing his friends and dying.

      Was that justice?

      We were definitely in the right mood for a funeral, but this was Hollywood. Even the cemeteries here were epic on a whole other level. The Jewish cemetery back home was located in a suburb and overlooked by a Skytrain line. This place was more like a museum than a final resting place.

      There was artwork. Artwork! Everything from a massive Heritage Mosaic mural to fountains and sculptures, not to mention beautiful gardens.

      Rabbi Wahl’s funeral was much better attended than Zander’s had been. The place was packed to overflowing. All the Rasha were sitting together on the left side of the chapel. Except Kane, who sat on the other side.

      I slid in next to Ari. “Really?”

      “His choice.” He did a double take. “You okay? You look kind of sweaty.”

      Ever since my temporary blindness, my body had been aching with the desire to get a magic bump. I don’t know if my decision not to use her power was somehow contributing to these amped up detoxing symptoms or not, but I grit my teeth, popped another couple painkillers, and hoped my natural accelerated healing abilities would kick in soon.

      In addition to all of us that had been at the restaurant holding the memorial yesterday, Rabbi Mandelbaum’s posse was in attendance–minus Ilya–as well as Rabbi Wahl’s family and friends. He’d had a large social circle and everyone was devastated to have lost him in a security attack from a disgruntled client.

      The rabbi conducting the service spoke warmly about his friend, and there was a long line of extended family and close friends wanting to eulogize him.

      It made sense for Rasha to say they worked for an international security firm, but I’d never understood how rabbis got away with it. Baruch whispered to me that even non-Brotherhood rabbis worked as security consultants for secular firms.

      DSI may have been Wahl’s cover story, but by the way that Rabbi Mandelbaum greeted the widow and surviving children it was clear they knew the truth about Rabbi Wahl’s job. The chapter head truth, not the hit squad one.

      Other than the giant lie surrounding the circumstances of his death, it played out like every other Jewish funeral I’d been to.

      The widow and Wahl’s children all tore their shirts over their heart to symbolize their loss. Then the pallbearers carried the plain wooden casket from the chapel out to the freshly dug gravesite. Since there were more than ten Jewish men present, the minimum number required to form a minyan, they said Kaddish at the grave, and as a final way to honor the departed, people were asked to shovel dirt onto the casket. Every single Rasha came forward.

      Even Benjy was at this service. Ro explained that they didn’t shield the initiates from the hard truths of being in the Brotherhood, no matter how young.

      After the service, I gave Rohan space to tell his friends about Ethan, and ambushed Oskar, the German who had been in Mandelbaum’s room. So, you know, most likely Ilya’s killer.

      “Where’s your friend Ilya?” I still harbored a stupid hope that Ilya had been chastised and sent away, but Oskar hesitated a fraction of a second too long before replying that Ilya had left the country on DSI business.

      I clasped my sparking hands behind my back and gave him a faint smile and a non-committal “oh.”

      Oskar went to confer with Rabbi Mandelbaum, who gave me another assessing look.

      The sheen of sweat on my face was edging into gross territory so I locked myself in the women’s washroom and splashed cold water on my face and hair, blotting myself dry with one of the folded hand towels laid out in a rectangular basket for my convenience. My eyes were clear, and aside from a splotch of heightened color on my cheeks, I looked normal.

      My body, however, throbbed in a dull ache. I was cold and I wished I had some ginger chews.

      Rohan was waiting for me when I emerged. He placed his hand on the small of my back. “Walk with me?”

      He looked uncharacteristically solemn, so I accompanied him in silence, reading some of the names on the gravestones as we cut through one section of the cemetery.

      “You holding up okay?” he said, turning us onto a tree-lined path.

      I rubbed my arms. “I feel like I have the flu. Esther will be here tomorrow. We’ll get Lilith out and all will be well.”

      After another few minutes walk, Ro squatted down by one of the graves on the lawn. He pulled a smooth pebble from his pocket and placed the rock on the corner of the gravestone. “Hi, snake.”

      I knelt down as best I could in my pencil skirt.

      Asha Sarah Patel. Beloved daughter and cousin. The inscription, along with the dates of her birth and death were set into a heart in the marble gravestone that lay flush with the ground.

      Rohan sat down on the grass next to the grave and placed his palm in the center of the heart.

      “Hi, Asha.” I sat down beside him. “Why did you call her ‘snake?’”

      “A.S.P. Her initials. It started when I was little and since it annoyed her, I kept it up.”

      “Asp! That’s why the song title. Some of the track names were leaked,” I said.

      He gave me an odd look. “Nava, you don’t have to read my fan boards. If you want to know something, ask me.”

      “I wasn’t sure I had the right.”

      He tucked a curl behind my ear. “Sweetheart, you have the right.”

      I leaned in to his touch, savoring it. “I thought the title was some metaphor about me being the death of you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Not everything is about you.”

      “But mostly it is, right?” I grinned at him.

      He rolled his eyes then leaned in and stole a quick kiss.

      “The song,” I said. “Is it about a specific memory?”

      He plucked a handful of grass out, systematically shredding the blades. “It’s the last remaining track I have to write and I can’t get it right.”

      “Could you release the album without it?”

      “No. Asp starts my story. It has to be there and Ascending has to be released next month on the twenty-seventh.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Asha’s favorite artist was Prince and he wrote Purple Rain, her favorite album, when he was twenty-five.”

      “Did he release it on the twenty-seventh?”

      He smiled and tapped the gravestone. “It’s her birthday. Asha made me promise that since she couldn’t write music and release her own album at twenty-five, that I should immortalize her at that age.”

      “I like her logic.”

      “You would.” He lost his smile. “I can’t let her down again.”

      I scratched at my arms. “You’ll get it.”

      Rohan caught my hands. “Tell me how I can help you, but stop hurting yourself.”

      My skin had red nails marks slashed across them. “Distract me. Talk to me about Asha.”

      He laughed softly. “You’ll love this. When we were really young, she’d dress me up in her mom’s clothes because she wanted a little sister.”

      “Did she make you have tea parties?”

      “I wish. She’d make us pretend we were TLC and perform their albums.”

      “That doesn’t seem so bad.”

      “And Destiny’s Child.”

      “Right.”

      He ducked his head. “And Spice Girls.”

      “Tell me you were Scary.”

      “Baby.”

      “Did she put you in a blonde wig?”

      Rohan scrunched up his face and I lost it, howling with laughter. “Shut up.” He nudged me. “I’ve never come here with anyone.”

      I stopped laughing and squeezed his hands in mine.

      “Not even my family since her funeral. It’s too hard to be here with them, so I come by myself.”

      “I’m honored you brought me.”

      He jumped up, pulling me to my feet. “I wanted you to meet.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly, granting me the same importance in his life that she’d had. My bones unstitched and knit back together with the shattering simplicity of a single thought:

      I love him.

      I thought I’d been in love once before with Cole, but that was puppy love. Sweet and young and light and short-lived. My feelings for Rohan were anchored in every atom. We were each other’s best friends, lovers, protectors, and confidants. There was a strength and a surety and a completeness to it. He was the one I wanted to wake up to and fall asleep with, the heart of my heart, my one and only.

      The moment I’d seen him standing in the alley those many months ago, I’d been intrigued. The moment he’d first kissed me, I’d been besotted. The moment he’d trusted me with Asha here, I’d fallen head-over-heels.

      I pressed a hand to my side like I’d run a marathon and couldn’t quite catch my breath, but the bliss of this new-found knowledge was better than any runner’s high.

      He was my person and I loved him with everything inside me.

      Was it tacky to tell him here? Standing at his cousin’s grave? Maybe when we got back to the car?

      We needed to get back to the car.

      “Ro–”

      “It’s him!” A dozen women cut through the row of trees lining the nearby walkway. Forget any semblance of privacy and respect in this place of mourning. It was like the running of the bulls as they charged us. They were led by Tia, who’d forgone her red leather trench for a demure sundress.

      Bitch shouldn’t have stood me up.

      “Can I have your autograph? I know it’s rude, but I’m your biggest fan.” Tia’s voice quivered. Oh, she was good. As she spoke, she drew closer and closer to Rohan, away from the rest of the group who’d hung back waiting to see how he reacted. She reached into her black purse and pulled out a pen and photo of Ro from his Fugue State Five days.

      “Quite the secret identity, Rasha.” Only we could hear her. “I had no idea.”

      “Now that we both know where we stand.” He trained a glittering smile on her.

      “You could kill me.” She glanced back. “But do you really want to replace the adoring look in their eyes with the fear that nightmares exist? You’re supposed to keep them safe, not terrify them.”

      She held the pen out to him.

      Rohan’s mouth flattened and he snatched the pen away to autograph the picture. The move was the starter pistol, the other women rushing him.

      Tia took her photo and disentangled herself from the mini mob. “Do you get off on being with the big bad hunter, sweetheart?”

      This demon piece of shit was fucking with the man I loved. Defiling Asha’s grave with her presence.

      I gripped her hip, letting my magic flare between my palm and her dress. “I get off on being the big bad hunter, sweetheart.”

      She jerked away, her pupils dilated. “Fascinating. I suspected something was up with the interview request, but I never imagined this.”

      Adrenaline flooded my system, but I’d only used my magic, not Lilith’s. My rage blew away some of my achiness. The hard part was not eviscerating Tia on the spot.

      “Tia!” A petite Asian woman held up a signed photo, triumphant.

      I jerked my hands behind my back, shutting my magic down.

      “Way to go, D’arcy!” Tia said. “Told you he was a class act.”

      “Holy moly.” A woman in a dress patterned with cats was standing on Asha’s grave. “Is this your cousin that died?”

      “Please get away from there,” Rohan said, his voice strained, but still attempting to be gracious and finish signing autographs.

      Tia raised her eyebrows and went to look. She stared at the grave for a very long moment, then started laughing. Doubled over, uncontrollable, gasping for air, belly laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” he snarled.

      “Ask Desiderio.”

      Rohan froze, confusion morphing into horror. “No.”

      Why would Drio know? Had this been a demon he’d hunted? But no, that was dumb. Drio always made the kill. After the demon who murdered Asha escaped, he’d honed his tracking skills and ruthlessly dispatched his assignments. His record since her death was flawless. I’d even creeped on his Brotherhood stats via Orwell one slow day, just to see it for myself. Every single demon he’d tracked, he killed. Every single demon he’d hunted was gone.

      Every single demon except for one.

      Oh. My. God.

      The other women were murmuring and exchanging odd looks.

      “Everyone needs to leave.” I clapped my hands together. “Yo! Now!”

      “We don’t need to listen to you,” one snarked.

      “Get out of here,” Rohan roared.

      The women fled.

      “She didn’t scream in the end. I’ll give her that.” Tia knelt down and petted the grave like she was complimenting a precocious student.

      We were screened from prying eyes by the trees, plus, she had to die, so I blasted her, but she vanished before I hit her, reappearing behind Rohan and wagging a finger at me.

      “You weren’t the demon Drio was tracking.” Rohan looked perilously close to short-circuiting, his left eyebrow twitching, and his body trembling like he was battling both shell shock and nuclear rage.

      “No. But he was on my radar. The ultimate hunter. The pride of the Brotherhood.” She wrinkled her nose. “It was such fun to take Desiderio down. And look! I got two for the price of one.” She leaned toward Rohan, inhaled and shivered. “You are going to be a delight to destroy.”

      Rohan lunged for her, stumbling off-balance when he swiped at empty air.

      She was gone.

      “Nee!” Ari and Baruch were sprinting our way. My brother skidded to a stop and grabbed my arms. “What happened?”

      “The demon we’re tracking. She killed Asha.”

      A howl of unendurable pain ripped from Rohan’s throat. He stared into the distance, his eyes blazing with a fanatical intensity. “We’re going to burn her world to the ground.”
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      It was a tense and silent drive into the downtown core, and even the cool art deco buildings around Olvera street didn’t lighten Rohan’s stormy mood.

      I met Baskerville in a wide-open plaza featuring a massive twisted tree with exposed gnarled roots situated across the street from this beautiful little church called La Placita, Our Lady Queen of Angels.

      Hispanic families dressed in church finery poured out the front doors, headed for the parking lot next door. Chic parents held the hands of little girls in white poufy dresses and young boys in white suits. Even the grandmothers set a gold standard of working it, sporting dresses in bold colors that showed off their every curve.

      Baskerville had glamoured his blue skin and snout and as a result, looked more like a bespoke Wallace from “Wallace and Gromit” than ever.

      The two of us strolled along Olvera Street, a tree-lined pedestrian zone, flanked by Mexican restaurants pumping out hip-shaking salsa. Two long lines of red painted stalls in the center of the street hawked a variety of products: Frieda Kahlo T-shirts, gold jewelry, sugar skull printed wallets, Los Luchadores masks, candles with photos of the saints, embroidered dresses, and miniature guitars painted vivid blues, reds, and purples.

      Too vivid. The riot of colors hurt my eyes, the music set my teeth on edge, and the scent of churros made my stomach rumble in disgust.

      I presented the demon with the tzitzit I’d stolen from Rabbi Mandelbaum. “We good?”

      He tucked it into a suit pocket. “It’s satisfactory.”

      I jumped out of the way of a little girl barreling down the street on a ribbon-bedecked scooter.

      Baskerville handed me a hinged pendant covered in engraved symbols, dangling from a silver chain. He stopped me from opening it. “Not until you’re ready to use it.”

      I slid the chain over my head, but could sense nothing magic about it. It was heavy for its size and cool against my skin. “If you’re faking me out with some dud, I’ll kill you. Ooh. Avocado sauce. Let’s try that.”

      “Thank you, no. I’m not hungry.”

      “Don’t be rude,” Rohan fell into step with us.

      “Hiya, babe. Good timing,” I said.

      Rohan still had that feral quality from our Tia encounter, emanating the off-kilter energy of a man on the verge of going postal.

      I hustled us all into the shack of a restaurant that Ro and I had scoped out before the meet-up as the best venue to conduct our business. Aside from the galley kitchen there were maybe eight square wood tables with benches. A family of six squished in together around a table at the front eyed us warily, but other than that, the place was empty, the dinner rush not yet begun.

      Baskerville glared at me but he didn’t disappear because one of Ro’s finger blades was jammed in between the demon’s shoulder blades. One wrong jostle, even to portal out, could kill him.

      Ro maneuvered himself and the demon so their backs were against the wall, facing out to the stalls.

      I sat across from them and ordered the tacquitos with avocado sauce, thanking the waiter for our tortilla chips and salsa. My stomach turned over at the smell of food, but if it meant keeping up “all is well” appearances in front of the demon, I’d muscle the food down with a smile on my face and ask for seconds.

      Rohan popped the tab on his iced tea. “Gotta hand it to you. You’re excellent at ferreting things out.”

      “What on this green and vibrant earth could you possibly want?” Baskerville frowned minutely at the tortilla-chip-and-salsa sandwich I stuffed into my mouth. “And please, spare me the posturing and the theatrics. I’ve already moved everything of value in the warehouse, so it’s no good threatening me with that.”

      “Lots of on-call minions, huh?” Rohan said. “I want information. I get it, you live.”

      “Information such as what?”

      “Hybris.” I thanked the cook who’d placed a paper container with my two tacquitos drenched in avocado sauce in front of me, swallowed down the taste of bile, and cut off the smallest piece imaginable. “Where is she? We want every known hiding place of hers on earth, and a way to find her in the demon realm, too.”

      “Oh, now I have no idea.”

      Rohan jerked his hand on the kill spot and the demon flinched, all color draining from his face.

      “I’m telling you the truth,” Baskerville insisted.

      “Then who does? And think faster.”

      “There’s an ooliach who frequents a, shall we say, less-than-top-notch establishment on Seventh Avenue called Deke’s. Go bother him.”

      Something slithered against my leg and I yelped.

      “Ah, yes. You might like to know that those are the poisonous barbs extending from my limbs. Pain upon pain, hellfire for days before you die. All if I so much as break the skin.” Baskerville smiled at Rohan pleasantly. “So it comes to you. Will you remove that very annoying knife or will poor dear Nava meet a slow and drawn-out end?”

      Rohan retracted his blades.

      “Bless your heart.” Baskerville stood up and straightened his cuffs. “And if it wasn’t already abundantly clear, please never call me again. My business is closed to you.”

      I could only nod, busy forcing the tacquito down, but the moment the demon’s back was toward me, I nailed his kill spot with a thin current.

      Buh-bye, Baskerville.

      No one noticed the demoncide. The family had left, the cook whistled along to the mariachi music playing on his radio while he washed dishes, and the pedestrians were too pre-occupied with shopping to pay attention to what was happening inside the tiny restaurant.

      Rohan raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” I wiped sauce off my finger. I felt bad about killing him, but I wasn’t an idiot. I’d left Malik alive because he was too powerful and I was too drained at our last encounter to kill him. I’d pay for that when he next came after me, so I wasn’t about to look over my shoulder for another angry demon. “We couldn’t let him walk away. He would have retaliated and I’ve got enough on my plate.”

      “No shit,” Rohan said, “but I thought I’d have to rationalize that fact to you after I’d killed him.”

      “Yeah, we’re skipping the rationalizations now.”

      Ro bussed our table, throwing out the garbage and placing the pop cans in a bin set out for recyclables. What a mensch.

      My heart swelled two sizes. Maybe I could tell him now after he cleaned up my trash? Was that too weird? I mean, we’d change places before I said it. Hit the gazebo at the head of the street–that would be perfect. The thick ropy trunk of the sprawling tree with its deep roots would wave its leathery, dark green leaves at us in benediction and whatever mariachi tune floated over to us from the market would become “our song,” the one Ro would sing to me as he twirled me around the room, leaving me breathless with love and laughter.

      I could tell him then.

      When Ro came back, his features were grim. “I paid. Ooliach time.”

      Or not.
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        * * *

      

      Seventh Avenue ran through some nice areas but the closer we got to Matteo Street over in the Arts District near DSI, the more depressed it became. Various tent-cities occupied trash-strewn sidewalks in front of empty warehouses vying to be leased for film productions. Homeless people lay on the street watching planes rumble overhead, while the stench of grease wafted over everything from a nearby fast food chain.

      Deke’s was down a couple blocks from the Greyhound Terminal, not far from the huge salmon pink factory that anchored the corner at Alameda. It was dark, dingy, and smelled like old Ripple chips. And that was on the outside.

      The bartender looked surprised to see us enter, probably because the closed sign and locked front door were grimy with disuse. Also because he had two heads and, I’m betting, didn’t see a lot of walk-in human clients.

      Sorry. Portal-in.

      “Greetings and salutations, assorted spawn. We’re looking for an ooliach,” I said.

      The various fanged, horned, and snarly creatures rose as one to their feet, hooves, and crab legs.

      Ten minutes later, I’d decimated the bar’s pool of returning clientele with good old-fashioned magic lightning, discovered that kishi, these two-faced hyena demons were fucking batshit but would conveniently rip each other to shreds when they bled, and determined that yes, there was in fact booze too foul for human consumption.

      While I’d single-handedly dealt with the rest of the demons, Rohan had tracked the ooliach. Okay, found him face-down drunk on the bar. Given his human form was about five feet tall and a hundred pounds soaking wet, the two empty glasses in front of him constituted a bender.

      The weaselly little shit–did I mention they were weasel demons?–took one look at Rohan and his Rasha ring, and sneered. “Go away. I’ve had a really bad day.”

      Then he lost his balance and almost fell off the stool.

      Ro steadied him–by the scruff of the neck. “It’ll be your last day if you don’t talk.”

      The ooliach hiccuped, wafting pickles.

      I took a large step back.

      “Whaddyawant?” the demon slurred.

      “Where’s Hybris?” I said.

      The demon held up one of his two furry, twig-like fingers, then passed out, hitting the bar so hard, he snapped two whiskers off of his snout.

      Ro grabbed his arm. “Portal us back to DSI.”

      “What about your car?”

      “Fuck the car.”

      Fuck the car? Yikes. I portalled us.

      We landed in a supply closet on the main floor. My best option for using portal magic undetected.

      I was half-jogging to keep up with Rohan, hell-bent for the iron room, when he swung us into the stairwell and almost collided with Rabbi Mandelbaum.

      “What’s this?” the rabbi snapped. Dude’s kippah was half-off his head and his bloodshot eyes looked one more sleepless night away from total unhingement. He turned to me. “Deal with your mission so I can have Rohan back helping me.”

      Rohan bristled. “The demon on our mission killed my cousin. So I’m going to take as long as I fucking have to to find her. Got it?”

      “Watch your tone, Rohan. Your disrespect has gotten out of hand.” Mandelbaum cut a sideways glance at me, before stepping aside to let us pass.

      Yeah, yeah. I’m the bad guy for leading your precious hunter astray.

      Dragging the limp ooliach by an arm, Rohan flung open a door, and tossed the demon inside.

      Torture time had begun.

      It was obvious Rohan didn’t want me to participate (and honestly neither did I) and his movements with the blade made it clear he took no joy in this, not like Drio had when I met him. I would have left Rohan to it, but when I reached for the door he stopped, words on his lips I didn’t need to hear to decipher: please don’t leave me alone, not in this darkness.

      My ass went numb from the iron floor, plus weird green demon fluids that had missed the drain had soaked my shoes, but I stayed. If my boyfriend was going to lose it, I needed to be there.

      We never got Tia’s location in the demon realm, and by the time the ooliach gave up the address of her son’s place in the valley, Rohan was bathed in sweat and there wasn’t a lot left of the demon.

      Rohan pulled out his phone and hit a number, ignoring the twitching creature at his feet.

      “How were the funerals?” On speakerphone, Drio sounded uncharacteristically somber, the usual sexiness of his Italian-accented English muted. I couldn’t help the small stab of loss at hearing his voice for the first time since he’d become, if not my enemy, no longer my friend, either.

      There was a rustling on Drio’s end. “Say something, paesano. What’s up?”

      “The demon Nava and I are tracking? Hybris. She killed Asha. It wasn’t the one you were after.”

      Dead silence from Drio.

      The ooliach jerked and splooshed out some more gross fluid.

      “I need you here,” Rohan said.

      “No. You have to kill Hybris.”

      “Fuck, Drio.” Ro raked a hand through his hair. “You don’t need absolution. You have as much right to take her down as I do.”

      “It’s not that.” Drio exhaled sharply. “If I come back, I’ll lose myself to the hate. I can’t keep living that way, Ro. It’s killing me.”

      I closed my eyes against the quiver in his voice. Drio didn’t quiver. Drio was one of the deadliest people I’d ever met.

      “It doesn’t mean I love Asha any less,” Drio said.

      “I would never think that.” Ro sounded fierce enough to convince even Drio who gave a quiet, “okay.”

      “Come back anyway,” Ro said. “You need to move on. There doesn’t have to just be one person.”

      Drio’s laugh was harsh. “I wouldn’t go that far. I can’t stay stuck in the past, but maybe the present is good enough. Take that bitch down.”

      “I swear it.” Rohan tucked the phone away. “Let’s go.” His eyes burned with a feverish gleam.

      “Rohan.” He didn’t stop, so I put the ooliach out of his misery and followed, Robin to Ro’s totally psycho Batman.

      Two months ago, I’d have fought Rohan about his behavior, but with my new in-love realization, it was hard to tell him he was wrong. He wanted to kill Hybris and get closure; I just wasn’t sure that was going to let the ugly gash he bore from Asha’s death heal cleanly.

      Rohan needed to forgive, himself most of all. I didn’t know if he’d be receptive to my insights in his current frame of mind, so I supported him by portalling us.

      Hybris wasn’t there but we found her son Koros in baggy pants, lounging by the pool and surrounded by succubi in thong bikinis. Maybe this was normal for the valley?

      I machine gunned the females with my magic in their tramp stamps. I mean, yeah, the tattoos were offensive, but those glittery butterflies and hearts were also their kill spots.

      Koros was so high, it took him a moment to notice that no one was grinding up on him anymore. “The fuck are you?”

      Of course he had one of those stupid gold dental grills. I itched to kill this walking travesty so badly, but who was I to deprive Ro of the pleasure?

      “Where’s Hybris?” Ro said.

      “Not here.”

      “I’m going to say this one more time. Where’s? Hybris?”

      Koros shot him the finger.

      And when Rohan left the note saying “sorry we missed you,” on the lounger, the gold dental grille kept it from flying away.
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        * * *

      

      Baruch peered in through the bungalow’s window back at Dev and Maya’s, an actual worried expression on his face at the sight of Ro sitting on the floor with his knees drawn up to his chest and his shoulders slumped.

      I shook my head.

      Baruch turned to speak to Ari who bobbed up behind him.

      Ari tugged on his ear lobe, our twin code for “I have your back.”

      I gave him a sad smile. There was nothing he could do for me if there was nothing I could do for Rohan.

      “How do I tell my family that I let her go?” Ro’s words startled me. He hadn’t spoken since he’d killed Koros an hour ago.

      I fingered the pendant containing the Bullseye like it was a talisman. “You couldn’t have killed Tia at the cemetery. Those women had their phones out. You would have caused mass panic. You can’t beat yourself up about this.”

      “Still, I should have been able to do something more than just let her walk away.”

      “No.” I hugged him, his head resting against my chest since he was seated on the floor and I was on the sofa. “Remember when we found out that it was Asmodeus who’d taken Ari? You told me to take what I was feeling and let it fuel me not consume me. You gotta do the same. We’ll get her. I promise you. I promise Asha. But you need to let yourself out of this guilt prison you’ve built. Because if you don’t, then Tia wins. She becomes this specter that ruins the rest of your life and I can’t imagine Asha would have wanted that for you.”

      His arms tightened around me and he dragged in a shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “Go. Talk to your parents.”

      “I don’t deserve you.” He stood up.

      “Au contraire, baby. I’m exactly what you deserve.”

      “Back soon.” He kissed me, then left wearing a troubled expression.

      I called Leo from the bedroom, flopped on the bed. I squirmed over to lay on Rohan’s side. Sniffing his pillow may have been involved.

      “Where are you?” I said. “I hear muzak.”

      “Grocery shopping. I’m glam like that.”

      “Can you go sit in your car or something?”

      “Why?”

      “Ro spoke to Drio.”

      “Good for him. Debit please,” Leo said to the checkout person.

      I had half her attention at best right now, but as I told her about Tia and Asha, the silence on the other end grew more focused.

      “He doesn’t want to come back from Rome to avenge the great love of his life.” Leo slammed her car door. “And?”

      Why was I surrounded by stubborn people? Soon as this mission was over, I was going to get a group of easygoing friends. “Did you hear the rest of it? The part about the hate killing him?”

      “You know what I didn’t hear? Any mention of me.”

      “Leo.”

      “No,” she growled. “I can’t go there.”

      “He’s not going to kill you. He won’t even hurt you. I really believe that.”

      “He already hurt me. I didn’t expect him to be in love with me, or even get over Asha. If I’d had someone like that, I’d love her forever, too. But all he saw when he threatened me was a PD. After everything that had been building between us, he looked at me and saw scum.”

      “To be fair, we kind of dropped a bomb on him.”

      “Are you taking his side?”

      “I’m always on your side. I just think that if you have a chance at love you should take it.”

      “I’m living the Cole years all over again.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You have Rohan who’s stupid for you. Yay, you. You were exactly like this when you were with Cole, trying to get everyone else around happily settled. Don’t, Nee. You can’t expect us to find that just because you suddenly did.”

      “Maybe you would if you actually put yourself out there.”

      “You of all people cannot be saying that to me.”

      “And yet, here I am. Yes. Drio was a big idiot and walked away while Rohan gave me chance after chance. But I almost lost Ro and I don’t want you losing out. So you get me pushing you because I’ve watched you find reasons not to get involved with lots of great people.”

      “I was involved with Madison.”

      “You used Madison. Mutually used,” I amended. “You said it yourself. You and she had sexual chemistry and a solid friendship and it was never going to be more than that. Which is fine but there was no need to commit and that’s why you didn’t run from her.”

      She made a noise to interrupt me, but I barreled ahead.

      “Think about it. Drio wouldn’t have even given you a warning if he wasn’t stupid for you, too. Call him. Text him. Make contact.” The quality I’d sensed in Drio’s voice was now painfully clear. “He sounded so lonely.”

      “Have you spoken to him?” she said.

      “No.”

      “Have you told Le Mitra you love him?”

      “Who said I did?”

      She waited me out.

      “Okay, yes. I totally love him, but how did you know?”

      “Know that you love him or know that you haven’t told him?” she said.

      “Both. Either.”

      She waited me out again.

      “Whatever. Are you going to call Drio?”

      “No chance. You’re incredibly irritating, but I love you. Schmugs.”

      “You’re incredibly annoying, but I love you, too.” I sighed. “Schmugs.”

      I tossed the phone on the bed right as the front door to the bungalow opened, grateful I was spared having the most important three words of my life being overheard like cheap gossip.

      “In here,” I called out.

      Ro lounged in the doorway, looking a tad emotionally frayed.

      “How’d it go?”

      “Shitty, but cathartic, if that makes sense.”

      “It does.”

      We went back to his house for the night, because as Ro said, he had good whiskey, and between learning about Asha and Ethan, he was drinking himself into a stupor. “Tonight is my next Thursday, Sparky.”

      “Rage away, Snowflake. I’ll keep you safe.”

      I cut him off when he had to be cut off, covered him with a blanket when he passed out, and held him tight all night. And I may have whispered that I loved him a time or two, hoping it made it into his dreams and took away some of his pain.
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      Rohan was up early on Monday morning, seated at the piano determined to nail Asha’s song. “After I kill Hybris,” he said, “I’m going to write a reprise to ‘Asp’ that will go after ‘Slay,’ the final song. Then the story will be finished.”

      It would be wonderful if he could write his way into closure, though I doubted it was that simple. Hmm. This wasn’t the moment to gloat that my song was on the album, but was it the moment to tell him how I felt?

      “Ro?”

      He was lost to me, testing out chords.

      Apparently not. I kissed him goodbye and portalled to the address I had for Millicent’s apartment in West Los Angeles. Portalling was a fairly gentle sensation. A slight tug from my core propelling me forward as I popped out of one place and appeared in the other.

      I started strong. I’d had a good night sleep, and my detox symptoms had subsided. I fixed the address in my head, closed my eyes, and eliminated the spaces in between. Why hello, gentle tug… and whaaaat?

      I stopped dead, yanked backward like someone had grabbed my waist with a giant hook.

      I landed on my feet, none the worse for wear, though that would change in approximately four seconds when the big rig bearing down on me splattered me all over the California highway.

      I tried to flash out.

      Hoooonk!

      Three seconds.

      The semi’s brakes screeched; burning rubber filled the air.

      Two seconds.

      I was a deer in the headlights, frozen in place in the second-to-left lane of an eight-lane highway. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

      The driver’s face contorted in horror. I was going to be dead, but she was going to have to live with the consequences.

      Gritting my teeth, I dug deep.

      I flashed out with a millisecond to spare. The truck whipped past, its rush of wind propelling me through my portal. Better for that driver to think she was seeing things than live with a death.

      Trust me.

      I tumbled onto the side lawn of Millicent’s place. It was another hazy, smoggy morning, already very hot and very dry, but I was shivering, bathed in cold sweat. There was no way I’d miscalculated that badly.

      I checked Lilith’s prison.

      The box pulsed, that oily black light spilling out from all the seams. Lilith actively trying to get me killed was bad. Was it the end of the world? Not if the familiar thin woman stepping out of a taxi had anything to say about it.

      Esther had refused my offer to pick her up at the airport, saying she liked to have alone time to decompress after the stress of flying.

      I bounded over and threw my arms around her, crushing her giant purse.

      She pressed a hand to her heart. “You never heard of waving?”

      “Yeah, but I wanted to hug you.” I took her suitcase, my adrenaline jitters from the truck episode smoothing into a warm mellow buzz at her presence.

      This stubborn old witch was one of my favorite people in the entire world and having her here was a shot of hope. With the Bullseye hanging around my neck in its pendant, the sun shining merrily, and Sienna within reach, I practically skipped along the flagstone path.

      Even the clatter of Esther’s suitcase wheels tapped out an up-tempo staccato.

      Millicent’s apartment was actually one of two buildings on the property, each vaguely Spanish-looking, that flanked a long rectangular pool. An abundance of trees cast dappled pockets of shade and kept the complex cool. The place in question was located at the far end of the north building, with a private staircase leading to the second-floor apartment.

      The gauzy curtains were cracked open wide enough to see that no one was in the living room or kitchen.

      Esther pushed me behind her. “The doormat has a pressure sensitive ward on it. And that door.” She rummaged in her oversized purse for a pair of reader glasses and slid them on. “The ward on it is a thing of beauty. What a waste of talent.”

      I sat down on the top stair, but didn’t even have a chance to get comfortable, before she announced, “Get up, lazy bones.”

      The front door now stood open.

      I stepped into the humid foyer. “What if Sienna shows up?”

      “She won’t kill me.”

      “How reassuring.”

      “Fine. I won’t let her hurt you either.” She pushed her glasses into her hair. “Don’t let me forget these are here.”

      “Does that happen a lot?”

      “Getting old is the pits.”

      The apartment had sponged yellow walls with stenciled ivy paint around the doorframes. It was an interesting choice with the red and blue modular furniture. The walls were bare, not a single personal memento in the place.

      I reached for a blue glass vase filled with blue marbles. “It’s so clean in here.”

      “Stop.”

      I froze, bent forward, my hand hovering in mid-air and my fingertips barely touching the glass.

      “Get under the dining room table.”

      I did as I was told, scrunching up into a tight ball under the heavy wooden table to make room for Esther and the suitcase. “What’s going on?”

      “This is an old building. They’re not well sealed. Even the tidiest housekeeper can’t prevent dust motes floating in the air. The room is glamoured.”

      “Booby trapped, too?”

      “I can’t tell. But better safe than sorry. I need to remove the glamour from inside the room, but we don’t want to be exposed when it happens.”

      “Why not?” I said.

      She flexed her fingers, pushed them slowly outward, and then snapped them sharply down.

      The air splintered, falling around us in translucent shards. They shattered against the wooden floor with a loud crash, melting into the wood.

      I snatched a shard out of the air before it hit. Solid and deadly sharp. I tossed it out onto the floor. I was totally learning that trick.

      “All clear,” Esther said.

      The glamour hadn’t replaced the questionable interior decorating, but it did reveal that the walls weren’t bare at all.

      They were covered in photos.

      I helped Esther to her feet. “Damn, lady. You’re good.”

      “You should have seen me before the cancer.” She turned in a slow circle. “I don’t sense any dark magic or other wards.” She removed the purse she’d been wearing messenger bag-style and dropped it on the sofa. “Let’s contact Sienna.”

      She pulled something out of her bag.

      “Whatcha got? Eye of newt? Toe of frog?” I snatched the Tupperware out of her hands and opened it. “Rugelach?!”

      Esther grunted, heading into the kitchen and placing the Tupperware on the counter. “That stupid Shakespeare play set our community’s reputation back millennia.”

      “That’s your takeaway? You’re bribing the Wicked Witch of the West.” I contained my pout that she never made me those stupid cookies.

      “A goodwill gesture, in case she shows.” Closing the container, she dug into her pocket and pulled out a black rubber bracelet with “Fuck Cancer” in white on it. “Sienna bought this when she heard about my diagnosis. Wore it in solidarity.” She traced a finger over the embossed letters then handed it to me. “Ever since Sienna disappeared, I’ve been trying to contact her. Magically.”

      “Are we talking magic voicemail, magic FaceTime, or magic email? Ooh. Or a kind of magic Snapchat dealie?”

      Esther mimed for me to zip my lips. “More like a magic tap on the shoulder. They are fairly gentle and wouldn’t have worked to contact her before, but now that I have this?” She pulled out a Ziplock bag filled with small, spiky, olive green leaves. “It will amplify the tap to a punch. Hopefully, she’ll answer.”

      “I’m not sure I should be part of this.”

      Esther’s eyes narrowed.

      I blurted out about the side effects I’d been having and my reluctance to use any more of Lilith’s magic.

      “Hallelujah,” she said. “The girl sees sense. You didn’t go far enough down that path for there to be lasting effects. Once she’s out, you should be back to normal in a couple days. No magic rehab for you.”

      “Is that a thing?”

      “I’d make it a thing.” She unzipped the baggie and removed a leaf. “And I wasn’t planning to involve you anyway. I don’t want Sienna sensing the dark magic and coming after you.” Esther placed the leaf under her tongue, held the bracelet cupped between her palms and sent out her magic punch.

      Sienna didn’t respond.

      Esther prodded me back into the living room. “Give her some time to answer.”

      “Here.” I tossed her a set of latex gloves that I had stuffed in my pocket, my attention drifting between examining the dog-eared paperbacks for hidden documents and examining Tessa and Sienna’s lives unfold in photos.

      There were even faded pictures featuring a slight brunette that must have been Millicent. A few showed her pregnant, but none showed her holding Sienna.

      It was weird seeing a young Sienna goofing around with Tessa, who was maybe ten years her senior and as much a sister as if she’d been blood.

      I’d have meted out worse on the Brotherhood if they’d taken Ari from me, so it’s not like I didn’t understand why Sienna had attacked the Los Angeles chapter. But what if in taking her revenge Sienna unleashed the apocalypse? She had to be stopped.

      I multitasked, going through the contents of the apartment while summing up everything that had happened with Mandelbaum and Lilith since Esther and I had last seen each other.

      I pulled the pendant out of my shirt. “These symbols are protective, not destructive, right?”

      “Yes. They’re keeping the Bullseye safe.” Esther ran a thumb over the front, then dropped the pendant lightly against my chest. “I want Lilith out of you today. The vessel is in my purse and the others are on stand-by to portal in. Raquel said we could go to her place when we were finished and get it done.”

      I carefully replaced the books I’d searched through and hugged her again. Shouldn’t this dark magic leaking into me make me want to get all destructo, instead of wanting to put on my sweats, watch Super Bowl commercials, and cry?

      “Don’t get weepy.” She stepped back with a pat to my shoulder. “Isaac and I were on the same flight. That man snores like a stuffed-up elephant. He was vibrating my seat at the back of the plane.”

      “Don’t mock Rabbi A.”

      “I’ve known the man for over forty years. I’ll mock all I want.”

      “He must be here for Mandelbaum’s big meeting.”

      “Mandelbaum.” Esther examined the entertainment cabinet. “He’s been harassing Raquel.”

      “Raquel held her own. But yeah, he’s on the warpath for witches.”

      “He’s on the warpath to find one he can use. He doesn’t give a damn about us other than how we can serve him.”

      “If Sienna targeted the Brotherhood because of what happened to Tessa, she’ll go ballistic if he hurts any innocent witches,” I said.

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      We had no luck in the living room, so we moved into the kitchen, methodically searching every drawer and cabinet.

      I rummaged through the junk drawer. There were old chopstick packages, a cloth measuring tape, a tiny battery-operated fan, and a rolling pin.

      “As soon as Lilith’s out, I’m going to take everyone out for a fancy dinner. All the witches, and Rabbi A, and Ari, and Rohan, and Baruch, and Kane and the L.A. Rasha. Oh, and Maya and Dev.”

      Esther opened a drawer revealing pots and pans inside. “How are you going to pay for it all?”

      “Rohan obviously. We’re celebrating his girlfriend being alive.”

      “He’s a lucky man,” she said wryly.

      “Right?” I opened the freezer. There was a freezer-burned bag of corn and a cloudy tray of ice. “This is pointless.”

      We hit the jackpot in the bedroom.

      “It’s like conspiracy central.” I whistled at the grainy photos of an Area 51-esque compound in the desert that were tacked to the walls. All the angles were covered: from aerial views to shots from every side taken using a telephoto lens.

      A huge map of the California desert was also pinned up, with sections crossed out in marker. It was exactly what Bastijn had been doing to find Sienna and would have been funny if it wasn’t a hunt for a powerful witch mirroring a hunt for a secret compound.

      “Fuck.” Esther picked up a crescent moon pendant from the dresser.

      I scurried over because she didn’t drop F-bombs.

      “Is that the necklace Tessa was wearing in the photo I have of her and Ferdinand?” I sniffed the air. “I smell bitter lemon.”

      She pressed down on one of the points of the pendant and it popped open, revealing a narrow hidden compartment filled with a pale yellow powder. The smell of bitter lemon intensified.

      “Erocine powder,” she said. “Its organic base is a mild toxin, but according to lore, witches would combine it with dark magic and let it sit, growing in potency until it matured to full power on the summer solstice. It would have been bright yellow at that point and instantly fatal.”

      “Does it lose its strength? Because it’s almost white again.”

      Esther closed up the pendant. “Yes. Erocine powder was banned by our community about a hundred years ago. Tessa may have been planning to use it on Ferdinand.”

      “Or Mandelbaum. It would make sense. She hated Rasha and here was the leader. She could have gone along with his plans as a way of getting close enough to take him out. Pity.”

      “Condoning murder now, are you?” she said.

      “Meet the man and then get back to me.” I photographed the compound photos.

      “Finish up and we’ll head to Raquel’s. I’ll meet you in the living room.”

      “On it.” I sent the photos to Ari, with a short note explaining where I’d found them and that we needed to know where and what this place was.

      “Where are my damn glasses?” I heard Esther say.

      Chuckling, I headed down the hallway after her and stepped into the living room doorway. “On your…”

      Esther pressed one hand to the bloody gaping gash across her throat, blood spilling through her fingers like silk. She reached out for me with the other, her fingertips grazing mine before she crumpled to the ground next to her purse.

      “…head.”

      I shook my head, not computing. Not Esther and not Oskar, standing in the open front doorway.

      Esther gave a gasping wheeze like a slow pressure cooker decompressing. Her eyelids fluttered and she fell still.

      “Stop it.” I fell to my knees, shaking her.

      Oskar flung green magic at me. It passed over my head to hit the wall, eating through the plaster.

      I blasted him into the kitchen, clamping my left hand against Esther’s throat and attempting to use my healing magic to fix her.

      To get her to breathe.

      Blood coated my hands, viscous as molasses. Its hot sickly stench turned my stomach. I sealed her flaps of skin together and pressed my lips to hers to give her mouth-to-mouth.

      Breathe.

      She refused to obey. I fixed the image of Lilith’s box in my mind and swiped inside the hairline fracture to grab a metaphoric fingerful of Lilith’s magic straight from the source. Like stealing batter from a magic cookie bowl.

      I couldn’t get into the box. I could only access those wisps that were doing fuck-all.

      Breathe.

      Oskar jumped me, knocking me sideways. He grabbed my head and slammed it onto the ground, face first.

      My vision doubled and a tinny ringing sound overpowered everything else. His acid magic sizzled through my scalp, hot rivers of lava burning their way into the side of my head. My hair fell to the ground in charred clumps.

      I’d barely pushed myself up before he yanked my head back again.

      My electric magic exploded over my skin, crackling away like a bonfire.

      “Shut it down.” Still standing behind me, he clamped my jaw, twisting my face up to his. “Or I’ll melt that pretty face of yours before I kill you.” His flat, expressionless eyes belied any promise of compassion.

      I snapped his hold, twisting out from under him to slam my palm against his heart that beat strong and steady.

      He didn’t transform before my eyes to a flickering life force. No, Oskar remained flesh and blood, reminding me how human he was. Should I memory wipe him? Or should I cross that one remaining line and purposefully take a man’s life?

      Keep my last vestige of humanity or enact the only justice Esther would ever see?

      I was breathless, caught between these two versions of myself, swept away by loss and hurtling toward the unavoidable. The inescapable.

      I flooded him with my magic. This was worth becoming a monster for.

      Oskar twitched and danced; his flesh bubbling from a light pink sunburn to black ash.

      I poured more power into him, blinking against the electric magic pouring out of me, and then against the split-second image of Sienna standing there poker-faced.

      His life drained from his body. I drank it in like an elixir until my puppet on a string thrashed one last time and his heartbeat stopped.

      I hadn’t even needed any of Lilith’s magic to do it.

      Outside, a car blasted The Beach Boys’ “Good Vibrations.” Light glinted off the photographs and dust motes danced through the air, beautiful, fat, silvery dots lazily bobbing in a sunbeam like it was an ocean.

      I retrieved Esther’s purse from under Oskar’s body. Something jangled inside. “If those are her glasses, you’re in so much trouble,” I sang.

      I fished around in the contents, finding the oval, clay vessel to contain Lilith.

      “Silly me. Your glasses are still on your head.” I smiled at Esther.

      She smiled back, but not with her mouth, with the second set of smeared red lips Oskar had given her across her throat. The ones made deeper red and black by the acid burn that had torn her flesh apart and still hissed, dully.

      I grabbed a raggedy tea towel from the kitchen and tied it around her neck like a scarf.

      “Very jaunty.” I kissed her forehead. Closed her eyes.

      Once upon a time, I’d killed my first demon and called my brother to come save me. I knew better now. A phone call that could fix everything was a lie because there were certain things that could never be saved.

      Esther’s life.

      My innocence.

      Funny, what you didn’t realize you had until it was gone.

      I looked back at the mess, knowing it was my duty to clean up, that this was part of my job and that I ought to be able to do it alone. Then I shucked my burner phone out of my pocket and punched in Ro’s contact with shaky fingers.

      “Clean up on aisle nine,” I said and began to laugh hysterically.
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      “You’re not leaving that note.” Rohan tossed a corner of the triple-layered, blue plastic tarp to Ari which they unrolled on the living room floor.

      “That’s incredibly short-sighted of you,” I said.

      He and my brother dragged Oskar’s body on to it. “Are you seriously criticizing my decision-making skills in front of the man you just massive coronary’d to death?”

      “Don’t you dare define me by the one time I killed someone.”

      The guys tied off the corners so Oskar lay in a little tarp packet like fish in aluminum foil.

      “One murder, one assist,” Ari said. “As you didn’t pull the trigger on Ilya.” He kicked the dead man in the gut. “And you had no choice with this one.”

      “Oh, I had a choice,” I said. “I could have memory wiped him and he’d never have remembered I was here.”

      “He still would have tried to kill you,” my brother pointed out.

      “Regardless. I wanted him dead. Still believe I’m not a monster?” I said to Rohan.

      He sliced the Rasha’s head off with a savage blow. “Still believe you are?”

      “Nice thought, Snowflake, but catch-up decapitation doesn’t count. Your hands are clean.”

      Could you regret something and still not want to change it?

      I ran to the bathroom and threw up, heaving until there was nothing left inside me but the dark taint on my soul. I slammed on the tap, rinsed out my mouth, then squeezed half the bottle of aloe vera soap over my hands, furiously scrubbing my skin like I could wash away the symbolic blood as easily as the real stuff. Out, out, damn spot.

      I scrubbed until my skin was red and raw and would have kept scrubbing except Rohan yanked my hands away, gently encasing them in a towel.

      “Stop.”

      I pulled my hands away from the compassion in his touch, avoided the sympathy in his eyes.

      Did it count as regret if, despite feeling like I’d lost an essential part of myself, I’d kill Oskar all over again if faced with the same choice? Would I have killed him if it meant Esther would survive?

      I threw the towel on the vanity and marched back to the living room, locking down all my horror and disgust. Next Thursday. I’d collapse under the weight of what I’d done then. Right now, I had a war to win.

      “Esther’s death is not going to be in vain.”

      “I give up,” Rohan muttered, right on my heels.

      Kane stepped inside the tarp with the body. He’d arrived, glared at me, then wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and stayed by my side. “This entire system has broken down into utter fuckery.”

      “I wasn’t the one to unleash the slaughter.” I placed the note asking Sienna to contact me at the phone number I’d left on the dining room table. “That’s on Mandelbaum. And Sienna. I just embraced the bloodletting.”

      Kane’s hands turned iridescent purple. Grimacing, he rubbed them over Oskar’s naked chest. “I’m talking about the fact that I’ve been relegated to some kind of marinade. You’re lucky I’m a good person, babyslay.”

      Ari froze. “What?”

      He didn’t speak with snark or sarcasm, just disbelief. Like Ari had grown up constantly being told by someone that the world was flat, and no matter how many times he patiently tried to prove otherwise because it was an important basic concept, it had been to no avail. But now that flat earther had done a 180 and Ari couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that maybe he wouldn’t have to fight this battle anymore.

      “Babyslay. It’s been my nickname for your sister for literally months now, catch up.”

      “No,” Ari said slowly, “the other thing.”

      “I’m a good person,” Kane repeated. “Obviously. No one but a good person would melt an entire unsexy evil henchman for a friend.”

      Rohan gathered up Oskar’s clothing and stuffed it into a trash bag. “You’re not leaving your phone number for Sienna. Stay away from her.”

      I watched my brother for a moment longer, but he shook his head at me and moved over to the window. “I thought you gave up.” I said.

      “I gave up trying to get you over your warped self-image,” Rohan said. “I’m not half-done on this.”

      I frowned at the smear of blood I’d left on the edge of the note. “It’s not ideal, but I have to tell her about Esther.”

      Or had I really seen her for a second and she already knew?

      “She doesn’t deserve that consideration,” Rohan said.

      Kane rolled the body over. “Could his ass be any hairier? This is not how I like my men.”

      “But dead and headless is okay?” Ari asked.

      “If you’re going to be all logical about it.” Kane massaged his poison onto the body with sulky vigor.

      “Think practically, then,” I said. “Sienna might know where the compound is. If it’s faster to ask her than have us track it down, we have to try.” I left out that I had a magic back-up plan in case the note didn’t work.

      “And you think that after you tell her the Brotherhood killed her friend that she’ll be in a sharing mood?” Rohan tied the bag of stained clothes closed.

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” I crossed my fingers that having killed Esther’s assassin would buy me some goodwill.

      “Done.” Kane stood up, cracked his neck, and stepped out of the tarp. His poisons were already kicking in, eating away at the Rasha’s flesh.

      “How long for the bones to dissolve?” Ari zipped up the protective chemical suit he’d brought and slid on the gloves.

      “About a day?” Kane said.

      “That works.” Ari sealed the tarp with a ton of duct tape before slinging the body over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      “Careful.” I pointed to a spot where Kane’s poison had eaten through.

      “Back in a sec.” Ari jumped into the shadows and entered the EC, where he was going to leave the body. We didn’t know if anyone else had the ability to access the shadows like Ari did, but in case someone did, we didn’t want proof of this crime to exist, hence the poisonous finishing touch.

      Nothing like body disposal to show you who your true friends were.

      Kane went into the bathroom to scrub the poison off.

      I moved the area rug back into place. “Crime scene cleaned. I’ll grab Esther and we can get out of here.”

      I entered the kitchen and crouched down beside the body bag Rohan had put her in. I reached for her shoulders, but pulling her to her feet when she couldn’t stand on her own wasn’t going to work. I attempted to scoop her up, but that was weird, too. Maybe the answer was to sling her over my shoulder.

      “Do you want me to take her?” Rohan said.

      I love you for trying to spare me.

      “She was my friend. I’ll carry her.” I stared down at the black body bag. “It looks like a garment bag, doesn’t it?”

      “Not really.”

      Esther’s unseeing eyes.

      “Hangers are vaguely people-shaped, so I’m right. I could unzip it and find a beautiful ball gown.”

      Her throat, eaten away by magic.

      I gripped the counter.

      “Nava?” Rohan clasped my shoulders.

      “I can’t…” I clawed at the neckline of my tattered and acid-burned shirt, hyperventilating.

      “Sweetheart, you’re in shock. You can breathe. You’re not a monster. You saved yourself and you’ve suffered a huge trauma with Esther. Watch and breathe with me.” Rohan planted himself in front of me, taking exaggerated deep breaths. “Your body knows what to do.”

      Yeah, it did, but it wasn’t in control. I tried to tell Rohan, but the world and my oxygen supply fell away and all was black.
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      I came around at the tug of my pendant being pulled off.

      “You’ve got the fucking Bullseye. Use it!” Rohan held me in his arms, the only part of him not outlined in sharp, deadly blades.

      “Wait.” Raquel retrieved the vessel from Esther’s purse. “The others will be here within the half hour. I need them all.”

      She wasn’t blinged out and dressed to kill. She wore a denim mini, with a measuring tape slung around her neck and a handful of pins stuck haphazardly to the front of her green cap-sleeve shirt that brought out the red in her puffy eyes.

      She wiped her eyes with an already soaked tissue, then stared at it, like she had no idea why it was in her hand.

      “No Bullseye,” I croaked out. I pushed against Ro’s chest to make him put me down and when he ignored me, I wriggled onto my feet.

      “You can’t even stand. Stop fighting.” Rohan retracted his blades, slid his arm around my waist and held me close. My wobbly legs had no issue with that.

      I snatched the pendant back. “You’re not using the Bullseye.”

      Rohan and Raquel gave me identical “yes, we are,” scowls.

      I needed to buy myself a couple of minutes to formulate my plea deal. I had one shot to convince these judges. “Where am I?”

      Bolts of fabric from rich hand-dyed silks to the palest laces leaned up against walls, while one wall was essentially a giant corkboard, filled with sketches. A red dressmaker’s dummy stood in one corner, with dials to adjust the bust, waist and hips. The long table against the wall underneath the cabinets was exploding with fashion magazines and spools of thread in every color.

      “In my studio.” Raquel lay a cool hand on my forehead. “You’re not blue anymore. That’s a step up from how you were half an hour ago. And you’ll be in perfectly good health, when we use the Bullseye on you.”

      I stroked a half-stitched corset in black satin, draped over the sofa next to me. “You’re a lingerie designer? Don’t you run a coven?”

      “That’s not exactly a paid position and stop changing the subject. How do you not kill her?” she said to Rohan.

      “With great difficulty,” he ground out.

      “Do you want some clean clothes? I’ve got some sweats you can wear and you could help yourself to some lingerie samples.” She sounded as muted as I felt.

      It was a generous offer, and yesterday I would have jumped at the chance to get my hands on all these pretty, girly bras. Periwinkle and pink, silk and lace, I would have put them on and paraded them for Ro.

      Now, they’d chafe as badly as the still-healing burns on my skin.

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” I clutched the pendant. “You’d have sold that bribe if you hadn’t glanced at the Bullseye. I’m keeping it and you’re not using it.”

      “Really? Can you sense how close Lilith is to breaking free?” Rohan pinned me in his laser focus like he was trying to invoke X-ray vision.

      I shrugged. “It won’t happen today.”

      “Do we have a day? A week? Nava, your throat was rippling like something was trying to strangle you from the inside.”

      I sat down. “Oh.”

      Kane and Ari strolled out of a back room. My brother’s eyes were red as well.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      “I never got to meet Dr. Gelman when she was alive and if it hadn’t been for her?” He shook his head.

      Kane stepped closer to my brother and draped an arm around his shoulder.

      “We took her body back to her sister,” Ari said. “EC transport.”

      “When’s the funeral?” Raquel said.

      “Rivka is going to let us know,” Kane said.

      I pressed my index finger against my lips, shoving my grief back inside. Allowed myself three breaths.

      “Talk sense into your sister,” Rohan said. “She’s refusing to let us do the extraction.”

      “Have you asked her why?” Ari said.

      Raquel and Rohan exchanged guilty looks.

      “Thank you.” I stood up briskly. “Mandelbaum and Sienna are going to throw everything they have at us. Help me figure out how I can access Lilith’s magic without waking her, because right now, I can only tap into the wisps she discharges and it’s not enough. Let me be the weapon that tips the scales in our favor. I’ve said from the start that we needed the advantage Lilith’s magic gave us. It’s time for me to stop dancing around the issue and embrace it.”

      Ro’s blades slid out again, but words were beyond him.

      “And if taking on that much dark magic destroys you?” Raquel said.

      “Then I go out in a blaze of glory.”

      Ari started to speak, but Rohan jerked up a hand to cut him off. “Do you hear yourself?”

      “Even with my regular magic I could die. Not like Rasha have long lifespans. I want to make a difference. I want to matter.”

      Ro slammed the side of his fist onto the table. “You matter.”

      “I want to matter to the world.”

      “That’s Lilith’s ego talking, not you,” he said.

      “Maybe mattering is where this path started for her. Maybe she and I aren’t that different. I promise you, I don’t have a death wish. I want to be around for years.” I cut a sideways glance at Rohan. I want to tell you I love you.

      “You have a plan?” Ari asked.

      “My own magic allows me to manipulate brain waves and make people unconscious. With Lilith’s magic amplifying mine, I could do it in one giant wave that would take all of Mandelbaum’s men out simultaneously once we find this compound. Then our Rasha could secure them without any fighting. Without any loss of life.”

      “We can take them,” Kane said.

      “But why should you have to? Why risk even one more person when I can do this without anyone else getting hurt?”

      Why force anyone else to have human death on their conscience? Why force anyone else up against their monster-self? If I could fully embrace Lilith’s magic, I could allow my friends, my family, my love to keep their moral compasses intact. I could embrace the worst to allow them to show off their best.

      “And don’t forget, we’ve got Sienna who can turn anyone of us against each other,” I said. “She’s proven that. I need magic that’s stronger than hers to take her down.”

      Raquel fiddled with the end of her tape measure. “Okay.”

      “Really?”

      “Okay, I’ll talk to the others and see if it’s even possible for you to dip into the box and access the magic without releasing Lilith. Just don’t hold your breath. We discussed a lot of possibilities when Esther first mentioned you to us, and this never arose as one of them. If none of us know how to do it, I don’t know who would.”

      She started crying again, muttered, “fuck” and reached for a tissue.

      I bit down hard on my lip so I wouldn’t do the same, because if I let my anguish over Esther out I wasn’t sure if I could stop. I had to keep it together until Sienna was contained.

      “Is there some kind of test run?” Ari said. “How will we know you’ve solved how to keep Nava safe versus letting her access magic that immediately kills her?”

      I glanced at Rohan, standing rigidly on the far side of the room, refusing to make eye contact. Hopefully, he was taking some much-needed processing time. A cooling off and any second now he’d come back to my side like he’d promised.

      Raquel blotted her eyes. “Accessing the magic is simple. But we won’t know if we’ve found a way to protect you until you actually do it.” Raquel gave a thin smile. “If you don’t drop dead, we’re good.”

      “How is that any better than doing nothing and Lilith waking up and killing her in a couple weeks?” Kane demanded.

      “It’s my choice,” I said. “I’m willing to risk it. My life versus all of humanity. Isn’t that essentially the Rasha code?”

      Rohan had come up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. “What are you going to do with Sienna?”

      He had my back and was respecting my choices. I allowed myself a spurt of hope at how far we’d come.

      “There’s got to be something that can imprison her,” I said.

      Kane flicked a finger against the pendant. “Could you use the Bullseye to put Sienna in the vessel?”

      Raquel tossed her tissues in a small trashcan. “It would kill her. Lilith is, well, we don’t know what she is anymore, but she can’t be alive in the normal human sense and we can contain her. Sienna is still very much human.”

      I nodded. “No killing Sienna. Plus, if I become a danger or this somehow all goes sideways, then you need to use the Bullseye. Oh. What happens if Lilith wakes up and breaks free of the box before we extract her?”

      “She’ll still kill you,” Raquel said. “Your only chance to stop Sienna and make it out alive is to tap into Lilith’s magic in a way that doesn’t kill you when you overpower Sienna, find something to imprison her in, and then use the Bullseye to extract Lilith from you before she breaks out of her magic prison. Any of those things don’t happen in the correct order, either Sienna or Lilith will eviscerate you.”

      “When we win, you’ll let us use the Bullseye on you immediately afterward, right?” Rohan said.

      “Fifty percent chance I lose my magic, Snowflake.”

      Raquel cleared her throat. “Not anymore. You’ve been tying your magic to Lilith’s. We pull her out, you lose your magic for sure. No ifs, ands, or buts.”

      My hand tightened on the pendant.

      “But you live,” Rohan said. “Promise me. You get through the battle and you allow the extraction.”

      Without any magic, I’d be an ordinary girl. Rohan wouldn’t be an ordinary guy. Would we still be able to have a happily-ever-after or would I resent him for his magic?

      “I promise,” I swung my gaze between them all. “Provided you find a way for me to get Lilith’s magic that also doesn’t kill me in the process.”

      Raquel sent off a text. “I’ve put the others onto it.”

      “You still need something to contain Sienna once you take her down.” Kane looked at Ari. “Remember the night we broke into the Brotherhood library in New York?”

      “Ari Katz, you scoundrel,” I chided.

      “I was drunk,” he said.

      “Even better.” I wagged a finger at him. “Share, so I can repeat your failings as an upstanding young man at our next family dinner.” The wobble in my voice betrayed my attempt at pretending all was normal.

      My brother, bless him, didn’t show any pity or sympathy. He knew it would undo me.

      “You’re thinking of the Tomb of Endless Night,” Ari said.

      Kane fired a finger gun at him. “Got it in one.”

      “That sounds promising,” I said.

      Raquel sniffed. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “You don’t know everything? Le gasp.” Kane smirked at her.

      “It’s a cage that nulls all magic,” Ari said. “Even dark magic.”

      I started laughing. “Esther.”

      The dam broke. Tears were pouring down my face and I couldn’t catch my breath, but whether from the manic laughter or the sobbing was anyone’s guess.

      “Babyslay?” Kane inched closer. “You cracking up?”

      I gasped for air. “Esther kept threatening to throw me in a Faraday cage that would do exactly that.”

      “This isn’t the same thing,” Ari said. “And it’s a sarcophagus, not a cage. The Tomb is coated in dark magic. Lilith created it centuries ago.”

      “Built to take out the competition?” I grabbed a tissue and dabbed at my eyes, while Rohan rubbed my back.

      Kane shrugged. “Who knows? But the demons got hold of it about seventy years ago.”

      “Which means there is only one demon who would have deigned to get it for you. Baskerville.” Raquel stared pointedly at Rohan, who glared back at her.

      “Fuck off,” he said. “We didn’t know.”

      “Damn,” I said, my voice still watery. “Seems I was a bit too clever tying up that loose end. You’ve got to have other demon leads. Try them. I’ll try my contacts as well. The Tomb sounds like our best and only way to contain Sienna.”

      “What a bunch of dismal options. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t,” Kane said.

      Or just damned.

      Ari smacked him.

      “Like we weren’t all thinking it,” Kane said.

      He wasn’t wrong.
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      There was something about being immersed in water, be it stretched out in a bathtub or floating in the ocean, that was intensely calming. The fact that this comfort zone had an infinity edge and an epic view of the city didn’t hurt. Too bad I could barely see it with my swollen, damp eyes.

      I drifted across Dev and Maya’s pool on my inflatable lounger, the early evening shadows lengthening. The waterfall in the connecting hot tub had been turned down to a mere trickle.

      “Is it my fault Esther’s dead?” I shook the Magic 8 ball I’d taken from the bungalow. “Reply hazy. Try again.”

      Ari jumped in, splashing me.

      I paddled backward.

      “Quit asking it that question,” Ari said.

      “Fine. Are more people going to die?” I shook the ball. “Signs point to yes.”

      Ari swiped the ball away.

      “Ask it if I need to moisturize.” Kane floated past on an air mattress, wearing mirrored shades despite the sun almost having sunk below the horizon. He also wore a hideous cheetah-print speedo that left nothing to the imagination.

      Generally, I was all for realities as impressive as his, but this was the dude I wanted for my brother, so nope.

      Ari shook the ball. “Without a doubt.” Kane whipped the glasses off to glare at Ari, who shrugged. “I’m just the messenger.”

      My brother tossed the ball into the water, where it bobbed, floating.

      I turned my lounger around to face the view once more. “I’m tired.”

      “Take a nap.” Kane slid gingerly into the water.

      Ari snagged Kane’s mattress and hefted himself on to it, laying on his stomach. “She meant existentially, idiot.”

      Kane pushed him halfway across the pool. “Save me from angsty twins. What will be will be, Katzes. There’s no point worrying about it.”

      I hooked my foot onto the pool deck to keep me anchored in place. “I’d been so certain I had this all under control. That I could outwit and outplay everyone.”

      “That only works on game shows,” Ari said.

      The ball floated by. I grabbed it and shook it. “Ask again later.” I tossed it back in the water. “Stupid ball.”

      “Divination tools ain’t what they used to be,” Kane said.

      “Ask what again later?” Ari asked.

      “The prophecy. I keep circling around to whether Ro and I being together has sped up the timeline. Not like I’d have stayed away from him even if it had, but there’s the first part of it. Blood to bind the might.”

      “The blood used to bind demons,” Ari said.

      “What if it has another meaning?” I pulled the pendant back and forth on its chain. “Blood’s been spilled. Is the Brotherhood in a stronger position because they killed Esther? She was a powerful player and they took her out. And what about Sienna? She spilled blood and hurt the Brotherhood. Did that make her stronger? What about when she finds out about Esther?”

      “You’re assuming she cared about her,” Kane said.

      “She loved her. Just like I did.” My heart ached but I’d cried myself dry.

      Kane headed for the stairs. “It’s war, babyslay. There are going to be casualties and shit is going to get dark. Your only real choice is how you want to live your life in the face of that.”

      “Yeah?” Ari said. “How do you want to live yours, Kane?”

      Kane bowed his head, his shoulders rising and falling on a deep breath. Then he slammed a sheet of water halfway across the pool and marched up the stairs, his back ramrod straight as he got out.

      Ari watched him leave. “Guess I got my answer.”

      “Ace.”

      “Don’t.” He jumped onto the stairs and left.

      I glanced over at my bungalow, lit from within with a warm, candlelit glow. What did I want? I wanted to reaffirm life and prove that the darkness didn’t get to win.
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      I stepped inside and was hit with the mouth-watering aromas of sizzling garlic and wine.

      Ro stood at the stove, his jaw all stubbled and his damp hair tousled, dropping fat white prawns into a pan while Ella Fitzgerald sang about being bewitched, bothered, and bewildered on the stereo. A cut-up crusty baguette was arrayed on a wooden cutting board on the table next to a big colorful salad. “Wine’s chilling in the fridge.”

      My breath caught at the cozy picture of domesticity. This. The world was exploding around us but tonight we could have this bubble.

      We could have us. And then I’d tell him I loved him.

      I hugged him from behind. “You’re the best.”

      “I am. But that’s old news.”

      “Are we going to talk about earlier?”

      He shook his head. “I respect your decision. Hell, I understand your decision. But I can’t talk about it. Not tonight, okay?” He squeezed some lemon onto the prawns. “Shower off and come get comfortable.”

      I ran a hand down his abs and under his shirt. “What if I’d rather eat and then take a bath with my boyfriend?”

      I teased him for a good minute before he relaxed and turned to me with a grin that was so sinful, I surreptitiously checked my red polka dot bikini bottoms to ensure they hadn’t spontaneously combusted. They were still there but what little dryness they’d achieved had just suffered a serious setback.

      He captured my lips with the sweetest tease of a kiss.

      Seriously. It lasted all of two seconds. I stood there with my mouth puckered but he’d already turned back to the stove. I poked him in the back and he chuckled.

      “Pour us both a glass and let me finish, or we won’t eat.”

      “I can wait.”

      “You’ll need the stamina.”

      I shivered at the promise in his voice. “Dinner first it is.”

      I still planned to bathe with him later, so I just threw a wrap over my bikini.

      Dinner was lighthearted, filled with delicious seafood, a Moscato that went down like fruit punch, and a confessional about words we’d misunderstood as kids.

      I wiped a dollop of salad dressing off my upper lip. “My turn. When I was about seven, Ari and I were playing Monopoly and he was being a total brat.”

      Ro swiped a piece of bread through the buttery wine sauce from the prawns. “He was winning.”

      “Exactly. So, to insult him and prove I was smarter than my science nerd brother, I decided to call him an organism. Except I couldn’t remember which was the single-celled life form and which was the sex thing and, well, orgasm it was.”

      “He must have had a field day with that one.”

      “He knew I meant organism but he wasn’t too sure what an orgasm was either, so being the curious child he was, he had to find out.”

      Rohan shook his head, his expression half-amused, half-fearful.

      “We were staying with my bubbe that summer who didn’t have internet. Imagine this perfectly coiffed woman nervously twisting her diamond ring while her twin grandchildren peppered her with questions about orgasms. I think she tried to answer the first one, then she gave us ten bucks and told us to go buy candy.”

      “Why do I sense an extortion scam?”

      “Because you know me. To be fair, Ari was just as bad. We must have raked in a couple hundred bucks that summer. Just stayed high on Gummi Bears and Chupa Chups. Mom had to detox us when we got home.” I speared a piece of avocado. “That was also the year Ari broke his ankle rollerblading off a homemade ramp and I ended up with a really bad case of road rash trying to ride my bike on one wheel.” I picked out the lone candied pecan left in the salad bowl and tossed it in my mouth. “There may have been a correlation.”

      “At least your story had a happy ending.” Rohan covered his eyes with his hand. “I can’t believe I’m going to tell you this.”

      I pried his hand away. “But you are.”

      “I used to think that hot and bothered meant annoyed.”

      “When was this? When you were seventeen? Eighteen?”

      “Funny. No, I was six. I walked up to my mom and Asha and said, ‘You know what gets me hot and bothered?’ Mom got this weird look on her face like she’d swallowed something the wrong way, but asked me what.”

      “And you said?”

      “People picking their toe nails.”

      I snorted, my fork clattering to my plate. “That poor woman. Thinking she had a little foot fetishist.”

      “It gets worse. Years later, when I was dating Lily, unbeknownst to me, Asha dropped that little tidbit into a conversation with Lils without saying I’d been a kid when I said it. And she did it on the very night Lily and I were planning to sleep together.”

      I tried to keep a sympathetic expression on my face, but my shoulders shook. “Your cousin was an evil genius. Please keep over-sharing.”

      “I had this whole romantic night planned.”

      “Dude, you were sixteen when you lost your V-card. How romantic could you have been? A black candle, a hotel room, and Morrissey crooning sweet nothing matters on the CD player?”

      “Morrissey is more post-organismic.” He smirked at me. “Did I use that correctly in a sentence?”

      I shot him the finger.

      “So Lils comes in and things are happening and then she asks me if I want her to take off her socks. Thinking it was go-time, I said yes, super enthusiastically, and took off my socks. I also took off my pants and my shirt and when I turned around, naked, she was trying to trim a toenail with this determined look on her face.”

      I choked on the mouthful of wine I’d taken.

      “Probably jumping back in horror and yelling ‘What the fuck, Lily?’ wasn’t my finest moment.”

      “You think?!”

      He knocked my leg with his knee under the table. “She yelled back that I was the one who got hot and bothered with toenails to which I really cemented my chances of never getting laid by telling the A.P. Honor Roll student that she was an idiot because hot and bothered meant aroused, not grossed out.”

      I put my foot in his lap. “Wow. And yet she did eventually have sex with you.”

      “After two months of me groveling.” He massaged my instep, exactly how I liked it.

      I sighed in delight. “Did you get Asha back for that?”

      “Hell, yeah. I left a herpes test kit in her open purse for Drio to find.” His smile faded and his massage stilled. “Did killing Oskar help?”

      “In the moment. But taking a life for a life didn’t give me any closure.” I brushed some crumbs off the table into my palm, sprinkling them on my plate. “What a stupid idea. Taking his life isn’t going to heal my heart. It isn’t going to bring Esther back.” I stared out into the indigo night. “It hammered home one thing though. I finally understand on a visceral level that this is war. The first shots have been fired and they won’t be the last. And even though I feel like I have this permanent taint inside me, guilt isn’t going to do me any good.”

      “What is?” Ro asked.

      “Winning.” I gathered the plates, but Rohan shook his head, motioning for me to stay seated. “It’ll be different for you,” I said. “Hybris isn’t human.”

      “Human or not, you killed a monster.” Ro stacked dishes. “I’m not sure killing Hybris will bring me any peace around losing Asha.”

      “What will?”

      Rohan kissed the top of my head. “Finish your wine. I’ll draw a bath.”

      This may have been a guest bungalow but even the bathtub was deluxe, wide and deep.

      I sank into the steaming hot water with a sigh, leaning back against Rohan. For a while, neither of us spoke. He played with my hair while I raked my nails along the soft dusting of hair on his inner thigh, our legs tangled together.

      “I’m sorry about Esther,” he said. “But it wasn’t your fault. I heard you in the pool. No. Wait.” He put his hand over my mouth for a second. I nipped his finger and he pulled it away, playing with my hair once more. “You think that you brought her into this fight, but you didn’t. The witches were never going to be passive bystanders.”

      “I only just got to know her and there’s this giant hole in my heart. What if…”

      His arms tightened around me. “I’m terrified of who I could lose, too.”

      I flipped over to straddle him, my arms draped around his neck, falling into the sensation of being wrapped around his hard body with the water softly lapping against my back. Our gazes locked.

      He rocked into me ever so slightly, rubbing himself against my clit, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Deeper and deeper I fell.

      My heart jumped into my throat. We’d hit a point of intimacy that would usually have me making a joke or reframing the action into something I could handle.

      I didn’t want to “handle” anything. I wanted to be lost in him, let that undertow drag me under and revel in how gloriously deep this went.

      I stood up, water sluicing off my body, and held out my hand, catching sight of myself in the partially fogged up mirror. Hair in wet curls, eyes glassy with a drugged dizzy need, I looked like a sex-crazed Botticelli.

      No. I looked like a woman deeply in love with the man before her.

      From the way Rohan’s eyes darkened, making a very slow and very thorough sweep of me, it worked for him. He rose and twined his fingers with mine, letting me lead him into the bedroom.

      My hand shook slightly as I pushed him back on the cool sheets.

      Rohan reached for the small lamp, but I stopped him, my eyes adjusting to the dark enough to see.

      Reverently, I traced his jawline, his stubble prickling my fingertips, following up with kisses pressed to the softness of the underside of his jaw. That secret vulnerable spot that Rohan exposed with no hesitation to me.

      He raked one finger blade slowly up and down along my spine, pressing my chest against his.

      “Do you have any idea what you mean to me?” I said.

      His mouth found mine with an urgency I matched kiss for kiss, our lips sliding together messily, tongues dancing.

      I pulled away. “Final frontier.”

      “What? You want to watch Star Trek? Now?” He glanced down at his very hard cock with a pained expression.

      “Yes. It gets me hot and bothered. Did I use that correctly?”

      He barked a laugh.

      I slid off the bed, opened my suitcase, and pulled out the object I wasn’t sure I was going to have the nerve to try. I tossed it on the bed, along with a small bottle of lube. “Final frontier.”

      Ro’s brows wrinkled then his eyes lit up and he reached for the butt plug. “Is this for me or for you?”

      “Me for now, but we are definitely coming back to that statement. I, uh, thought we could start with this and work up to larger things.” I flicked a glance at his hard-on.

      “Oh yeah, we will.” Ro held the plug in one hand like he was weighing it. He chewed on his bottom lip, studying me. Then he shook his head. “Not yet.”

      My eyes darted from the plug to him. I wasn’t sure if the hollowness in my chest was relief or disappointment. “Why not?”

      “Because even the Enterprise didn’t just rush out to the furthest reaches of space on their first go. It’s a journey.”

      “Yeah? How’s this work then?”

      He smiled widely, slightly impish. “First, I’m gonna make you see stars.”

      He put his mouth to the side of my neck, his lips cool on my flushed skin.

      I tangled my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer to me as I fell to the mattress. I sucked on his lip, then did it again, just to elicit his low growl once more.

      He cupped my face. “I love that I get to look at you whenever I want. Touch you.” He caressed my breasts and I arched into his touch. “Taste you.”

      He suckled my stiffened peak.

      My breasts grew heavy and sensitive and I let out a breathy sigh.

      Rohan trailed kisses down the length of my body, nudging my knees apart so he could show Cuntessa some love. He lavished attention on every inch of me, bringing me to the brink time and time again until I was trembling beneath him.

      He grabbed the lube. There was a squirt and then he slid his finger into my ass.

      I dug my heels into the mattress, coils of pleasure rippling through me under his stellar multitasking and highly talented tongue.

      “This is lovely,” I gasped, “but I’m not seeing stars.”

      Rohan lifted his head. “Demanding much?”

      “I was promised stars. Shame if it was false advertising.”

      “I’m gonna enjoy making you beg.”

      “Oh no. Please don’t threaten me with mind-blowing sex.” I fluttered my hands. “Scaaaary.”

      He squirted out a very generous handful of lube, oiling up both me and the butt plug. “Get on all fours.”

      I eyed the friendly green plug that suddenly seemed way too large to fit into me, even though it was a slender starter model.

      He slowly inserted it, letting me catch my breath through the stretching burn. “Should I stop?”

      I exhaled and shook my head. Except about five seconds later, I was ready to pull the plug myself, so to speak.

      Before I could, Rohan said, “there” and things started vibrating.

      A wrecked moan tore from my throat.

      Rohan’s face popped up upside down in my field of vision. “You like?” he purred.

      I could barely nod, awash on a sea of intensity. Every pleasure-inducing nerve ending had lit up.

      “We can stop here,” he said. “Or–”

      I stretched my neck forward to kiss him messily. “I want ‘or,’” I panted.

      The answering grin he trained on me, the tip of his tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth from between closed teeth, had me reaching for him again, but he ducked away to stand behind me. He gripped my hips, sliding inside me with a powerful thrust.

      Rohan fucked me hard, his hips slapping against the base of the plug. I was so full and everything was vibrating and then he brought Cuntessa into the mix and holy fuck.

      Sweat trailed down the back of my neck. I dropped onto my bent elbows, rubbing my breasts against the blanket, my right cheek pressed to the mattress and my ass in the air.

      “You like that?” he said.

      “Ohgodohgodohgodohgod.”

      The Bullseye pendant thunked against my collarbone with each thrust. My inner thighs shook. A spark caught in my core, detonating outward in shockwaves.

      I growled deep in my throat and fell face first onto the bed, decimated by the most explosive orgasm I’d ever had.

      Ro came at the same time, then fell on top of me. He moved my sweaty hair aside to kiss my neck.

      My body was all pleasantly throbby and warm and boneless. I checked the hairline fracture on the box, because talk about big bang, and if anything could have woken Lilith it would have been that orgasm, but all was well.

      Squirming out from under my boyfriend, I pulled the plug out with a slippery and vaguely uncomfortable pop and put it on some tissue. “Next time we scale up.”

      I expected a chuckle or a fist bump, but Rohan was uncharacteristically silent. I propped myself up on one elbow to look at him. “You okay?”

      He caressed my cheek. “Killing Hybris isn’t going to heal me, because being with you already is.”

      In that moment all was clear. I’d be fine without magic if it meant having Rohan like this for the rest of my life.

      Tell him.

      I smoothed a lock of floppy silky hair back from his still blown-out molten eyes. “Ro. I–”

      Pound! Pound! Pound!

      “Open up!” Baruch roared.

      Rohan jackknifed off the bed. We each grabbed a blanket to cover ourselves and sprinted for the front door.

      I threw it open and stepped back at the fury twisting Baruch’s features. “What’s wrong?”

      He clutched the door frame hard enough to crack it. “Benjy’s been taken.”
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      The way Ro blew through every light en route to the chapter, it was a miracle we didn’t end up being chased by a line of cop cars. Baruch and I held the Shelby’s “oh shit” handles, careening into our doors and praying Ro didn’t flip the car.

      We ran inside to the conference room where Bastijn was keeping a close eye on Benjy’s parents.

      Cisco motioned for Baruch to come into another office.

      Benjy’s mom Eun Ha was pale, her eyes glassy. Jung, his dad, wasn’t doing much better. He stumbled when he tried to get to his feet at Rohan’s entrance.

      Rohan hurried over to them, giving each a hug and vowing that we’d find their son unharmed.

      Bastijn came over to me.

      “How are they?” I asked.

      He launched into rapid, agitated Spanish, but caught himself mid-tirade at my look of confusion. “¡Discúlpeme! ¡Cristo!” He took a breath. “We gave them sedatives. I tried calling Ro the second I got off the phone with Jung, but it went to voicemail so I called Baruch.”

      “What do we know?” I said.

      “Pustema!” Baruch roared from the other room.

      “You need to see this.” Danilo poked his head into the room and motioned for Ro and me to come into the other office.

      A kitten with a snapped neck lay on a blanket on the desk.

      “Their place is warded,” Danilo said, “but the kid’s only five. The demon lured him out with the kitty.”

      Cisco held out a note. “This was stuffed in the collar. We’re not sure what it means.”

      It was a rough sketch of a square with a heart inside it. The words “sorry I missed you” were scrawled inside the heart.

      “Asha’s grave. It’s Hybris.” Rohan crumpled the note and dropped it on the table.

      “You sure?” Danilo said.

      “We’re sure.” I twisted my hands together. What had we brought about?

      “I’m not losing anyone else to her,” Ro snarled. “Nava, portal us.”

      “You want back up?” Cisco said.

      “No. We’ve got it.” From the icy menace in his voice to the rigid line of his shoulders and the deadly glint in his eyes, Rohan was a lethal predator, hell-bent on taking Hybris down.

      I snapped the men a small salute, took Rohan’s arm, and portalled.

      Cemeteries were creepy in the middle of the night. The artwork and gardens in this one only made for more looming shadows and places for monsters to hide.

      Hybris was filing her nails, carelessly sitting cross-legged on Asha’s grave. Her red hair flowed around her shoulders and her red trench coat billowed out behind her.

      Rohan bladed up instantly.

      “Ro–” I reached out to stop him, but he was too fast for me.

      He strode toward her. “Get your filthy ass off her grave.”

      “You’re more worried about ancient history than a little boy who’ll be dead within ten minutes?” Hybris cocked an eyebrow. “You’re no hero, Rohan. Not to anyone who matters.”

      “Just–” Rohan visibly tensed, trying to calm himself as Hybris flicked another shred of fingernail onto Asha’s gravesite. “Where is he?”

      He grabbed her by the collar of her trench coat, tracing the curve of her neck with the blade of his index finger.

      She laughed and flicked her hair off her shoulder to give him better access.

      My eyebrows shot up into my hairline.

      Rohan jerked her head back. “Tell me where Benjy is.”

      Tia was too unconcerned. Too certain he wouldn’t find her kill spot. Some demons literally did have to be taken apart to get at their kill spot, but while Rohan was more than capable of ripping her in half with his bare hands right now, the demon just looked bored.

      She flashed out, far away from us. “You’ll never get me, Rohan, and do you want to know why? I’m not your worst enemy. You are. Your self-destructive streak after Asha died, your inability to finish your album. You’ve framed yourself as the wounded hero determined to save the world. Do you know how much power I draw off all that lovely pride? I’m going to feed off you for your entire, pathetic life, and when the end comes, my face will be the last thing you see.”

      Rohan flinched and stumbled backwards. “You’re wrong.”

      Hybris laughed. “What? You thought you could escape by quitting music? That you’d beaten all the perils of fame? How sad. There will always be more temptations, and there will always be more ways for me to make you fall. Eventually, you’ll give in.”

      His eyes were wild with panic. “No.”

      Hybris spread her hands. “You’re only nervous because you know you won’t be able to last forever against me. At the end of the day, you’re the same person you were at fifteen.”

      To me, her words merely sounded like typical head games. Ro had heard worse, so the only reason he was acting this way had to be because of some magical influence.

      Was this how she’d gotten Gary to step in front of a car?

      I fired a series of lightning strikes at her, attempting to hit her flickering form as she dodged from tree to tree. “Let him go.”

      “I’m not doing anything. He’s fine. Alone with his thoughts.”

      Given the stark bleakness etched on his face, he was drowning in them. Neutralize Tia, snap Ro out of it, find Benjy.

      “Yeah, right,” I said. “You want to destroy him.”

      “True, but…” She stopped suddenly, her trench coat swirling around her legs and widened her eyes theatrically. “You think Rohan is my endgame?”

      “I know it. You have no idea how much compassion and love this man is capable of.”

      “Do you?” She looked genuinely curious. “Or do you just want to believe that because it makes you the person who saved him? Newsflash. You’re no savior either.”

      Her words lashed me, slithering inside me with an insidious whisper.

      I clapped my hands over my ears.

      Tia stood over Ro’s prone form. “He’ll never be able to destroy me, because he’ll never be able to forgive. I will always win where Rohan is concerned. Him and his revenge fantasies, trapped into believing that if he stamps out the offender, he’ll finally feel good. That his world will be this happy little place.” She caressed one cheek, crooning at him. “You lost your cousin, you lost your creativity, and now you’ll lose that kid.”

      “He won’t lose me,” I said.

      “No. You’ll do that all on your own.”

      She was right; I was a fuck-up. Why continue to live and torment myself with my existence?

      A choking rage bubbled up thick and black inside me. No. Hybris was nothing. She was no match for the righteous babes I was descended from and she wasn’t going to take me down.

      Standing tall, I reached inside me for all the wisps I could access, bound them to my magic, and poured all of it out toward her.

      My gold lightning was flecked with darkness, closing around Tia like fingers. “Where? Is? He?”

      “What are you?” she wheezed, her body spasming.

      “I’m your worst nightmare. You worried?”

      “Worried about you damaging some fragile business relationships of mine with this harassment.”

      “Then kill us,” I taunted.

      “Maybe that would damage some fragile business relationships, too.” She winked at me and slipped my magic net.

      Ro shook himself, coming to. He pushed to his feet, shaking with the effort, like he was being pressed against the ground with a heavy weight.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” Hybris said. “Stop chasing me for good and I’ll show you to the kid. Come after me and no matter where I am, I’ll drop everything immediately to make sure the little snot dies horribly. Your call. Tick tock.”

      Rohan hesitated, busy tormenting himself about who to let down: Asha or Benjy.

      I clamped my lips together so I wouldn’t yell our decision because there was no real choice here, but Rohan had to say it, not me.

      “Benjy,” Rohan said between gritted teeth. “I’ll kill you later.”

      Hybris laughed, seeming to grow taller. “Keep going. I’m getting such a rush off you.”

      Ro and I exchanged a look. I flicked my gaze to the demon and he gave a tiny nod.

      I slammed Hybris with the full power of my electricity. Her body bucked and flew up into the air, bowed over backward like a string pulled taut.

      The second Ro reached her, I crashed her to the ground, but even scorched and brain rattled as she had to be, she blinked out a full second before his blades whistled past empty space.

      “Not even close.” Hybris popped up, standing on Asha’s grave, her left stiletto leaving a muddy smear on the stone.

      She was cut off with a strangled croak, Ro’s finger blades jammed through her throat.

      I’d portalled us to her.

      She cupped a hand to her ear, completely unconcerned with the blood burbling out of her. “Do you hear his little cries? Back off for good, or no kid.”

      She wasn’t anywhere close to being dead. The trachea kill spot was, sadly, simply a rumor.

      Rohan ripped his blades free with a curse, his features stark.

      Hybris flicked her fingers and, with a whisper of wind, opened a portal. A cluster of jagged, sawed-off stalactites hung down at the entrance like teeth in serious need of braces.

      “Have fun,” she said and vanished.

      We ducked under the stalactites and headed into the gloom. The farther we descended, the steamier the air grew. It smelled like rotting vegetation.

      I called up a ball of magic so we weren’t stumbling around in the pitch dark, but something in the air kept sucking the light out to the barest flicker.

      I’d never seen Rohan so grim, his body locked in some kind of death-march. He was still lost to his emotions, and I needed his rational brain back in control if we were going to get Benjy out unscathed.

      “Did you like the ‘I’m your worst nightmare’ bit?” I kept my words light, straining to see any release of his tension. “Because Hybris was pretty terrified.”

      Not in any reality.

      He remained silent for a moment before coming out with, “You realize that’s Batman’s catchphrase.”

      “Like I’d know that nerd trivia.”

      “You’ve Googled everything about him. And you know why?” He paused and then clapped his hands to the side of his head like the Bat cowl. “Because I’m Batman.”

      “No, you’re a majestic moose.”

      His look promised retribution. That I’d probably really enjoy so, there was that, plus he no longer was walking like he was about to snap. Those were the only upsides because the rest of this journey plumbed the depths of sucking balls. A ticking clock hung over us, the going was slow, and my portal magic didn’t work.

      The passageway narrowed. Fat drips fell on our heads, running under my neckline and leaving a slimy trail down my spine.

      Algae coated the floor. Ro skated along one particularly slippery patch, almost wiping out and taking me with him.

      We slid our way deeper and deeper underground. The wind turned phlegmy, the raspy, wet gusts reminding me of my breathing when I’d had pneumonia, while the ground beneath our feet rose and fell unevenly.

      I held my weak ball of light up to the wall. It had the squelchy consistency of mud, not rock, but was pink and fleshy.

      “Ro,” I hissed. “This isn’t a tunnel.”

      Rohan pressed his palm against it, the fleshy surface Hoovering it up. After a brief struggle, he freed himself with a wet gurgle.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      He sucked in a breath. “Alive.”

      We crept forward, literally making our way to the belly of the beast. Every footfall sank into the spongy ground. Warm liquid rose until it swirled around our ankles.

      We threw our arms over our noses to block out the smell of half-digested food.

      My magic light cast a hazy glow over the stomach. The walls were soft pink, fleshy coils that glistened with a thick film of mucus. They pulsed with a faint pink light.

      There was no sign of Benjy. Had we fought with Hybris for too long?

      A rumbling noise vibrated up from our feet. The stomach walls contracted, the coils spasming and pulsing. Ro and I hung on to each other for dear life, trying to stay upright and ride out the convulsions. When it had settled down, except for the continued bronchial breathing, a weak whimper reached our ears.

      Ro froze, his eyes darting around.

      Most of Benjy’s tiny body had been absorbed into one wall, though his right leg from the knee down was still free, as was his bony left shoulder. The outline of his face pressed up against a filmy covering like he was wrapped in saran wrap.

      Rohan sprung forward, carefully slicing away the thin film.

      The second his face was free, Benjy started coughing, trickling milky mucus.

      I wiped his eyes and mouth with my sleeve.

      Benjy’s eyes were totally dilated. “It hurts, Rohan.”

      Rohan smiled. I hoped Benjy couldn’t see how forced it was. “I know, little man. You’ve been so brave. I’m gonna cut you out.”

      The ground bucked.

      Ro and I staggered backwards.

      My shoulder hit the stomach lining, sticking to it like velcro. My head was yanked back as my hair was sucked into the wall and gelatinous, slimy flesh slithered over my arms and legs, trapping me.

      A flood of pink liquid gooshed from the walls, soaking my feet and ankles.

      Rohan roared, thrashing. Every time he cut himself free, the flesh wrapped itself around him, grappling with him.

      The liquid rose to my knees.

      Benjy screamed.

      I let my magic loose. I was so tightly trapped that it rumbled around like a pinball on tilt between me and the wet flesh before the monster cave spat me free.

      I landed on my ass, in the warm, tingly goo, utterly drenched.

      Ro ripped himself free, jumping away from the wall and grabbing my hand to pull me to my feet.

      The entire stomach convulsed.

      Benjy’s face and shoulder were sucked deeper into the walls.

      “No!” Ro stumbled his way over the bucking ground and grabbed Benjy’s foot before that last part of him disappeared. He slashed at the walls, but the flesh had hardened into some kind of adamantine rock and his blades bounced uselessly off.

      My first blast rebounded off the rock and almost took us out. New plan.

      The liquid rose to our waists, swirling around us and trying to drag us under.

      I planted my feet wide, one hand on the slick walls desperately trying to keep my balance.

      Rohan kept at the rock, iron chips flying as his blades lost the battle, his face contorted in pain.

      Our magic wasn’t going to work. We were going to lose Benjy for good.

      Unless…

      My hand crept to the Bullseye pendant around my neck. Guaranteed extraction. No training required.

      I clutched the pendant. The Bullseye was a one-shot deal.

      So that was it, huh? Save Benjy now or save myself later.

      At the wall, Rohan was bloody and his blades were mangled, still not any closer to making a dent as the digestive enzyme liquid rose higher. Any second now the way out would be underwater.

      It was easy to be cavalier about the value of one life in the face of all humanity. But what about when it was one life versus another? When it was the life of a thin, pale child, whose glasses lay broken on the ground and whose foot was no bigger than my hand, against my own life?

      If I didn’t use the Bullseye before Lilith broke free, I could kiss my happily-ever-after goodbye.

      The stomach convulsed again.

      Rohan lost his grip on Benjy’s foot.

      Time slowed down to the naked desperation on my boyfriend’s face, a dirty Batman sneaker with blinking lights in the heel, and the solid weight of the pendant.

      Rohan was trying to regain his footing, though it’s not like I would ask his advice on who to save: his girlfriend or a little kid.

      It would be so easy to walk away. Say we’d done our best to help Benjy and keep this safety net in my pocket. I indulged in a brief second of a world saved and a long life fully lived at Rohan’s side, though ultimately, it was innocents like Benjy, like that little girl in Prague eating chocolate that I was doing this for. Embracing the darkness so they could have the light.

      Fumbling the clasp open, I dumped the Bullseye into my palm.

      Weirdly, it looked like a penny.

      In for a penny. I pressed the artifact to the rock right about where Benjy’s chest was.

      The Bullseye flared bright and shriveled in on itself, winking out of existence with a quiet pop. Failing to do anything.

      “No!” I beat at the wall. How the hell could it do nothing? What kind of bullshit magic artifact was that and how, in every goddamn possible way for this to have gone, had I managed to choose the one path where everybody died?

      All of a sudden, the stomach was silent and still. Even the air seemed to hang motionless. Then the world split apart.

      Benjy flew from his fleshy prison.

      Grunting, Ro caught him like a football to the gut.

      A hole opened at the opposite end from the passageway out and the floor tilted. Everything was being flushed out.

      Rohan hung tight to Benjy, who was sobbing but breathing, while I hung tight to Ro.

      We fought the liquid and the backwards pull, heaving ourselves toward the way out. No way was I going to be expelled from some demon ass. For every torturous inch we won, we lost two. I cursed whatever magic was keeping me from portalling us out of here.

      Sweat poured into my eyes and I felt like a brined turkey in this stomach fluid. I slipped, splashing down.

      Ro grabbed my collar and hurled me up into the passageway, slogging up behind me. Finally clear of the stomach, we sprinted for the mouth.

      My heart was in my throat, uncertain if we’d find a dead end with no way out, trapped by those jagged teeth. I was so slick with fear, that when I saw the pinprick of moonlight up ahead, my knees buckled.

      I tripped over my feet but kept going.

      The stalactite teeth pounded down with arrhythmic, bone-jarring thuds.

      With those deadly gnashers just missing taking a chunk out of the back of his head, I could barely watch Ro jump through with Benjy. I wasn’t worried for myself. I had my death sentence and this wasn’t it.

      I easily cleared the teeth, collapsing onto the cemetery lawn next to Ro who was holding Benjy, rubbing his back while he vomited mucus, but I scrambled up immediately at the sound of slow clapping, my magic at the ready.

      There was no physical sign of Hybris and every sense of her presence.

      Rohan hefted Benjy into his arms, the child hanging limply on him like a little monkey. “He’s safe,” Rohan called out. “We won.”

      “Oh. You thought Benjy was the endgame?” No demon, just her disembodied voice. “So many assumptions you both make.”

      A phantom finger traced the pendant.

      “You knew about the Bullseye,” I said.

      “I make it my business to hear the whispers in the wind,” she said.

      I spun around, but she was still nowhere to be seen.

      “The bigger the ego, the more delicious the fall.” Her words drifted on the breeze.

      “Nava?” Ro looked at me, confused, his eyes searching. He went still, reaching out to touch the open, and empty, pendant.

      A strangled noise punched out of him.

      “You guys saved me.” Benjy’s voice was hoarse.

      I pasted on my brightest smile. “Sure did.”

      “Like we’d let anything happen to you.” Rohan ruffled Benjy’s hair, but when he looked at me over the top of the boy’s head, his eyes were damp.

      Using the last of my energy, I portalled all three of us back to DSI.

      Benjy’s parents let out cries of relief, running to take him from Rohan, and crush all of us in hugs.

      Snuggled close to his mom, Benjy reached for me, winding his thin little boy arms around my neck and pressing a kiss to my cheek. “I’m gonna be like you when I grow up.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      I managed to keep up my happy facade until Ro took me into the other room and crushed me to him. “We’ll find another way. I swear to you,” he said. “You’re going to live.”

      I lay my head in the crook of his neck.

      Esther was dead, Hybris was gone, and I had no way to get Lilith out of me before she broke free and took me down in the process. Not to mention, I hadn’t told Rohan I loved him.

      Not my best Monday. Even if it was potentially the last Monday I had left.
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      Ro left to make up one of the spare beds because we were too exhausted to leave the building. The chapter head rabbis that had flown in had opted to stay at a nearby hotel, and Mandelbaum had moved there as well, so we had our choice of rooms.

      I collapsed on the couch, yawning like my jaw was about to disengage and swallow someone whole, and called Leo.

      “Fuck you,” she mumbled.

      “Did I wake you?”

      Another slurred curse.

      “Wake up, sunshine. I need instructions on how to get to the demon dark web.”

      Silence.

      “Leo!”

      “Mmmgh. Fine.”

      I smiled through the gaping despair hanging over me, picturing her doing her little wake-up wriggles.

      “Harry is extremely pissed off at you for killing Baskerville,” she said.

      “Boo hoo. Baskerville would have killed me otherwise and I’m full up on being a target. Harry can get over himself.”

      “Yeah, well if you want access to the dark web, you need Harry’s password.”

      “Which I’m sure you have. He’ll never know and even if he does,” I said, “you’ll still help me because you’re a good person.”

      “I’m really not. Good talk. ’Night.”

      “Hybris kidnapped a little kid tonight, Leo.”

      “Tell me.” Leo was fully alert.

      I explained my plan and she gave me very precise instructions involving four different router websites, Harry’s login, and balsamic vinegar.

      “Everything about demons is stupid,” I said.

      “Agreed.” She yawned. “Can I sleep now?”

      “One more thing.” I told her about the Tomb of Endless Night.

      She groaned. “That would have been a job for Baskerville. I’ll talk to Harry, but don’t hold your breath.”

      My stomach twisted because I needed that tomb to contain Sienna. I needed to stop her in the little time I had left. “Do what you can. Schmugs.”

      She mumbled something that may have been schmugs and hung up.

      Rohan met me in the hallway, holding two laptops. He handed one to me. “Got it?”

      “Yes.”

      We didn’t have the printouts of the cold cases with us, but I still had the original emails. We each took half of the cases we’d connected to Hybris.

      “Check who broke the stories,” I said. “What photos do we have of the victims’ moments of humiliation? Is she in any of them?”

      “Your hunch was right,” Rohan said, a half dozen empty Coke cans later. He’d been crowded up against me the entire time, but I hadn’t complained.

      I’d memorized the feel of him: the flex of every muscle with each tiny movement, the way that the more he focused, the more his posture went to shit, making him slump against me, and how he couldn’t go more than a couple of minutes without rubbing my shoulder or laying a hand on my thigh, almost as if assuring himself I was still there.

      Rohan showed me the list he’d compiled.

      Hybris, in her Tia Lioudis persona, had reported on all the cases that had made the news throughout history. She was even present in some of the photos of the main events like Capone’s arrest and Nixon’s impeachment. She didn’t care if she was seen, because even once the internet was a thing, she figured we humans were too stupid to put all this together.

      “All the judgment I’ve faced over the past few days got me thinking about how Hybris fancies herself the ultimate judge,” I said. “She preys on our pride, but what’s the one thing she’s prideful about? What’s most important to her?”

      “Getting to judge without being judged herself,” Rohan said.

      “Hybris believes herself infallible and you know what word is in ‘infallible’? Fall.”

      “Nice one, Sparky.”

      “I’m on-the-fly-clever that way.”

      Using the copious demon intel I had access to, a fake profile, and a few well-placed, thinly veiled rumors about various dangerous spawn on the demon dark web that any demon with half a brain would attribute to Hybris, I slammed back a disgusting shot of balsamic vinegar, logged in with Harry’s password, and started rumor-mongering to set my trap.

      Let the other demons track her. Rohan and I would follow that trail after she’d been smoked out of hiding.

      Let her feel what it was like to be the one being judged. The one being hounded.

      Hunted.

      By the time we crashed, both of us were tapped out, physically, emotionally, existentially, you name it.

      I peeled myself out of Rohan’s embrace and into something vaguely resembling a functioning human being late Tuesday morning. Fumbling for my phone, I fired off an impatient text to Raquel. I didn’t mention the Bullseye; it would just distract her from the more pressing task.

      She texted back that they had a solid lead on the Tomb and were working on a safe way to access Lilith’s magic, but it didn’t look promising so did I have a Plan B?

      I was a lot farther down the alphabet by this point, but yes, I did have someone else I could reach out to. I crept outside to Rohan’s car, grabbed Esther’s purse from the trunk, and crawled into the backseat. After rummaging around in her bag for a bit, I found Sienna’s bracelet, then I placed one of the spiky leaves under my tongue and tried to replicate the steps Esther had taken yesterday to magically call Sienna.

      I infused my essence into the bracelet, but I couldn’t get it to latch. Without that subtle snap into place, I couldn’t push the magic out, letting it ripple back to her. If I pulled it off, she’d experience it as a sudden shiver, that “someone walking over your grave” feeling. It was the origin of the expression. Witches had made up the term as code and it had taken root in the non-magic consciousness.

      Thanks to the amplification properties of the leaf, it was more someone stomping over her grave. Stomping sounded pretty good right now, my frustration rising with each failed attempt.

      I spit out the leaf and set the bracelet to one side, taking ten minutes to run through a series of meditation and centering exercises that I had used back in my performing days. Stage fright had nothing on the looming end of my life.

      I rubbed my eyes. I had to make the time I had left count.

      With a fresh leaf and a fresh attitude, I tried again. This time, I felt the snap. I think. It was either incredibly subtle or a figment of my imagination. I’d try again after I’d dosed myself up with java.

      I tucked the Ziplock bag and bracelet into my pocket and headed bleary-eyed into Demon Club’s kitchen, ready to rip the balls off anyone standing between me and caffeine.

      Fingers crossed I’d find Mandelbaum.

      But no, it was Rabbi Abrams standing in front of the small TV on the counter, speechless, his tea going cold in his hand.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      He raised the volume on the remote.

      “We don’t know why the plane suddenly lost thrust.” The sleek-haired reporter stood on the beach, choppy waves crashing behind him.

      “A plane went down?” I said. “That’s too bad.”

      It didn’t explain the rabbi’s stricken expression.

      Rabbi Abrams sank into a chair next to his half-drunk mug of tea, hunched in on himself. Everything about him drooped: his shoulders, his beard, even his masses of facial wrinkles seemed to puddle around his jawline. “Navela. It was the Executive.”

      “What?”

      “…about eight hours into the flight from Jerusalem to Los Angeles, going down in the North Atlantic,” the reporter said.

      Back in the studio, the Asian American anchor with the carefully modulated facial expression cut in. “Ken, we’re getting reports that the crash was caused by seagulls flying into the engine. This is an incredibly rare occurrence. Can you confirm this?”

      “Yes, Samantha. The black box has yet to be recovered from the private craft, but that is the speculation at this moment.” He touched his earpiece. “We’re receiving word that search and rescue teams are being called back in and recovery and retrieval teams are being dispatched instead. Our thoughts are with the families of the six men who perished.”

      “Thank you, Ken. As our listeners may know, in emergencies, black box recorders…”

      I snapped the TV off, white-knuckling the counter. I’d never met any of the Executive and had only briefly spoken to Rabbis Simon and Ben Moses, but I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact they were gone.

      Rabbi Abrams rocked back and forth murmuring Hebrew prayers for men who had fallen from a great height and would not return home again.

      Planes had extra fuel tanks, signals, all manner of technology that could save them. We were supposed to have engineered our way out of emergencies. But when it came to emergencies consisting of birds in the engine of the plane that happened to be bringing the Executive to Los Angeles?

      There was no way to engineer our way out of magic.

      I should tell someone, but who? Esther was gone and I couldn’t leave Rabbi Abrams here alone, praying. I poured myself a coffee, in order to feel like I was doing something.

      The rabbi finished his prayer and motioned for me to join him at the table.

      We sat in silence for a while, Rabbi A holding my hand in his gnarled old man ones. Water dripped from the tap into someone’s discarded oatmeal bowl.

      “Rivka called me.” He spoke the words so quietly, I barely caught them.

      Sienna had been there when Esther was killed. Rabbi Abrams and Esther had been friends for decades–he deserved to know the truth.

      “Sienna was retaliating for Esther.”

      “I’ve told Boris about Sienna,” Rabbi Abrams said. “It seemed likely she’d attack again.”

      I struggled to find the right words that wouldn’t snap his head off. “Mandelbaum killed Esther and you’ve alerted him to the presence of a witch with dark magic?”

      He stroked his beard. “I overheard one of his men speaking with him this morning. My Slovakian is rusty but apparently, maybe a month ago, Boris distributed photos of women who are leaders in the witch community. Esther was recognized when Boris sent one of his Rasha to pick me up and the Rasha saw her. Apparently that Rasha is now missing.”

      I choked down a strangled sob. If I hadn’t asked her to come to L.A. she would never have been recognized. Wouldn’t have been murdered because of a stupid chance encounter.

      “You took precautions? With whatever may have been left at the crime scene?”

      I dumped more sugar in my cup, even though the coffee was already cloyingly sweet. “Wasn’t there.”

      He’d made his choice and as much as it killed me, I couldn’t trust him anymore.

      Rabbi Abrams pounded his fist on the table. Once. Hard enough to rattle the honey spoon in its ceramic pot. “Those men on the Executive were my friends. Esther was my friend. This madness must stop before we destroy each other.”

      I crossed my arms on the table and lay my head on them. “This is a disaster.”

      “Sienna has to pay for what she did and Rasha are best equipped to apprehend her.”

      “No, the witches should do that.”

      “You can’t protect her,” he said.

      Wearily, I lifted my head. “I’m not trying to protect Sienna. I’m trying to protect the Rasha who are the good guys. Sienna isn’t using demons against us. She’s using animals and, well, us. If she knows we’re coming for her, she’ll throw everything, everyone, at us. How do we protect ourselves when any living creature could be a threat? I can’t–”

      I shivered, my entire body breaking out in goosebumps. I rubbed my arms briskly against the shuddering that I couldn’t stop. Sienna was calling me, but I had no way of magically picking up the phone.

      The shivering grew worse, more insistent. My teeth chattered.

      Rabbi Abrams maneuvered himself to his feet, holding tight to the table’s edge for balance. “Navela?”

      “Quit it! I heard you!”

      He stepped back in alarm. Great. Now he thought I was crazy.

      “I have to go,” I said.

      Nodding, he shuffled out of the room. “There are calls I need to make. The families…” He stopped in the doorway and turned back. “Maybe you should go home.”

      “Is that a threat or concern?” I flinched at the hurt flashing across his face.

      He glanced out into the hall and pitched his voice low. “I’m worried Rabbi Mandelbaum suspects you’re a witch.”

      I froze. “Why? What did he say?”

      “Nothing. But a month ago you and Rohan were looking into Ferdinand and Tessa and that’s when the rabbi put witches on some kind of hit list. Including Esther, a witch you were connected to.”

      I sighed in relief that Rabbi Abrams hadn’t heard something on this visit. “Mandelbaum would never have let me remain free if he knew I was a witch. And he certainly wouldn’t have kept me working with Ro when this would have been the perfect excuse to rid himself of me once and for all. I appreciate your concern, but he doesn’t know.”

      Not yet.

      Rohan came in, clapped the departing rabbi on the shoulder, and offered his condolences for the Executive. “You want to go get breakfast?” He glanced at the clock. “Lunch? Anything to get us away from here right now?”

      “Sienna wants to meet.” I stuffed my spasming hands into my armpits. “It’s not optional.”

      “You want me to come with? I don’t like the timing of this.”

      “No. If she wanted to hurt me, she would have.”

      He kissed me hard, his hand clasped on the back of my head. “Be safe. I’ll wait for you at the bungalows. Our out-of-town guests have shown up and everyone is getting busy finding the perfect spot for our reunion.”

      Ah. The trusted Rasha contingent had arrived and were working on finding the compound.

      Sienna portalled me out before I could say goodbye.

      I landed on Sienna’s front porch and peered in through the windows at all the photos still visible on the walls. That meant Sienna hadn’t reset the wards, so I probably wouldn’t be fried for stepping on the doormat.

      The door swung open before I had a chance to knock. I needed a full minute to psych myself up enough to enter, and in the end, basically flung myself inside, although I couldn’t stay in the living room. Even though Kane, Ari, and Rohan had removed all visible traces of what had happened, the room was permeated with a dark, twisted energy that pressed in on me.

      I hurried into the kitchen.

      The Tupperware was sitting on the counter. I chuckled softly, remembering Esther’s prickliness at my eye of newt comment. We’d taken turns poking at each other during our friendship, her with a wit so dry it was practically gallows humor.

      I opened the container and breathed in the aroma of buttery, flaky rugelach. She hadn’t stinted on the raspberry jam filling; it gooshed out of the crescent-shaped cookie in a dark red seal.

      This tiny woman with her sharp mind and her giant heart was gone and it was so fucking unfair. Bringing the Tupperware with me to the glass-topped kitchen table, I saluted Esther’s memory with a rugelach and bit into it.

      My teeth snapped closed on empty air.

      “Those are mine.”

      “Jesus!” I scrambled back, my hand on my heart.

      It took me a second to recognize Sienna, dressed as she was in jeans and a blouse instead of scrubs. Also, she’d lost weight since our last meeting. Her black skin hung gauntly on her narrow frame and her brown eyes had lost some of their fire. She’d cut off her dreads, her hair now barely a couple of millimeters long. Sienna reminded me of when Esther had been in her chemo treatments. Dark magic had killed Tessa. How much longer did Sienna have?

      She munched on the cookie with a moan of delight. “Damn, that woman could bake. Oh, stop making those puppy dog eyes at me.” She pushed the container at me. “One.”

      I swallowed half of the rugelach in a single bite because, wow. They may have been the best ones I’d ever eaten. I blinked away the thought that Esther would never make them again.

      “How’d you tag me?” I said. “You don’t have anything of mine.”

      “My magic is way beyond that.”

      We ate our way through the cookies.

      I braced myself in case I had to emergency portal out, but I had to ask. “How could you take down that plane?”

      “Wise up. All of the Executive was in on Mandelbaum’s plans. None of them were innocent.”

      “Esther didn’t want Rasha gone,” I said. “She wanted hunters and witches to work together.”

      “You talk a big game, don’t you, but when it comes down to it, where’s your loyalty? Is it to the Brotherhood who killed her?” She turned her palms outward and the air shimmered.

      An image of Rohan, Ari, Kane, and Baruch in the bungalows with some unfamiliar Rasha popped up, like I was looking into a scrying mirror. There was no sound, but it was live.

      She said something softly under her breath and everyone in the room froze. One of the men was partially squatting, not having quite sat down. Ari was about to catch a pen thrown to him by Kane, while Baruch tacked a photo up, his hand extended to Rohan who ripped off a piece of tape.

      The image narrowed in on my friends and twin.

      The hair on the nape of my neck stood on end. “Don’t touch them. Mandelbaum’s group is one corrupt element. These men are innocent.”

      “There is no innocent when it comes to the Brotherhood,” she sneered. “The last innocent person was Esther and she’s dead. You think we have demon problems now? If we don’t rid the world of Rasha, the witch community will grow so small and so weak that the wards we’re propping up between our world and the demon realm will fail entirely. Then you can kiss humanity goodbye. But if we get that magic back, in fifty years not only will there be no more demons, we’ll have the power to cure disease, end hunger.”

      “Esther didn’t think we’d grow stronger. She said that maybe in the beginning we could have reclaimed our magic by stopping the creation of Rasha, but too many years have passed. Rasha magic lives in the bloodlines and there’s no going back. Killing off hunters won’t transfer all the individual grains of magic into one big pile for us, it’ll simply mean that our small pile will be bunched with a large heap of magic gone bad. Magic that’s become unstable and unpredictable without its host.”

      “Don’t act like you knew her better than I did.” Sienna choked me, lifting me off the ground without laying a finger on me.

      I scrabbled at my throat, but there was nothing tangible to pry off me. My magic pulsed off my skin, rippling outward at Sienna.

      It bounced harmlessly off an invisible shield, dissipating in the air a foot away from her.

      “That entire organization is our enemy,” she said. “History has taught us time and time again that the men will not allow us to sit at the table. The Brotherhood doesn’t want harmony. They want war. Their entire existence is predicated on it. Maybe they’ll throw us a conciliatory bone and let us be healers. Keep the wards up. But let us have a say in our world? In our magic?”

      My lungs were on fire and my vision kept swimming in and out of focus. “Then help me, in Esther’s memory, so I can do the right thing,” I croaked.

      She closed her fist and I crumpled to the ground, dragging in shaky breaths.

      I rubbed my throat, barely managing to stay upright. “When I… killed Oskar, his magic did something to me.” My eyes pooled with tears. “He blocked me somehow. You have to release it because it’s killing me.”

      I placed my hand over my breastbone. Over the box.

      Sienna stared at me suspiciously, then placed her hand over mine. Her brow furrowed. “There’s something there.”

      I was enveloped in a warm light. It started as a tingle: in my toes, in the crook of my elbows, and the jut of my hips. I bound my own magic to Sienna’s as fast as I could. She gasped and tried to break free, but I was also drawing on Lilith’s magic.

      Sienna screamed, her head thrown back and the tendons in her neck straining.

      I fired all the magic inside me at whatever invisible barriers kept me from accessing the magic inside Lilith’s prison.

      And that’s when I felt Lilith’s eyes snap open. Awake at last. Still trapped, but very much present in whatever plane she existed in.

      The tingle became a trickle, a river, a rush of pure power.

      I’d experienced a lesser version of this, when Lilith had amped me up to heal Rohan, but now? I canted my head back, bathing in the magic like it was rainfall.

      My heartbeat mingled with the delicate patter of a bird’s heart on the windowsill outside. I scouted the savanna through the night vision of a tiger and blinked slowly at fuzzy light through a newborn’s eyes on the other side of the world.

      I was a mote in an infinite spiral, fully alive and aware and rooted and universal for the first time in my life. I gasped, spinning around. Dorothy in Oz, seeing life in Technicolor when it had only ever been flat Kansas brown.

      Sienna wrenched free, physically and magically. “What have you done? How is Lilith inside you?”

      “Long story.” I laughed in wonder. “This is why you practice dark magic, isn’t it? Not to be evil. To return to this kind of power. The power our foremothers had before the Rasha took it.”

      “Stole it,” Sienna said. “The way you stole my magic.” She blasted me.

      I raised a hand, drawing on Lilith’s magic and yet still straining to keep Sienna’s power at bay. “Seems we have a stalemate.”

      I’ll kill you, Lilith whispered. You dare claim my magic? You nothing. You human. I’ll be strong enough to be free in days and you’ll suffer. You’ll beg for death.

      My arm wobbled, allowing a burst of Sienna’s magic to slash across my side. I grit my teeth, visualizing swiping inside the box for more of Lilith’s power.

      “You really want to use that up on me, knock yourself out.” Sienna didn’t even look winded.

      My magic flared brighter with the Lilith boost. “Scared you can’t hold me off?”

      “As if. You have no idea what you’re dealing with. So long as Lilith is trapped inside you, her magic is static, which means you can drain her like a battery. No sweat off my back if you drain her dry.”

      Was this true? I had no way to tell and Lilith wasn’t volunteering anything other than a pulsing hatred.

      “Damn, you’re stubborn,” Sienna said. “Fine. Let’s stand here while you waste all the magic.”

      I powered down, as did Sienna. “Why would you give me the heads up on that?”

      “Esther cared about you and I’d rather not see you dead if there are other options. Though you’ve got a death wish. The human body wasn’t designed to get this much dark magic this fast. It’s going to kill you.”

      “I don’t have a death wish. Quite the opposite.” I spread my hands in entreaty. “Can’t we find a way to work together? What if it’s a new regime of men who want to work with women?” My head reeled with the possibilities of women with this level of power ruling the world. We could be transformative. Usher in a new age, a new way of being with our male allies.

      Humanity needed all of us, and I could show them the way.

      “That will never happen. Don’t you get it? We witches render Rasha obsolete.”

      “We kill them and we’re no better than the men who tried to do that to us.”

      “We’re infinitely better, but you won’t believe me until you see it for yourself.” Sienna led me to the photos of the compound. She ripped a corner off the map and scribbled down a string of numbers. “Latitude and longitude.”

      I clutched the paper tight. “The compound? If you know where it is, why haven’t you stormed it?”

      “I can’t deal with all the variables inside on my own.”

      “Sucks for you.” I stuffed the paper with the coordinates in my pocket. “Why would you give this to me?”

      Her eyes flashed silver for a second. She took a deep breath, exhaling slowly and her eyes returned to their usual dark brown. “You have no idea how to manage the magic inside you. You want to save humanity? You want to live? You need me. Make the right choice.”

      She vanished.

      I cast my awareness around the magic box. It shuddered under the force of Lilith’s pounding, a constant buzz against my sternum. My brain throbbed with her sneering certainty that I’d be letting her out soon and then I’d face eternal torture.

      “Bring it.”

      Sienna said I needed her to live. Could she get Lilith out of me, even without the Bullseye?

      I washed out Esther’s Tupperware, because it seemed rude to her memory not to. The water was steaming hot as I soaped up the plastic, turning my skin red, but it couldn’t thaw out the block of ice that my body had become. I’d amassed a lot of regrets in my life, like pushing myself too hard in dance after I was first injured, and how I’d pushed people away, but I didn’t regret doing the deal with Lilith to give Rohan back his magic.

      Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want to die for Rohan; I wanted to live with him.

      I thought I’d destroyed that dream last night when I saved Benjy and used up the Bullseye. But what if I hadn’t? What if Sienna could help me?

      Ro and I could take a road trip, staying in cheesy motels, or eat our way through Europe. We’d have a million more of our flirtatious, silly, hilarious conversations, and every night, I’d fall asleep beside him, his hand holding mine, and his even breathing a steadying presence.

      I’d tell him I loved him for the first time and then tell him again every day for the next ninety years.

      I shut off the tap, the container long since clean, and my fingers wrinkled prunes.

      I didn’t regret having finally tapped fully into Lilith’s magic because I still believed that this was how we’d stop all the bad shit from coming to pass. It was just that faced with a dream of quiet, full intimacy, go big or go home had lost its appeal.
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      I popped back to our guest bungalow to grab Rohan and a pair of binoculars.

      He was standing outside on the path, but at the sight of me waving at him from the window, abruptly ended his chat with a couple of other Rasha and bolted inside.

      He shoved me back into the bedroom.

      “Not exactly the time,” I said.

      He grabbed my shoulders and spun me to face the mirror.

      My eyes were obsidian black. Shadows danced and slithered in my irises.

      “What the fuck happened?”

      “Oh.” I leaned in, kind of fascinated. “The short version is that I can now tap into all of Lilith’s magic.”

      Rohan let out a stream of Hindi curses, while I held strands of hair up to the light. My curls had gone from dark brown to black.

      “The good news is Sienna may be able to get Lilith out of me,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m sure she’ll be really receptive once you foil her plans.”

      “She will if I’ve got her stuffed in the Tomb and am holding her magic hostage. Here.” I dug in my pocket for the co-ordinates. “I know where the compound is. Wanna check it out with me?”

      “All I ever wanted was a peaceful life,” Rohan said. “And then I met you.”

      I grabbed a pair of sunglasses and slid them on. “You’re welcome.”

      We landed along the side of the compound next to a chain link fence complete with signs proclaiming it was electrified and that this was private property and trespassers would be prosecuted.

      “There.” Ro pointed to the high ridge of rock about a hundred feet from the back of the compound.

      In a blink, I repositioned us. Crawling on our bellies in the fine yellow dust, we peered out from between two boulders, while I told Ro everything I’d learned.

      The compound was a two-story, U-shaped building, painted a dull gray. A small militia guarded the place, their weapons magic, not guns. Some were patrolling the roof with clear sightlines. Others manned the gates in the front and back of the fencing, as well as the three doors we could see from our vantage point.

      We’d caught a lucky break and hadn’t been seen when we’d showed up.

      Rohan adjusted the binoculars. “I recognize some of those men. I’ve fought with them.”

      “You think they’re always standing guard or is this something new?” I said.

      “Because they’re expecting an attack?” Ro peered through the binoculars.

      “Possibly. Ours or Sienna’s?”

      He passed them over to me to have a look. “No clue.”

      The more we watched the men, the more we got the sense that while they were there to guard the compound, it was more of a routine thing. There was no urgency in the way they strolled the flat roof and the grounds.

      Until one of them checked his phone, pulled out a walkie talkie, and spoke in to it. All the Rasha ran to containers that had been placed around the property, donning protective helmets and gloves before taking up specific posts. Most manned the fence, while a few remained on the roof.

      “No way.” I stuffed the binoculars into Ro’s hands. “Three o’clock.”

      An unlikely pack of mountain lions, rangy coyotes, and sleek bobcats prowled their way toward the fences.

      “There’s more.” Rohan lowered the glasses and pointed at the flock of raptors careening out of the sky.

      It was an awesome and terrifying sight. Dozens of falcons, vultures, eagles, and owls swooped down at breakneck speeds.

      The animal attacks hit more or less simultaneously. The compound may have been warded up against demons, but there was no way to ward it against wildlife.

      “Sienna’s training them,” Rohan said.

      “She’s compelling them,” I corrected.

      “Not the animals,” he said. “The Rasha. They were expecting it. She’s conditioned them so that they expect attacks at certain times and relax at others.” He whistled. “Gotta hand it to her, it’s pretty brilliant. Fucked up, but brilliant.”

      Between the large cats attempting to shred the chain link fence with their teeth and claws despite the voltage pouring through their bodies, and the raptors dive-bombing the men, the hunters had their hands full.

      At some invisible signal, any remaining animals still alive trotted or flew back to their desert homes.

      Taking the binoculars, Rohan paced the length of the ridge we were on, careful to stay out of view as much as possible.

      “Well?”

      He dropped down beside me, brushing dust off his pants. “If we turn off the main road a couple of miles back, we can approach this ridge without being seen. Especially if we come under cover of night. It’s the last hundred feet that expose us.”

      “Unless we time it with one of Sienna’s attacks. She’s not powerful enough to take on all the Rasha and whatever’s inside on her own. She needs us.”

      “It’s got to be demons in there,” Ro said. “We know Mandelbaum was experimenting on them. But we still don’t know Sienna’s endgame. Does she want to kill the demons or turn them on us when we’re conveniently in one place for her attack?”

      I stood up, stretching out my cramped knees and held out a hand. “We’ll have to be prepared for every eventuality.”

      Back at the bungalow, sunglasses firmly in place, I sought out Baruch. “How come you’re not at the rabbis’ meeting?”

      “There’s no Executive to force out, and until we’ve gotten inside that compound and gotten proof against Mandelbaum, I’m holding off speaking to the other rabbis.”

      “Speaking of the compound.” I slapped the coordinates into his hand. “Ro and I scoped it out.”

      He put two fingers in his mouth and let out an ear-shattering whistle.

      There must have been three dozen men crammed into the bungalow. All chatter and activity stopped. Either they’d been briefed about who I was or I’d been gossiped about. Either way, I was glad to be spared a bunch of questions right now.

      Ari frowned and tapped his finger next to his eyes, cueing me to take off my sunglasses.

      I didn’t.

      “Listen up,” Baruch said. “We have the last piece of our plan. The location of the compound.”

      Excited murmurs broke out.

      “Nava, what can we expect to find there?” he said.

      As one, the men turned to me expectantly. Sienna had been wrong. Witches and Rasha could work together. We didn’t need to make them obsolete, and there were those who would work with us without relegating us to nursemaid.

      I rubbed my breastbone. Lilith’s incessant banging around my body was really tenderizing my organs, and she didn’t let up her insidious whispering.

      I’m looking forward to our reunion. Lilith’s power flared up inside me and I absorbed it like the most refreshing water.

      I also clasped my hands behind my back because my fingertips had turned black.

      You think you’re so clever with your plans, Lilith whispered. You have no idea what’s in store for you.

      Shut up, I silently told her. This is how we save us all. Together. Lilith seriously needed to watch some Sesame Street.

      I cleared my throat and began my presentation. I’d only gotten as far as what Rohan and I suspected was inside the compound before Kane raised his hand. “Yes?” Okay, that was teachery and weird.

      “Let me bring up a visual.” He rose from the laptop and flicked on a projector. One of the aerial view photos of the compound flickered onto one white wall. “Where exactly was everyone stationed?”

      I spoke for the next twenty minutes without pause, including Sienna’s possible agendas in regards to the Brotherhood.

      “Why did she let you live?” one of the hunters asked.

      Ro shot me a worried glance but I shook my head. It was truth time. If I meant what I’d said to Sienna about Rasha and witches working together, then it had to start with me.

      I fingered the arms of my glasses, took a deep breath, and whipped them off, bracing myself for a mass exodus at the sight of the black-eyed female with the insane power. “I’m a witch.”

      At the sight of my eyes, pandemonium broke out. There was a lot of furious debate, some curious looks, though some indifference, too. Cisco slapped a ten into Bastijn’s hand.

      “If we have Rasha, what do we need witches for?” The black Rasha didn’t sound antagonistic, merely curious.

      “The Brotherhood has been around for centuries,” I said, “and there are certain demons that get away time and time again. Why? Because Rasha aren’t strong enough to kill them. Witches have that power.”

      “I’ve seen it firsthand,” Ari said.

      “The world needs both Rasha and witches in this fight,” I said. “Just like in any war, we need all kinds of abilities, all kinds of brainpower to defeat the greater threat. We need balance, peace, and co-operation between Rasha and witches, or humanity is doomed.”

      “Witches should have shown up before now.” This Rasha had Mediterranean coloring and a Spanish accent. “Not left us to be the only ones fighting. They have an obligation to use their magic as well.”

      “Get on that and mansplain it to them, Xavier,” Cisco said. “I dare you.”

      “Just because you don’t know what witches have been up to,” I said, “doesn’t mean they haven’t been part of the fight all along. We have, and believe me, it’s our power that is going to tip the scales.”

      I had more to say but was drowned out by the Rasha arguing amongst themselves.

      “Hey!” Everyone ignored me, busy discussing this turn of event. “Yo! Shut it or I’ll turn you all into frogs.”

      You could have heard a pin drop.

      I grinned at them. “Look. A female Rasha is one of those things…” I snapped my fingers a couple of times. “Like jumbo shrimp.”

      “All you can eat?” a blond Rasha called out.

      “It’s not an oxymoron,” Ari said over the laughter, “it’s just incorrect. A woman with magic is a witch. It’s reductionist to call her Rasha.”

      “You are such a nerd,” Kane said. He looked away before Ari could see his smile.

      “It makes sense,” Bastijn said. “Witches are the original hunters and the magic is passed down genetically, so why would any woman with powers merely be Rasha?”

      “Hey,” Danilo said. “We’re not ‘merely’ anything.”

      I patted his shoulder, relieved to note that my fingertips were no longer so much evil magic tainted as looking like I’d smudged ink on them. “I know, it’s hard being the most badass person around, but I’ve handled it well.”

      He tipped his chair back with a cocky grin. “My manhood is feeling threatened.”

      “Both inches?” Rohan said.

      The men hooted.

      “Stay with me, people,” I said.

      They didn’t listen to me, so Baruch whistled once more, shutting them up.

      “Right now, I have this window where I have mad power,” I said. “Let me use it for good. Let me be the weapon to turn this fight to our advantage. I can take out Mandelbaum’s men without any loss of life and I can stop Sienna. I want to stand beside you all and make this a better world. Are you willing to stand with me and my kind as well?”

      Rohan and Ari were the first to stand, followed quickly by Baruch and Kane and the Los Angeles crew. The rest of them varied in how fast they got up, but in the end they were all standing.

      I flailed my hands in front of my face. “Well, shit, boys.”

      I handed the floor back to Baruch and returned to my seat by Ari.

      He stared at my eyes, his mouth in a grim line, then he tugged his ear lobe. “Your mascara is smudged.”

      I wiped a finger under my eyes. “Shut up.”

      We discussed strategy for the next two hours.

      Baruch broke down what needed to be destroyed and what needed to be saved as proof to force Mandelbaum out once and for all. He assigned one of the Rasha to videotape every inch of the compound, a couple of others to find any sensitive documents, and the rest to find the demons or destroy dangerous equipment.

      Finally, Cisco begged for mercy. And beer.

      Rohan stood up. “After you drunks finish happy hour, my parents are putting on a spread for us at the main house. Meet there at six.”

      Baruch checked his phone. “Discussion with the rabbis broke up an hour ago and Mandelbaum left the premises, saying he couldn’t meet tomorrow,” Baruch said, “Assume he’s headed for the compound. We hit it up tonight.”

      “It’s a three-and-a-half-hour drive,” Kane said.

      “Meet at the trucks at twenty-one hundred hours.” Baruch paused. “Take care of any unfinished business.”

      “Kiss your loved ones goodbye,” Ari murmured as the meeting broke up.

      “I can’t call Mom and Dad,” I said.

      “Write them a letter. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “I’m not writing you one, okay?” I crossed my arms. “Because, no.”

      “We don’t need letters. Whatever happens tonight, we’re gonna be fine. We all have each other’s backs.”

      Yeah, but I also had Lilith and if the power of her whisperings was relative to her growing strength, I didn’t have much longer before she was free.

      “I love you.”

      “Love you more,” he said.

      “Impossible and ridiculous,” I replied, repeating the phrase our grandmother had always used when we said we loved her more.

      He chuckled. “You have to survive because you still owe me a waffle breakfast.”

      I punched him in the arm. “I paid up months ago.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did so.”

      He shot me a smug glance. “Then you’ll just have to stick around and argue with me.”

      “Guess I will.” I cut a glance at Kane. “Are you going to write anyone else?”

      “No.”

      “You’re hopeless.”

      I went back to the bungalow I shared with Rohan. I must have started the letter to my parents a million times but in the end, all I was able to write was “I love you both and I’m proud that I was your daughter.”

      Leo’s letter was a bit longer because I rambled on telling her that if I was dead she should drown her sorrows in orgasms with Drio so I had some pervy thrills in the afterlife.

      Rohan entered and glanced at the envelope to my parents. “Ah. Yeah. Billie has mine.” He massaged my shoulders. “I checked the dark web and spoke to Leo. Hybris is public enemy number one. The demon realm has been closed to her. If the spawn don’t get her by the time we’ve dealt with the compound, we’ll marshal the troops and find her.”

      I licked Leo’s envelope closed and stacked it on top of the one to my parents. “If she’s stuck here on earth, I could do a location spell. We have the note she wrote. That should work.”

      “You want to do that now?”

      I placed my hands over his and shook my head. “No. She’ll still be around tomorrow. I want to spend this evening with you.”

      We had an hour before Maya and Dev expected us all for dinner. Lilith was quiet–hopefully all her threat uttering had tuckered the witch out–but she was still weak enough that I was able to put up a mental shield around the box for privacy, just in case.

      Ro led me into the bedroom which was bathed in pools of late afternoon sun through the filtered curtains. Our lovemaking was slow and dreamy, both of us relishing each languid touch, each murmured endearment.

      We spun out our desire until we lay limp in each other’s arms.

      Rohan nuzzled my neck, and when I wrote “Nava plus Rohan” with my finger on his chest, the smile he bestowed on me was happy and lazy, while his eyes reflected an appreciation and wonder that filled me to bursting.

      It was the perfect opportunity to tell him I loved him.

      Except once again there was a knock on the bungalow’s front door. I tensed, bracing for another demon-related disaster, but it was just his dad asking Rohan to come help him find a particular hat of his he was sure Ro had borrowed.

      More knocking.

      “Rohan?” Dev rattled the doorknob.

      “Seriously? Dad, wait. I’m coming.” Ro stole one last kiss and left me in the bed, grabbing his jeans on the way out of the room.

      It was three little words. Why was the universe conspiring against me?

      Dinner was a surprisingly festive affair. While the booze didn’t flow, since we were all too professional to get drunk before this mission, the conversation and laughter did.

      Rohan rolled his eyes when my reunion with Mahmud turned into a super over-the-top, playful flirtation, then dragged me away to introduce me to the newcomers. I heard an absolutely hilarious story from Bao and An, the Vietnamese brothers, about a naga demon and a stolen boat, discovered a shared love of the old kids’ cartoon The Fairly Oddparents with Wangombe from Kenya, and tried some delicious Israeli chocolate courtesy of Zvi.

      “Who’s the Hell’s Angel escapee?” I tilted my head at the lone Rasha I had yet to meet. His wild ginger hair was only slightly less bushy than his beard. Tattooed knuckles peeked out of the sleeves of his Harley Davidson shirt.

      Ro shot me an odd look. “Go introduce yourself.”

      The Rasha watched me approach through narrowed eyes. “Fait pas ta neuve, and say hello already,” he grunted.

      Only one hunter would tell me to stop being a princess in heavy Québécois.

      “Pierre!” I squealed and hugged him. “Look at you, Biker Boy. Figured you’d be more the cardigan-wearing type.”

      “Decriss!” he swore, swatting me away. “Like I’d wear that garbage.” He patted the seat next to him. “Sit down, hotshot.”

      “’Otshot.” I snickered.

      We got a lot of strange looks in the next ten minutes, nattering away at each other in French, one or the other of us guffawing at the insults flying fast and furious. Pierre also demanded an update on Hybris. He warned me to be careful bringing her in, though he agreed that spreading rumors so other demons would hunt her down for me had been pretty inspired.

      I glowed under his praise.

      He already knew Ro and Kane, and Baruch obviously since they were stationed in Jerusalem together, so I waved Ari over to introduce him. The two fell into an enthusiastic conversation about hockey–again in French, since I hadn’t been the only Katz twin educated in the French Immersion system.

      I couldn’t get away from the sports talk fast enough. My stomach rumbled and, thrilled I wasn’t queasy, I obeyed, beelining for the buffet.

      Between Maya’s Jewish and Indian sides, she’d provided enough food for a small army–or our bunch. If I wanted Indian, I could help myself to pakoras, samosas, tamarind chutneys, butter chicken, saag paneer, and fluffy Jasmine rice. I could go Cali local with fish tacos, an assortment of salads, farm fresh roasted potatoes or grilled vegetables with balsamic reduction, or satisfy my inner carnivore and load up on steak and sausages, with a side of pesto pasta.

      If this was my last supper, I intended to eat all the things. I’d already piled my plate high with yumminess when one of the servers brought out a humongous platter.

      I poked Rohan. “Is that fried chicken and waffles from Roscoe’s?”

      He looked pretty smug. “It is. I had Mom get some to prove to you how good it is.”

      Ro had waxed poetic about the stuff. I was amazed he hadn’t composed a song to the damn chicken. Unless “Rhapsody of You” was about those plump juicy thighs.

      I snagged a drumstick. There was no way it could live up to the hype.

      One bite and oh, how wrong I was. My breathing quickened.

      Ro smirked. “Admit it. I was right.”

      “I admit nothing,” I said through a mouthful of the crispiest, lightest, most mouthwatering fried chicken I’d ever tasted. I got a second plate and helped myself to two more pieces and two fluffy waffles, dousing all of it in maple syrup before sitting down on the nearest couch with my food arrayed in front of me.

      While Ari and Kane both seemed to be mingling, it was always somehow with the same group at the same time. Oh, how I wanted to see that finally reach its inevitable conclusion.

      And say “I told you so.”

      Raquel texted me to say she’d found the Tomb of Endless Night and I wriggled my hips joyfully. I was going to stop Sienna. And if that seemingly impossible event could come to pass, then maybe I’d even bully her into giving me a long life.

      “Who’s that?” Ro asked.

      I glanced up over him to answer, struck dumb for a moment that I might really get to be with this amazing man long-term. I ducked my head to hide my moony-eyed look and texted Raquel the coordinates and the approximate time we’d be at the compound. “Raquel. She’s got the Tomb.”

      He rubbed my back. “We’re in business.”

      Maya and Dev were circulating. They seemed to know a few of the Rasha quite well, like the L.A. contingent and Baruch. But eventually they narrowed in on us.

      Rohan moved over so his parents could sit down with us. I loved that he didn’t stop touching me just because they were there.

      I wiped off my mouth and hands, dropping my napkin onto my empty plate. “Thank you so much for dinner. I’m sorry I haven’t really seen much of you, just imposed on your hospitality.”

      Dev patted my knee. The linen fedora he was wearing was pretty cool and I could totally see Ro stealing it. “That’s okay. We know this was a working visit. Next time you’ll come to hang out. Maybe in a couple months when it’s not so hot.”

      Ro’s hand stilled for a fraction of a second, and I knew he was thinking of Lilith.

      I leaned against my boyfriend. “Sounds perfect.”

      “Next time bring your tap shoes,” Maya said.

      “She better,” Ro said. “Now that she has that new floor of hers to christen.”

      My breath caught. I could picture it so easily. Dancing for Ro at his place, him accompanying me on his guitar as it turned into a dance of another type.

      No one, not Lilith, not Sienna, and definitely not Mandelbutt was going to rob me of that future. “Have shoes, will tap.”

      “I’d like to see you dance in person,” Maya said. “The videos never do a performance justice.”

      “You’ve seen videos?”

      “Ro-Ro found them online and showed us. You’re very talented.”

      I blushed, more from the idea that Rohan had cared enough to share that with his parents than her compliment. “Thank you. It was my life.”

      “We’re sorry you lost that,” Dev said, “but we’re glad that path led you to our family.”

      What would have happened if I’d still been on track with my tap dream when I’d gotten my powers at Ari’s induction ceremony? Would I have come to resent my magic? My dancing? If I’d been at the top of my game instead of at my lowest, who would I be now? Because I really liked this woman, one with a deep purpose and a renewed, far more mature sense of self.

      A part of me would always grieve the future that could have been, but sitting here with Dev and Maya and the love of my life, I couldn’t have stopped the grin that broke free if there had been a gun pressed to my head.

      “Me too,” I said. “I can’t wait to spend more time with you both.”

      “Good.” Maya smiled. “That’s settled. Excuse us. We should check on our guests.”

      Dev stood up and offered her his arm. She gave him a saucy curtsy before letting him escort her across the room.

      It was the most adorable sight ever.

      Plus, they liked me. They really liked me.

      “You have good parents, Mitra.”

      “Yeah, they produced a top-quality kid.” He grinned at me and my heart did a little flip.

      We were surrounded by a few dozen people. There was no privacy, no romance, and it didn’t matter. I didn’t need a perfect moment to say this to him. I just needed him.

      “Rohan.”

      He blinked his golden eyes at me. “What?”

      “I want to tell you something. I–”

      “No.”

      I froze at the insistence in his voice. Tried again. “You don’t understand. I want–”

      “I know what you want to tell me and I’m not letting you.”

      I crossed my arms, magic sparking off my skin. All right, he didn’t love me, but was it so awful to even hear that I loved him? Did he feel guilty about his lack of reciprocal feelings?

      “You’re not the boss of me. I can say what I want.”

      Great start, idiot.

      “I can’t hear it if you’re saying it like some kind of preemptive goodbye.” He pulled me flush against him, burying his face in the crook of my neck. “Say it tomorrow.”

      I’d shut down my magic before he could be injured. “Hmph. I might not want to say it tomorrow, you imperious bastard.”

      Ro flashed me his rock fuck grin, softening it into something so much more tender. “Say it tomorrow,” he implored me softly. “When it’s not goodbye. When it’s a promise for the rest of our lives.”

      He didn’t know that Lilith was growing stronger with each passing second, her siren croonings that my time of reckoning was coming, growing harder to ignore. My time was slipping away like grains in an hourglass.

      I mentally knocked that stupid hourglass onto its side. “Tomorrow,” I vowed.
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      Three and a half hours was a long time to be crammed into a jeep with four men when everything on the radio was shit and there was zip to see out the window other than highway, desert, and night sky. None of it stopped my brain from churning at top speed about everything that could go wrong.

      Between Ari and I, we could have transported everyone there, but Baruch refused to let us expend our magic on that when we could suck it up and drive. Plus, we needed the armored truck in our convoy.

      The first hour wasn’t so bad. I sat up front with Baruch who drove, leaving Rohan, Kane, and Ari to squish into the back. I had full rein of the music, my edginess translating to me lasting about a minute on any given song, until Rohan started kicking the back of my chair, griping about the musical torture.

      We switched it up in hour two. I was now sandwiched between my brother and Kane, who did the grown-up version of “he’s looking out my window,” sniping, until Baruch threatened to punch both their lights out.

      Then there was hour three. Baruch was bear snoring in the passenger seat while Kane drove. Ari, still in the back with me and Rohan, stared stonily at the back of Kane’s head. Ro had fallen asleep as well and was making these adorable snuffling noises. Less adorable was his dead weight squashing me into the door and smushing my cheek against the window. My left side had gone numb but no matter how I tried to shove him, he didn’t budge.

      Sienna expected an answer from me. Not any answer either. An answer that involved proving my undying loyalty to all witch-kind by taking her side against the Rasha. And if my undying loyalty involved my actual dying, she wouldn’t shed any tears.

      I called Raquel on my burner phone to make sure she was on track to meet us, but it went to voicemail. I hung up and immediately received a text.

      Rohan startled awake with a snort, jostling my arm. “What?”

      I bent over to snag my cell from the floor. “That’s what woke you, dude who I’ve been shoving for an hour? You millennials. So tied to your phones. Pathetic.”

      The text was from Rivka. “The funeral is on Thursday,” I said.

      “Text back that we’ll be there,” Ari said.

      My fingers hovered over the keys. I had yet to speak to her about Esther.

      Another text came in. She left you something. You don’t come. You don’t get it.

      I called Rivka. “You sound like your sister.”

      “I was the original,” she said. “I’ll give you your inheritance when you come.”

      “I don’t want anything.”

      “I know. You’re still getting it. She was very clear.”

      “Clear when?” I snapped. “She wasn’t an oracle. She didn’t know she was going to die.”

      “Terminal cancer,” Rivka said gently. “She knew.”

      “But she’d done chemo. She looked better.”

      “She had months at best, so stop beating yourself up about this. She genuinely cared about you. Said you reminded her of her younger self.”

      “Don’t ruin all my fond memories of her.”

      Rivka barked a laugh and my heart clutched. She really sounded exactly like Esther.

      “Thursday. Eleven o’clock at the Jewish cemetery in New Westminster. I’m hanging up before I get maudlin,” she said and did just that.

      I cuddled into Rohan. “Thursday at 11. You’ll come with?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Esther said I reminded her of her younger self.”

      Ari snorted. I reached over Rohan and punched my brother’s thigh.

      “Not surprising,” Kane said. “Dr. Gelman was a total shit disturber when she was young.”

      “How would you know?” Rohan said.

      “I hacked into Brotherhood documents after her death. They had a huge file on her. There was this fifteen-year period they suspected her of killing all these big-time demons before the Rasha could. We’re talking dozens and dozens. She was legendary.”

      “And instead of lauding her for it, she got a file,” Ari said. “Nice.”

      “Exactly,” Kane said. “Rasha are a bunch of glory hogs. Present company all included. Tell me you can’t all score your kills.”

      Ari and Rohan muttered their assent.

      “Hang on.” I leaned forward to see them all. “You guys keep track of how many demons you’ve taken out? My God, why am I asking this question? Of course you do. Do you circle jerk the numbers or just whip them out one-on-one to compare?”

      “Both,” Ari and Rohan said at the same time.

      The first jeep in our caravan turned off the main road. Kane followed, raising his voice over the whine of the motor as we bumped our way through the desert. “Ready to be legendary, babyslay?”

      “We’re all gonna be legendary,” I said. “Tonight we bring down the old regime and forge a brave new world where witches and Rasha work together. Now someone wake the bear up.”

      As expected from our earlier reconnaissance, the jeeps reached the ridge undetected. The clock on our dashboard glowed 12:35AM in big blue digits.

      Ari immediately left, shadow jumping to the top of the ridge with a pair of high-powered binoculars.

      The rest of us stood silently waiting for his return. Well, most of us did. Kane looked decidedly fidgety.

      The wind whooshed over the desert as loud as a rushing river, while the sky above was so stuffed full with stars that I swore I could reach up on tiptoe and grab one. It was cold at night, but we had lightweight warm gear that wouldn’t restrict our movements.

      Ari returned and gathered us into a circle. “Six guards on the roof. No one on the ground. I checked around the compound. Nothing hiding out in the desert.”

      “You good with that?” Baruch asked me.

      I cracked my knuckles. “Child’s play. The plan is on track. I’ll take them out in waves. First the Rasha outside, then the ones inside. Make sure when you follow me in to secure the men, that you keep barriers between myself and all of you at each stage until I give the all-clear. Don’t want you hit with my magic. Once the Rasha are dealt with, I’ll track Sienna.”

      “Is the Tomb here?” Baruch said.

      “It will be.” I had faith in Raquel.

      “The terrain is rocky,” Ari said, “but the trucks should make it to the compound no problem.”

      Baruch turned to Mahmud, Wangombe, Pierre, and Bastijn. “You have the C-4?”

      “Ready when you are,” Mahmud said.

      “Remember your assignments,” Baruch said. “Hard proof against Mandelbaum and his men to present to the Brotherhood gets loaded in the jeeps. Demon and blood samples in the lock-up in the armored truck, otherwise, everything gets destroyed. Be thorough.” He canted his head up to the moonlight. “Five minutes. That patch of clouds will provide some cover. Nava, get ready on my signal.”

      “Will do.” I pulled Rohan aside for some privacy. “Technically, it’s tomorrow.”

      Ro scowled at me. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Rohan Liam Mitra, you listen up.”

      This might not be a gazebo or the tap floor at his place, and it might not be as cozy as the two of us waking up together in bed to a rainy morning. Before, I’d hated that I could never find the perfect moment to say it. Now I’d run out of moments. I had to make this perfect by itself, even if the air was thick with tension about our mission and I’d found new places to sweat.

      I kissed his knuckles, pressing his hand to my heart. “Being a twin, Ari’s always been my other half. But you make me the most myself I’ve ever been. The most complete as a person in my own right. You found me in the darkness and didn’t let me stay there. You pushed me to remake myself into someone better, someone who I am really proud of being. Being with you… it’s like living a tap dance all the time. I’m more awake and more alive and at my happiest. I know this seems like the worst moment to say it, but I never want you to wonder or doubt it. I love you, Rohan.” I spread my arms helplessly. “I’m yours.”

      “Nava…” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

      Oh. I guess all that stuff about saying it like it was a promise had just been an excuse. Well, I was not going to cry. Yeah, I’d hoped he’d still say it back. Yeah, it was stupid. But I was doing this on my terms, and I wasn’t about to put up with getting chastised for telling him the truth, for making sure he knew.

      I held up a hand and cut him off. “I broke our agreement. Too bad. I said it. Deal with it.”

      Rohan laughed, his eyes shining, and if somehow that laugh had gotten caught on his album, you’d replay that track over and over just to hear that sound of pure joy. “I love you, too.”

      He actually blushed when he said it. His eyes flickered to the ground, then once more back to mine, a shy, besotted smile flitting free.

      There was no breath left in my body.

      “I’ve never met anyone so full of life and passion as you,” he said.

      I kind of squirmed in sheer delight. “Yeah? Go on.”

      “I love your jokes at the most inappropriate moments. I love how you’ve never met a boundary you didn’t take as a personal challenge. And I love how every time something stupid and inconsequential happens, my first thought is to find you and tell you because you’re the one person who’ll always get it. Because you always get me, even when you’re giving me shit.”

      “Especially then,” I agreed.

      He laughed. “That. Right there.” He clasped my head in his hands, his fingers threading through my hair. “Nava Katz, you are complicated and infuriating and extraordinary, and everything I want. How could I not? You’re the spark that brought me back to life.”

      “Damn you.” I sniffed, wiping my finger under my damp lashes. “I can’t charge in all badass if I’m weepy.”

      He wrapped me in his arms, and I melted into him, luxuriating in this moment: the chirping crickets far away, the breeze ruffling his hair against my cheek, and best of all the feeling of being cherished by someone so special.

      I stepped back, still holding his hands. “We’re only getting started, you and I. You and the universe should know that. This love story doesn’t end here, got it?”

      “Got it.” He tugged me to him and kissed me. “I love you so much.”

      “Back at you, Snowflake. Always and forever.”

      Baruch cleared his throat. “Can we secure this compound or are you busy?”

      “Let’s burn this fucker down,” I said.

      Ro smiled. “That’s my girl.”

      We could have waited for whenever Sienna’s next attack happened, but why do things on her schedule when we could do it on ours?

      “Get inside the armored trucks and wait for my signal,” I said. “I’m going in.”

      I portalled onto the roof into the shadows and looked down. The guards were barely paying attention. An animal attack must not have been imminent.

      I cast out my awareness. There were now eight Rasha outside, their locations pinpointed over the compound grounds by their pale orange life force lights.

      Showtime. I reached into Lilith’s magic box, scooped up a generous amount and, binding her magic to mine to amp up my attack, flicked my fingers. Eight balls of lightening shot out, each one wrapping itself around a Rasha’s head. I didn’t even need to be physically near them, which was a hella cool new trick.

      The electricity crackled and danced around their brains, the entire thing playing out in my mind’s eye like a magic HUD.

      Eight men dropped to the ground, unconscious. Their life forces dimmed but weren’t extinguished.

      Thank you for your contribution to the cause, I thought at Lilith.

      I activated the tiny mic pinned to my shirt. “I’m going for the ones inside. Wait for my next signal.”

      They’d hear me through the ear pieces we all wore.

      I checked the Rasha closest to me to make sure he was still breathing, admiring the lightning bolt-shaped burn marks called Lichtenberg Figures that bloomed like vines across his skin.

      As I portalled inside, I felt the oddest sensation, like when I’d been in rehab for my Achilles and the physiotherapist had been working on the knots up the side of my leg. He’d press down on a tight spot until I’d feel it kind of melt and give way. That’s what happened now for the briefest second, but across my entire chest.

      From one blink to another, the sensation changed. I was gut punched from inside my body with the wind knocked out of me. I stumbled my landing inside the building and, doubled over, crashed my shoulder against a wall. Clutching my rib cage, I checked the box.

      Lilith still wasn’t free, but one of the sides bore an imprint of a fist, like it had been Hulk-smashed from the inside. It had twisted the entire box.

      Even worse?

      The box itself had lost its matte black solidity. It was paper thin and translucent.

      Lilith’s cackles filled my brain. Told you you’d let me out.

      Accessing her magic had eroded the walls of her prison. One more use would blow it away all together.

      Fuck! I tried to divest myself of her magic, but we were firmly bound together, a glowing silver spiderweb.

      She didn’t like that anymore than I did, upping her threats on all the ways she was going to rip me free and destroy me.

      “Freeze!” A couple of Mandelbaum’s Rasha stormed out of a doorway.

      Could I use even the barest level of magic without releasing her?

      Try it and find out.

      I couldn’t risk it, nor could I even use my own magic because there no longer was my own magic.

      I rushed the men in a flurry of punches, catching them off-guard. Well, that plus the detonation from my team blowing up the fences that rocked us all off our feet. Taking advantage of their distraction, I sprinted past them into the stairwell.

      “Ran out of time on my magic,” I said into the mic. “Send in a team.”

      I hit the second floor in a sprint, my progress lit by bursts of light from dozens of different magic outside.

      I ran to a window and peered out.

      The earth rumbled. Shadows slithered. Even Cisco managed to coax enough life from the cracked desert floor for his vines to trap our enemies who’d run outside at the explosion.

      Tree Trunk alone was methodically pummelling any Rasha stupid enough to get on the wrong side of his fists.

      Three of our team rounded up the men I’d taken out, imprisoning them in the armored truck that was parked diagonally near the front door.

      My earpiece crackled to life. “Team Beta in the east wing on neutralization,” Rohan said. “Nava, you okay?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Change in plans,” I said. “Keep your men safe.”

      He had Ari, Kane, Cisco, Danilo, and a dozen others with him.

      “Watch your back,” Ro said.

      I left the fighting to the rest of my team, bent on finding Sienna, though I found the lab before I found her. Thanks to our aerial photos and the expertise of a couple of our Rasha, we’d been able to pinpoint the most likely spots for it. The lab was cordoned off from the rest of the building by two giant sheets of thick, translucent plastic.

      I brushed them aside and ducked through. The air temperature dropped to just above freezing and even with my high-tech clothing, I shivered.

      The lights were dim, gloomy pools of shadow ringing the corridor that stretched out impossibly long. Every footfall seemed to chime louder than a church bell, but no one came to investigate.

      I reached the thick wooden door at the end of the corridor marked “Authorized personnel only.” Turning the knob slowly and silently, I slipped inside, sucked in a breath, and wished I hadn’t as a slaughterhouse worth of rotted meat gagged me.

      Iron cages big enough to comfortably hold a Labrador Retriever rose from the floor to the top of the fifteen-foot ceiling, stretched out in two long lines on either side of me. Every single one was stuffed with demons. Not just one or two, multiples of them crammed in there, dazed and listless.

      Mutated, burned, scarred, they stared at me with glazed eyes. Scales, feathers, fur, no matter what they were covered in, they bore the telltale red streaks of iron poisoning.

      The hot, swampy stench had so many notes to it from rotting flesh to fungus to excrement, urine to sulfur, that if demons bottled it and sent it into our nightmares, humans would be helpless in its wake.

      I kept my sleeve over my mouth as I crept along the narrow pathway, my shoulder blades prickling from the weight of all these demon eyes tracking my progress. At least the noise covered my approach. Raspy caws, feeble growls, claws scraping bars, individually their cries of distress were barely above a whisper but hundreds of them together made the most unholy lullaby I’d ever had the misfortune to hear.

      Lilith perked up, a silent fury rolling out of the box. Destroy these abominations.

      With you on that. Except I couldn’t. Not unless I wanted to free her.

      It got worse from there, because when I turned the corner, I found the active part of the lab. I ducked behind a metal shelving unit crammed with boxes of gauze and surgical supplies.

      One wall held giant glass fridges of vacuum-sealed packs of liquids in various colors. Demon blood? The blood needed to bind demons on a large scale? The “blood to rule the might?”

      Scientists in splattered surgical garb cut demons open with whining, spinning saw blades, plucked out eyeballs with dull hooks, and in one case, cranked the voltage to eleven, charring the bucking reptilian body on the metal gurney.

      Its one fish eye blinked blearily at me, wordlessly begging me for mercy.

      The most benign part were the two scientists discussing X-rays on one of those lit up viewers. I couldn’t begin to identify what physiology had made some of the shapes captured on film.

      I bolted out of there, racing past the caged demons for the exit, and crashed into Pierre who’d burst through the door with his team. He stumbled sideways to avoid knocking into me, saw the cages, and launched into the worst flurry of swearing I’d ever heard from him.

      “Mad scientists.” I pointed in the direction I’d come from. “Most are wearing gloves but the couple that weren’t didn’t have rings. Possibly not Rasha.”

      I couldn’t use my magic, but I still had fists and legs and a battery of fighting techniques.

      We spilled into the room, Pierre booming at the scientists to put their instruments down.

      Most of the men tried to flee, but some kept at their horrific experimentation. I’d been right and they weren’t Rasha, so it was easy enough to round them up.

      “The outside has been neutralized,” Baruch said over the mic. “Report.”

      All the team leaders reported in. All had been successful. We’d secured the compound, but there was no sign of either Mandelbaum or Sienna.

      I accompanied a couple of Pierre’s men to help transport the scientists down to the armored truck. Pierre and the rest of his squad stayed behind to document the demons and blood on camera, keeping a couple as proof then killing the rest before scouring the lab with fire.

      The mood outside was festive as our team reunited now that Mandelbaum’s men were imprisoned. Yes, we still needed the rabbi, but we’d foiled his plans and had the proof to enact change.

      Most importantly, we’d kept humanity safe from the rabbi’s nefarious agenda.

      And even though, yeah, I still needed to stop Sienna, I was living in a world in which I had Rohan’s love and he had mine. No barriers. No bullshit. Sienna was going to help me keep living that reality.

      Pierre and his remaining men came out with a few demons they’d contained that bore the worst marks of experimentation and a couple armfuls of equipment. Their hair was plastered with sweat and soot, but they flashed triumphant thumbs-ups.

      We all cheered.

      Rohan pulled me inside the foyer, into the darkness of the half-ajar front doors. “How about a celebratory kiss, love of my life?”

      I wound my arms around his neck. “Say that again. And again and again.”

      And as my lips brushed his, a voice boomed out over a bullhorn. “Put your hands up!”
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      Outside, every Rasha on my team simultaneously activated their magic.

      “Give yourselves up,” the woman on the bullhorn commanded.

      No one did, tension rolling over the courtyard like a blanket.

      I peeked out through the half-ajar door in time to see the air around the compound’s property line ripple.

      A dozen women ranging from their twenties to their fifties stood there, expressions alert and bodies coiled to spring. They wore identical black uniforms that seemed to suck all light into them.

      Rohan was at my back, the heat of his body pressed against mine, whispering into his mic, asking if anyone was still inside.

      “Give yourselves up or we will take action!” Standing slightly in front of everyone and holding the bullhorn, was a tall, broad-shouldered woman who could have taken Tree Trunk in a wrestling match.

      I couldn’t see who she was consulting with, until she stepped aside.

      Sienna.

      She took the bullhorn from the other witch.

      Fuck. She’d brought the Malfoy wannabes.

      “Hello, Rasha,” she purred. “We have your rabbis. Don’t worry, they’re not harmed.”

      So much for her inability to handle the compound by herself. I’d bet good money that Sienna had known exactly which Rasha I was working with. She’d arranged things so we were all in one place to be dealt with and the rabbis were left exposed.

      My old frail Rabbi Abrams being taken like some kind of common criminal caused magic to crackle off my skin.

      End them, Lilith crooned.

      I grit my teeth and held my fire. I was not throwing away my shot.

      “Thank you for your assistance in destroying the demons,” Sienna continued. “Now it’s time for you to come along quietly. The gig’s up. For all of you.”

      “And if we refuse?” Kane, who’d been standing off to one side, strutted toward her. He struck a pose like a diva supermodel, hand cocked on his hip. “We going to have a good old-fashioned magic showdown like civilized people?”

      “Oh, sweetheart, you boys might be the top Rasha, but your magic days are over. These fine women are here to make sure of it.” Sienna waved a hand at her allies.

      The women began chanting, a low unfamiliar refrain.

      The ground boomed and cracked. Brambles sprung up, their twisted branches studded with cacti-needles and tipped with wicked-looking thorns. The Rasha tried to avoid them, tried to cut them down or blast them away, to no avail. The brambles sought them out, forcing them into a stumbled huddle, the ground undulating under the hunters’ feet.

      I grabbed onto the front door frame, knocked off-balance even inside the building.

      The chanting grew louder, the witches now stomping their left feet in a percussive rhythm.

      The brambles grew wilder, higher, herding the Rasha closer together, until they were so tightly packed there was no room between their bodies, the branches almost shoulder-height.

      The chanting and stomping abruptly stopped, leaving an eerie silence.

      “Fuuuuck,” Rohan whispered.

      Instead of a brambly semi-circle enclosure, Kane had his own special contingent of steely-eyed witches keeping him apart from the others.

      “Overkill much?” he said.

      “We’ve learned to be cautious. Especially around men whose leader was planning to unleash demons out of some kind of misguided power play.” Sienna wagged a finger at Kane. “Not cool.”

      Kane was not to be deterred. “Agreed. Which puts you and me on the same side.”

      “When have your people ever reached out to mine?” Sienna’s lip curled. “When we were in trouble, when our magic was dwindling, when did a Rasha come to us and say we were on the same side?”

      “Times change.” He prowled toward her, ignoring his guard.

      The air snapped like an electric wire.

      The witch closest to him, rocking an impressively spiked mohawk, made a fist, then blew on it, releasing a stream of icy vapor into the air.

      It swirled around Kane, gathering weight and shape until a jagged icicle formed and sliced through his calf, pinning him in place, all in the blink of an eye.

      She raised an eyebrow as if daring him to make another move.

      He paled. Death was before him, but he didn’t cry out. His face was a mask of bravado, as it had always been, except for one moment where he glanced at my brother and pure sorrow broke through his features before it was replaced by gritty determination.

      He cracked his knuckles, yanked the icicle from his bleeding leg, and took another few steps toward the witches.

      Two massive icicles, about half of Kane’s height, coalesced out of thin air and slashed down at him.

      Ari burst out of the shadows, grabbed Kane, and whisked him away.

      The icicles shuddered into the ground with the force of Excalibur embedding in rock.

      I screamed and Rohan grabbed me about the waist, keeping us hidden, his hand clamped over my mouth.

      Everything outside the doors had literally frozen: the Rasha and witches powered up for a fight; the bright bursts of magic, showers of earth, weaving vegetation, all was motionless.

      All, that is, except Sienna. She stepped forward, surveying the scene with a shake of her head, then flicked her fingers.

      Everyone’s magic winked out.

      Her eyes darted over the courtyard, then, finding whatever she was looking for, she made a “bring it” motion with one hand. “Someone has magic they shouldn’t.”

      Ari and Kane reappeared outside the still half-open front doors, blinking dazedly like she’d plucked them from the shadows.

      I frantically scanned them, but they were unharmed. I’d have sagged to my knees if Ro hadn’t been still holding me.

      “Take two,” Sienna said.

      The world swung back into motion, all the players looking around, disoriented.

      “Magic remains on lockdown. This is not turning into a bloodbath.” Her voice was the crack of a whip. “Which Rasha will speak with me?”

      The hunters as one turned to Baruch, who stepped forward.

      Kane took advantage of Sienna’s pre-occupation with Tree Trunk to swat the top of Ari’s head. “Idiot. You could have been killed.”

      “No,” Ari fired back. “That’s you. Making it your life’s work to piss everyone off and damn the consequences.”

      “Whatever. I made it out okay.” Kane waved it off. “You’re the most annoying boyfriend ever.”

      Ari snorted. “I got you out–Wait. What?”

      Kane’s cheeks pinked. “Shut up.”

      Ari smiled, shy and sweet. “Make me.”

      Kane clasped the back of Ari’s head and kissed him, hard.

      I fist pumped, wanting to yell out “I told you so,” but Rohan shoved his phone under my nose.

      He tapped the text that Drio had sent. Chapters stormed. Rasha captured. Meet up.

      Gawd. A girl couldn’t even get a moment to gloat about two of her favorite people finally getting their shit together.

      “We have to get out of here,” Rohan whispered. “Find who’s still free and regroup.”

      “First we need to get out back.” That’s where I’d told Raquel to bring the Tomb. “Baruch won’t let them be taken,” I assured myself, craning onto tiptoe to see what was happening with the parlay.

      Sienna said something that made Baruch clench his fists. Then he very deliberately stepped back, resignation in every inch of his frame.

      Sienna nodded and the witches swarmed my team.

      Baruch let himself be captured, though three of the most formidable-looking witches stayed on him, and even they looked nervous.

      Tree Trunk’s counterpart kept repeating Sienna’s directive that no one was to be harmed.

      My brother and Kane were prodded into joining the tight circle of Rasha. Kane leaned against my brother’s shoulder like he was never losing contact again.

      But I was. The last time Ari was captured, he’d come back tortured. And sure, the demon who’d done that to him was dead, but as long as I lived I’d never forget the drop of my stomach on seeing him after Asmodeus had worked him over, seeing my twin transformed into someone I almost couldn’t recognize and knowing it had, in some way, been my fault.

      I’d sworn I’d never let that happen again, yet here he was being herded away with the other Rasha and I was doing nothing.

      “I can’t leave him.”

      “You can’t help him from whatever hellhole they’re planning to toss them into,” Ro said.

      “Nava,” Sienna called out. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      Fat chance.

      Trusting that Ari would get himself free as soon as the opportunity presented itself, I touched Rohan’s shoulder and we raced through the compound to the Tomb, where Sienna and I would have our final showdown. Between Lilith’s magic and the Tomb, I was the only one who could wrench control away from her. I’d take away her magic until Sienna agreed to move forward my way, working with Rasha and agreeing to get Lilith out of me.

      Raquel could help bind her to her word.

      A tiny part of me had hoped that it wouldn’t come to this. I wanted to respect Esther’s memory as much as Sienna did, and under different circumstances, Sienna and I could have been friends.

      I knew better now.

      When we burst out the back doors and saw the sarcophagus on the far side of the yard, I stumbled in relief.

      The Tomb of Endless Night was made of iron and covered in symbols like the pendant that had held the Bullseye. It looked like something out of a museum. Or a Scooby Doo episode. The heavy door was wide open.

      Slap!

      I rubbed my stinging cheek, blinking stupidly at Rabbi Mandelbaum.

      “You useless girl!” he screeched, spittle flying. “Look what you’ve done!”

      He was apoplectic, his skin splotchy with rage.

      “Shut the fuck up, you megalomaniac,” I said. “You did this and you’ve cost us everything.”

      The rabbi rushed me again, but I got him in a headlock with his arms wrenched up behind his back.

      His pained wince was so satisfying, I wrenched his arm up higher, savoring his torment.

      “Where’s Raquel?” She wouldn’t have left the Tomb unguarded.

      “Raquel?” His confusion wasn’t faked.

      Icy fear prickled my neck.

      “You going to kill me now, witch?”

      My hands went sweaty with dread. Mandelbaum slithered free as I cursed myself. “You knew?”

      “Not at first. I wanted to know why you were investigating Ferdinand.” His smile chilled me. “Given the right incentive, Tessa was very forthcoming about there being no such thing as a female Rasha.”

      Rohan caught me before I could choke the rabbi out. He faced the rabbi, his blades snicking out.

      “Rohan. Enough.” Mandelbaum sounded impatient. “You’re Rasha. Nava is nothing. A good time, easily forgott–” He screeched as Rohan broke his wrist.

      “Say another word about her. Go on.”

      “Why did you let me live?” I said. What was his endgame with me?

      “Rather arrogant of you to assume you were such a scary antagonist that your death was the only solution. So many other uses for you.” Hybris stepped out from behind the Tomb. She didn’t look much better than those demons in the cage. Obsidian black reptilian skin peeked through the holes in her human glamor: a splash across her collarbone, a curved strip up one cheek, on her left webbed hand and part of her forearm. Her once-lustrous long hair was patchy and scraggly and her red eyes were wild.

      Mandelbaum had produced a gun which he dug into the side of my head, his broken wrist cradled against his chest. “I promised Tia first shot at you, but she’s assured me there’ll be plenty left over for me.” He motioned Ro away from me with a jerk of his head. “Give me a reason to shoot Nava. Please.”

      Fury rolled off Rohan, but at my head shake he kept himself in check. Barely.

      My scalp was sweating. I could have disarmed the rabbi, but Hybris complicated things and I needed to save all magic use to stick Sienna in the Tomb. Then Ro and I could take out Mandelbaum and this spawn.

      “Left over for what?” I said. Let the windbag talk and buy me time for Sienna to arrive.

      “I was going to kill you,” Mandelbaum said, “but it seemed more prudent to keep you alive. Watch you to see what the witches with the real power were up to.”

      Unbelievable. He was still dissing me. I couldn’t wait to make him lose that stupid smirk for good.

      “But you have more value than I realized,” he said.

      “I’m not helping you capture Sienna,” I said. I mean, I was going to capture her, but no way was he getting his hands on her.

      Hybris patted the side of the Tomb. “Fun as this is, I’d like my payment. I got you the Tomb. Now, give me the Ring of Solomon.”

      A ring? And what the hell? Hybris had brought the Tomb for Mandelbaum? This wasn’t a fortunate last-minute interception of the Tomb. The demon and Mandelbaum had planned this. I shoved my worry for Raquel down tight.

      “Of course.” The rabbi flicked his wrist.

      Hybris gasped softly. A pale silver dart embedded in her cheek glowed in the moonlight. She stood there, twitching.

      “That’s the poison coursing through you,” the rabbi said. “This demon venom really burns.”

      Baruch’s Stinger.

      “More of a tiny prick. Like you.” Hybris yanked the dart from her cheek. “Not so effective on us ancient ones.” She ran directly for Mandelbaum.

      Rohan, blades still extended, sprinted to intercept her.

      They collided, grappling with each other. A blur of glinting blades, kicks, and punches. For every step the demon drove Rohan forward in her snarled attempt to get to the rabbi, he knocked her back two.

      She body-checked Ro, sending him staggering but he quickly regrouped, head down, and charged her.

      Mandelbaum’s gun fired.

      Rohan jerked sideways, blood blossoming on his gut. He crumpled to the ground.

      I screamed and ran over to Ro, pressing my hands against his wound and reaching for my healing magic.

      “Save your magic for Sienna.” His face was twisted in pain.

      “Dummy.” My voice cracked. I dug deep, but all I got was the tiniest spark. It was like I was walled off from all my power.

      My hands were slippery with Rohan’s blood, but no matter how much I attempted to send my Lilith-boosted healing power into him, pop the bullet out, and stitch his internal injuries together, my magic was barely a flicker. Nothing happened.

      Nothing except Rohan leaching of all color, his skin growing cold and his body spasming as blood pooled beneath him.

      I’d used Lilith’s magic once too often and now she’d gotten strong enough to cut me off.

      Help me, I begged Lilith. Give me the magic. You’ll be free.

      Payback is a bitch, she whispered in my head. She was willing to stay imprisoned just so I could lose him?

      I was the spark that brought him back to life. I couldn’t leave him alone in the dark. I swore I’d always be with him. I pressed harder on the wound, tears streaming down my face.

      “Get help!” I screamed at Mandelbaum, who stood there frozen, the gun in his trembling hands.

      “I–I thought I’d hit Hybris.”

      “You idiot!” I yelled through my sobs. “She’s a demon, you know a gun won’t stop her. Now run, you asshole! Get a doctor!” One of those scientists had to be able to help.

      He jerked into action, but hadn’t gotten more than a few feet before Hybris grabbed him.

      “I don’t appreciate double-crosses,” Hybris said.

      The rabbi sailed over my head, hitting a concrete wall with a meaty thwack. He bounced on to the dirt, and lay still, moaning.

      The demon swaggered over to us. “I told you my face would be the last thing you saw.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sienna said.

      Hybris spun to face the new arrival, but Sienna waved a hand and the demon crumpled into a ball in short jerky movements.

      Rohan gave a choked sob. “I have to kill her. Can’t let Asha down again.”

      His words weren’t even a whisper. More an exhale, his breath raspy, punctuated with gurgling noises.

      With a roar, Hybris cast off Sienna’s magic. “Not today, hunter,” she said to Rohan and was gone.

      Ro scrabbled weakly at me, his fingers barely moving. “Go. Her.”

      I turned pleading eyes on Sienna. “Help him.”

      “You’ll turn yourself over to me? No tricks?”

      I nodded. I couldn’t get her in the Tomb even if I gave a damn.

      Sienna crouched down beside Rohan, brushing me aside to take over.

      I held my breath, squeezing his hand and praying that between her dark magic and her nurse training that she could save him. Finally, the bleeding stopped and his color improved. A bloodied bullet lay on the ground beside him.

      Sienna wiped her brow. “His natural healing should take over now. Say goodbye. You’re coming with me.”

      The gun fired again.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum lowered the barrel from where he’d shot into the night sky to train it on Sienna and me. “I’m taking Lilith.”

      That’s why I had more value now. Hybris must have told him and now he had the witch that could bind demons and salvage his plans. That’s why he’d arranged to get the Tomb.

      “Want to bet on that?” There was death in Sienna’s eyes.

      I stepped in front of the rabbi.

      “Move, Nava,” she said. “If you want me to help you live.”

      Rohan sat up with a wince, swaying slightly. “Nava, step away. We’ll solve this.”

      He must have been broken inside over Hybris getting away, but all I saw was the depth of his feeling for me, shining pure and strong. This man with his passion and his noble impulses and his arrogant certainties that everything would work out.

      Except it wouldn’t. Not if either Lilith or Sienna emerged victorious or Mandelbaum got hold of either of them. I had to take all three out to save the world.

      I wouldn’t survive.

      I’d loved and been loved for less than half a day and even though I was about to die, my only regret was the time I’d wasted hiding the truth of my heart. The time I’d wasted letting my pride and my fears keep me from being hurt, when I’d failed to understand that opening myself up to love wasn’t a vulnerability.

      Love was strength.

      It was truly go-big-or-go-home time.

      “Hey, Rohan?”

      He mustered up a strained smile for me. “Yeah?”

      “I love you. And I love your nicknames for me. Okay, maybe not Lolita, but Sparky was pretty inspired.”

      With that I cast my final spark into Lilith’s box. It was so thin that the box burned away in a wisp of smoke.

      Her magic danced through my body and I lit up the night like a beacon with pure, unadulterated power. My blood was stardust, dancing with a nebula in a far-off galaxy.

      I was the cosmos. I could fly. Hands outstretched, I reached for my foes. I only needed a couple of seconds and it would be done.

      But like Sienna had said, the human body wasn’t designed to take that much power that fast.

      Or ever. Even two seconds was time I didn’t have.

      Before I could turn the magic on Mandelbaum, Sienna, and Lilith and neutralize them, that beauty dissipated into a million dark magic maggots that consumed me, threatening to flay the skin from my bones.

      Lilith’s cruel laughter shivered through my veins.

      My heart sped up, skipped once, twice, then fell into chaotic convulsions.

      I clutched at my chest, falling to my knees, my body bowed backward.

      Witches swarmed us from one side, Mandelbaum’s men from the other.

      Rohan fought anyone who got between them and me.

      Sienna was screaming at people to stand down and freezing anyone using magic as fast as she could, but the chaos was too much for her to fully contain. She’d stop six people and two would unfreeze and jump back into the fray.

      I had my hands full battling Lilith for possession of my body. She was disoriented, attempting to gather her magic up and disengage from me, but when she couldn’t get herself out of me, she forced me out of myself.

      Although being trapped in that magic prison had fucked with her abilities, I was still outmatched.

      My spirit left my body with a whoosh, but the connection between my spirit and my physical self hadn’t been severed.

      I dive-bombed back into my body, hitting an invisible blockade preventing me from getting in. Again and again, I attempted to regain possession.

      And seconds later, there was no point.

      You’d think that my death might have registered like some kind of fireworks moment: YOU. ARE. DEAD. But there was just a gentle sag-and-release feeling. An untethering.

      Then a lot of shock and me staring down at my motionless form.

      Rohan single-handedly carved a path to me and gave me mouth-to-mouth with a ferocity that was terrifying. Nice idea, but pointless.

      Lilith flickered out of me, still incorporeal. For a woman who’d been unconscious for a month, she looked pretty good.

      And pretty angry.

      With a flick of her fingers, she killed a few of Mandelbaum’s men.

      The witches looked around in shock.

      “Get her!” one woman cried. She fell dead, as well.

      Sienna sent a rush of magic toward Lilith but the stream broke into prisms that fell harmlessly to the ground like water droplets before they could find their mark. Sienna tried a second time.

      “No,” Lilith said, her arm carelessly outstretched in Sienna’s direction.

      Sienna shot backward.

      The other witches went ballistic on Lilith, but she was still transparent, and their magic passed harmlessly through her, blowing up a nearby generator.

      The lights in half of the compound died.

      “I’ll deal with you later,” Lilith said to Sienna.

      Had I been able to laugh at Sienna’s look of surprise, I totally would have, but the world was growing hazy and cold. Everything was gray except for a single pale silver thread connecting me and Lilith.

      Lilith made a slashing motion through the thread and I shivered, like a saw was buzzing through it, but the thread didn’t break. She glared at me like that was my fault.

      All around us, the rest of the rabbi’s faithful and the witches fell into chaos. No one could get to Lilith, so everyone became a threat.

      Four Rasha grabbed Rohan and started beating the shit out of him. His wound opened up, but Rohan was in berserker mode, fighting to get back to my body.

      I tried to stop them, but I floated right through the chaos.

      Like all cockroaches, Mandelbaum had managed to keep himself alive and untaken. He scuttled out to grab my dead body.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Sienna said.

      Everything crawled into slow motion: the black light erupting from her hands, hissing and snapping toward me, Rohan’s distorted and drawn out “No!” as he flung himself sideways and knocked me loose from Mandelbaum, the dark magic that enveloped Rohan instead of its intended target.

      From my fading consciousness’ vantage point, hovering over the compound, I watched the world snap back into real time.

      Lilith stood stock-still with an expression of intense concentration, her ghostly image slowly growing more solid.

      Sienna glanced over her shoulder at Lilith, then scooped me up and stuffed my dead body into the Tomb of Endless Night.

      A broken scream tore from Rohan’s throat, his body on fire with black magic that danced over his skin. His gold eyes slithered with dark serpents.

      Mohawk Witch gasped. “Sienna. What have you done?”

      Sienna didn’t answer, staring at Rohan with horror stamped over her features.

      Go big or go home had reached its tragic consequences. We were all going down.

      Even lifeless and outside my own body, I swear I felt tears running down my cheeks.

      The Tomb slammed shut, nulling Lilith’s magic.

      Her translucent form disappeared from the courtyard. She was the architect and she’d designed a very fine product that stood the test of time and the most powerful magic a human had ever possessed.

      Hers.

      Her time was up, but so was mine.

      I winked out of existence.

      There was no white light. No fiery pits either.

      Just nothing.

      Until I came to with a gasp, my nose pressed against the inside of the Tomb door. Somehow it had gotten open again, just a hair, just enough to let me see outside. I couldn’t move my hands or my body. Lilith must have kickstarted my heart and brought me back to life, but gasping and shaking was all I had energy for.

      I couldn’t even budge this damn door on my own.

      If you’re alive, I stay alive, Lilith whispered sadly in the back of my head. It wasn’t just our magic that had bonded. Our consciousness or essence had bonded as well. Her barely-there life force mingled with mine.

      Was I even still me?

      I tried to yell, but my throat was dry and raspy.

      If Sienna heard me, she did nothing. Men and women fell to the ground in cascades of magic outside, the action happening faster than my rebooting brain could process.

      There was, however, one thing I could see perfectly, even though it haunted me: Rohan, still engulfed in Sienna’s twisted black flames, crying out like a man in Hell. Like he was being taken apart, consumed from the inside.

      I struggled, thrashed, yelled, but I was too weak and it was useless.

      Finally, a shadow blocked my view. Thank God. Help was here. I was nearly crying with relief.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum leaned down to meet my eyes, head bruised and wrist still bent unnaturally, and hissed, “You’re mine now.”

      The sliver of light vanished as the door clicked closed and my world went dark.
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      “Come on, Avon. You can’t be late for your own performance.” Cole pushed his glasses up his nose with a little face scrunch, unwilling to cross the threshold into the Zone of Chaos, a.k.a. my bedroom.

      I dug through the pile of workout clothes on the closet floor and tossed a couple Ziplock bags over my shoulder. The one containing hair spray, gel, elastics, and bobby pins hit my fluffy area rug with a quiet thunk, while my jumble of make-up, false eyelashes, and glue sailed onto my mattress.

      “One second.”

      “Let’s go already. Parking is a bitch at the—” Cole’s irritation cut off with a yelp as a tangle of duct tape and extra shoelaces flew through the air to wing him in the shoulder.

      I sat back on my calves. “I can’t find the shoes you—”

      “I what?”

      I shook my head to clear it. “My custom leather taps. I need them for this performance.”

      “Dropping pricy hints for your next birthday? Noted. Meantime.” He nudged my dance bag across the floor. “Your shoes are in here. You put them in last night.”

      I pulled them out. Black worn taps. Not purple and red saddle shoes with a red heart.

      “These aren’t them. They don’t fit anymore.” My voice caught on a half-sob.

      Cole crouched down next to me and slid one onto my left foot. “They fit fine.”

      I ripped it off. “They don’t.”

      Yeah, I was being sulky and kind of childish, but I was a performer. Performers needed the right tools to put on a good show and the shoes I was looking for and annoyingly not finding were it for me. The old shoes would be okay, but I intended to set the world on fire.

      “You want to try dancing your heart out in front of a crowd wearing shoes you don’t feel absolutely confident in, be my guest,” I said.

      Cole put the shoe away, then grabbed my hair and make-up accoutrements, and snagged my costume bag from a chair. “Take a moment and breathe. You’ve got this. I’ll meet you at the car.”

      I dropped my face into my hands. This wasn’t my pre-show jitters that I fed off to give my tapping an exhilarating edge. This was a full-blown nightmare of being backstage with the lights dimming and the audience shushing, the first notes about to play, while I stood there in the wings, all my moves forgotten.

      Get it together, Katz. People were counting on me to nail this performance. I jogged down to the car, trying to weave my nerves into something more productive.

      My phone beeped with a flurry of texts from Leo and my family, even my mom, telling me to break a leg. Nothing from Ari, though. I’d give him shit later when he got home from… I frowned. Where was he?

      When I slid into the passenger seat of his hand-me-down clunker, Cole made a big production of ceding control of the radio dial. “M’lady.”

      “M’thank you.”

      “Dork.” He pulled away from the curb.

      I fiddled with the cracked plastic knob, but every radio station was static. I was about to shut it off when I caught the faintest strain of a melody that filled me with hope, light, and deep anxiety. I gripped the dashboard.

      “Let’s slay all our demons

      I’ll lay down my knives

      For you, I’ll lay down my knives.”

      Cole groaned and snapped off the dial. “This emo crap can’t be helping your state of mind, babe.”

      I scrambled to twist the knob back on, but the song had vanished. Just more static. I spun through radio stations and got nothing.

      “Comebackcomebackcomeback!”

      Deep in my core, a spark caught with an agonizing electric snap. Current snaked over my body and a scream tore from my throat.

      “I know I’m good,” said a Southern Californian drawl that was dry with amusement, “but I didn’t even touch you.”

      I clutched his biceps. My body relaxed and my heart slowed its galloping.

      Rohan.

      I opened my eyes and wriggled closer to him, my cheek finding his solid pecs the perfect pillow. A dusting of dark hair tickled my nose. “If you can’t tell the difference between an orgasm and a nightmare, you might need to rethink your technique.”

      He rolled me over and pinned me against the cool sheets, edging one knee between my legs. “Yeah? You think I need practice?”

      I ran my hands down his bare skin to his hipbone. “I mean, it does make perfect. And you are kind of anal about your technique.”

      “You’re getting kind of anal, too,” he snickered.

      I brushed my fingers over his erection and he hissed. “That’s right, buddy. You can crack jokes or go for door number two.”

      Rohan waggled his eyebrows.

      Groaning loudly, I flopped onto my back.

      Ro stretched out against me, his lips brushing mine.

      If I lived until ninety, I would never tire of feeling him fitted against me. How the ridge of his hip pressed into my soft curves. He was like my own personal docking station. He recharged me, but he always left me better than I was: singing a little louder, shining a little brighter.

      “You looooove me,” he said.

      “Weellllll.” Now it was my turn to hiss as he slid a finger inside me. My nipples tightened, and a drugged lust snaked through my veins.

      “You are positively dripping with love for me.”

      “You’re hopeless,” I laughed, squirming against him as he stroked Cuntessa. I brushed my breasts against his chest, loving the fierce rumble he made.

      “Say it,” he growled, though he was grinning.

      His love shone in the twinkle of his eyes and in the way that he stoked the fire in my body with awed adoration. We were going to grow into that old couple who always held hands and giggled at some inside joke as they tottered along at a snail’s pace.

      I threaded my fingers into his hair, pulling his face close to reassure myself he was here. For as long as possible, I wanted us to stay like this, where he was my entire world. “I love you so much, Rohan. And I need you inside me.”

      “Patience, sweetheart.”

      “Please. Now.” My ribcage constricted and I held his forearms tighter so he couldn’t fade away.

      Rohan wrapped his hand around mine, pressing it to his heart as he knelt on the bed and pushed inside me. But he didn’t move, just demolished me with a single volcanic gaze, his eyes amber rum and cinnamon.

      I bucked my hips and he cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “Oh good,” I said. “You remember you’re here. Inside me.”

      “I could never forget that.” He fucked me in a lazy tempo. Something in my chest eased as Rohan leaned down to whisper in my ear and I laughed as his stubble tickled my neck. This was it, this was perfect.

      “You’re my heart, my home. I love you, Lilith.”

      I gasped, my lungs seizing.

      The world was burning and I burned with it. Flames of orange and red surrounded me like a funeral pyre. The blaze popped and snarled. I thrashed, twisting, fighting to get free, but I was held fast.

      Hotter and higher the fire danced. Molten agony coursed through my blood.

      “Lilith, speak with me.” Rabbi Mandelbaum pried my eyes open, his rank breath hitting my face. When the world slid into focus, there was no fire. No Rohan. Just a cold, clinical room with a worked-up rabbi in a fancy suit. “I command you!”

      Immediately, I wished I was dreaming again. Because no matter how bad the dreams were, they couldn’t hurt more than the truth.

      The last time I’d seen Rohan, he was convulsing with the dark magic trying to take over his body.

      My brother and my friends were imprisoned.

      And I lay strapped to a metal table in a damp concrete room surrounded by a variety of mad scientist machines, each one colder, more soulless, and more pain-inducing than the last. Blackish-green mold streaked the bottoms of the walls like a child’s finger painting.

      If I were to approach my situation rationally, as much as one could approach “where the fuck is the all-powerful witch who is supposed to be intimately co-habiting with me?” in a rational manner, I’d have concluded that Lilith had checked out. Either gotten out of me somehow or died when the Tomb of Endless Night nulled her magic, neither of which helped my situation.

      An olive-skinned Rasha clamped his meaty hand over my mouth and nose and a too-familiar, scathing magic rode me like its prison bitch. No matter how many times this happened, I never got used to it, always bristled at the way it flared from his skin like B.O., snaked up my nostrils, and seeped through my lips.

      I gagged, tasting motor oil, and tried to cough the magic out but ended up swallowing more of it.

      “Do you know where the ring is?” the Rasha said.

      His magic compelled me, and as much as I tried to fight it, I shook my head in answer.

      “She’s lying!” Mandelbaum slammed his hand down on the metal table and I flinched against the straps.

      “She can’t lie. My magic prevents that.”

      “Then you didn’t give her enough.”

      The taste of motor oil grew stronger. “Is Lilith connected to the Ring of Solomon?”

      I pressed my lips together. These fuckers didn’t deserve to know a damn thing. But the harder I clamped my mouth shut, the more my eyeballs bulged out and my internal organs were buffeted like Dorothy’s house in the tornado. The word “yes” burst forth, mumbled against his palm.

      Mandelbaum smirked. “I knew it.”

      “Her skin sparked,” the Rasha said. “She’s burning through the suppressant again.”

      “Double the dosage.”

      “I’ve been giving her the maximum safe limit. Doubling it could kill her.”

      The rabbi shrugged. “Then it kills her. But not before you get answers. Understood?”

      The Rasha grabbed a leather strap from the cart and tied it around my upper arm. He reached for a syringe filled with blue liquid, but hesitated.

      “I don’t have all day,” the rabbi ordered.

      The Rasha shot the drug into my vein.

      Bzzzzz. Bzzzz. Bzzzzzzzz. A segmented fly arm about the length of a javelin and studded with hundreds of tiny hairs, waved at the edge of my vision.

      The rabbi and the Rasha wavered, replaced by two mad bestiary fusions of hooves, iridescent wings, and those horrible fly arms. One of them wore a fat gold hamsa ring, the other bulged grotesquely out of his gunmetal suit.

      I locked my eyes onto the pitted, dirt-streaked ceiling swimming in and out of focus, repeating the mantra I’d clung to through this entire ordeal.

      I am Nava Liron Katz. My parents are Dov and Shana Katz. Ari Katz is my twin. Leonie Hendricks is my best friend. Rohan Liam Mitra is my Snowflake.

      And Rabbi Mandelbaum is going to die.

      These visions weren’t real and they weren’t going to break me.

      The Rasha poked me with a second syringe of the blue liquid and I braced myself for my mind to finally snap under this fresh new hell.

      The trippiness didn’t intensify, but the pain did, slapping me hard. It ebbed and flowed in waves, every lull cruelly tricking me into believing this would end. My body bucked against the straps as I strained to curl into a fetal position, the drugs a boiling acid gnawing through my veins and into my bones with razor-sharp teeth.

      I writhed, my broken whimpers echoing off the walls. Where was Lilith’s healing magic? It should have taken care of the stuff they’d been drugging me with.

      “Enough,” Mandelbaum-beast said.

      The Rasha-creature gave me another shot, this one a purple liquid. The pain mercifully abated and my entire body went limp.

      “She pissed herself,” he said in a voice heavy with disgust.

      I was so far past that on the humiliation scale that I didn’t have it in me to care.

      Mandelbeast leaned over me, thick, twisted horns sprouting from his coiffed hair. “Where is the Ring of Solomon?”

      “My precious. Where is my precious?” It was a pretty good Gollum impression.

      “You have her memories.”

      Wrong. I didn’t have Lilith’s memories and I had no idea why I was positive that she had some connection to the ring because Lilith was M.I.A.

      I cast about inside me for any spark of magic, but as with the five thousand other times I’d checked, it was buried or gone.

      “You know what they say,” I cackled. “If you remember 900 BCE, you weren’t there.” I focused somewhere to the left of the abomination the rabbi had become. My voice was raspy, my throat dry from the drugs. And the screaming. Really parched a girl.

      The rabbi gripped my shoulders with his talons hard enough to leave new bruises. “She was alive when the ring was stolen. The Brotherhood doesn’t have it and neither do the demons or Hybris wouldn’t have asked me for it.”

      Yeah, right before you double-crossed the demon.

      Next to the cot they’d set up for me, the symbols etched into the Tomb of Endless Night floated off the iron sarcophagus and swirled around the room.

      “I hear Hybris killed your boyfriend. What a waste. He used to be a good Rasha.” Mandelbaum’s words jolted me into looking at him and his shark smile despite myself.

      “See now, if you’d said Sienna’s dark magic had killed—” I turned the catch in my voice into a cough. “—killed Rohan, I might have believed you. But Hybris? No way. Rohan would never let himself die in that fight. Not before destroying her. You can do better than that, Rabbi.”

      “You’re right, I can.” He jerked his horns at his Rasha minion. “Get Lilith’s connection to the ring.”

      Rasha-creature checked my straps.

      How he could do this to another hunter? How could he follow this monster when his fellow Brothers were being held hostage? I’d be tearing the world apart to find them if I was capable of standing.

      The Rasha moved out of my line of vision and turned on a tap.

      When he returned with a damp towel, my first thought was that he was going to wipe me down. That maybe he’d been truly bothered by the mess on my pants, and even if he wasn’t bothered as badly as I had been morally, by the captivity and torture, that at the very least he’d play good cop and help me. That he’d stick it to his shitty boss and show me a small mitzvah.

      Instead, he adjusted the table until it tilted backward, leaving my head lower than my feet, then placed the towel over my face.

      And in that moment, I knew I’d been a fool to think that compassion existed in this chamber of horrors.

      Glacial-cold water streamed over my face and panic exploded like cluster bombs under my skin, my gag reflex kicking in. I was suffocating, drowning.

      Another part of my lucidity crumbled away.

      I gathered my last vestiges of sanity, carefully bundling them up and moving them to my happy place. A mental sanctuary where I had magic, where Rohan, my brother, and my friends were safe, and where I got to snuff Mandelbaum out like a candle.

      Then I lost consciousness. My system was still full of narcotics, so instead of a merciful void, I was tossed about in a watery, Kafkaesque nightmare.

      If you’re alive, I stay alive. I reached out for Lilith’s sorrow-filled voice, but she wasn’t here to help me.

      I came to, vomiting on my DSI shirt. This wasn’t what I’d been originally wearing. I had a fuzzy memory of being thrown the shirt along with a pair of sweats.

      The towel had been removed from my face and the Rasha was pushing down on my stomach to expel the water.

      Mandelbeast grimaced. “Get that disgusting smell off her.”

      A freezing jet of water hit my hair courtesy of the Rasha giving me a thorough soaking from head-to-toe with a hose. As a cleaning aid it barely rated; however, if their intent was to make me shiver violently, then achievement unlocked.

      “Could use lemon, but still fairly refreshing,” I croaked.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum checked his expensive watch.

      “Don’t let me keep you from anything.”

      “I’ll be back.” He spun sharply on a hoof and walked out through the melting door that could have been featured in one of those Dali paintings that Ari loved so much.

      “Sure thing, Terminator,” I said.

      The Rasha-creature looked at me with a kaleidoscope of cold, dead eyes. Despite the fact that I was a lone female strapped down and still dripping from the waterboarding, he showed no interest. No mercy.

      I didn’t register as a lifeform for him. Good. Being underestimated had always worked for me. I was bound, still tripping, and I faced a stronger, larger Rasha whose powers, unlike my own, worked just fine.

      I could deal with those odds. I took a deep breath, came up with a plan, and then burst into ugly, snotty tears.

      It didn’t require any great acting ability.

      The Rasha told me to shut up, but I let my hysteria escalate until I was choking on my sobs.

      He stomped over and leveled out the table. Couldn’t let me die before they were absolutely certain I didn’t know where the ring was. When I didn’t stop spasming, he freed the straps across my chest, his stiff insect hairs rasping against my bare hands.

      I grabbed one of the syringes with the blue liquid from the push cart and jammed it into his right eye.

      He reeled back with a shriek, his hands flailing.

      I loosened the other two sets of straps holding me down and slid off the table, catching myself on the cold edge to stay upright since my legs were a tad rusty.

      Gotta hand it to Mandelbaum, his arsenal of drugs was top notch. Like “squeaky-clean pop star with a secret addiction” bona fide shit. The Rasha wobbled and fell to the ground, whimpering and convulsing.

      “Tiiiimbeer.” I commiserated with the poor guy. For half a second. Then I kicked him in the balls while he was down.

      Ripping the leather tourniquet from my arm, I wrapped it around his neck, pulling as tightly as I could until I cut off his pained howl. I dragged his limp body across the room to the Tomb of Endless Night, batting at the air to move the dancing symbols away. Heaving and grunting, I shoved him in, throwing my weight against the door to wedge his muscled frame into the narrow interior, then slammed the sarcophagus shut.

      Dabbing my sweaty brow with my sleeve, I peeked into the corridor that looped overhead like a crazy Escher drawing. Black goats were doing the macarena on two hooves. I beckoned one over, poking a finger through him as he shimmied and turned. Okay, not real.

      These magic-suppressing drugs with the tripping balls side effects were insanely potent, but they didn’t last very long, which was why they’d kept doping me. Hopeful, I reached for my magic. Not even a spark.

      Okay, I needed more time for my healing powers to kick in now that I wasn’t being dosed, but it wasn’t safe to hang around. I had a narrow window of opportunity to escape before someone discovered that I’d broken out. If I couldn’t portal, then there’d better be clearly marked exits.

      Sadly, there were no signs on the pockmarked concrete walls painted baby-poo yellow that flaked off in eczema-like patches. Stale, recycled air held the faint tang of bleach. Either Mandelbaum was too cheap to pony up for electricity or he got off on the creepy vibe for his evil lair, because most of the fluorescent bulbs were burned out. The few that worked, flickered and buzzed.

      Voices grew louder, nothing urgent, just a relaxed chatter in a mix of languages.

      I pressed back into the room, peering out through the barely cracked-open door.

      Several dozen men wearing kippahs streamed toward the far end of the corridor, blowing away the goats who looked indignant at not getting to finish their dance. Most of the men were armed with semi-automatics. Actually, I only assumed they were semi-automatics. Right now, they were giant, gleaming hot dogs on straps, so I was extrapolating.

      There was a smattering of Rasha among the men, but most didn’t wear the hamsa ring. Mandelbaum must have brought in non-magic reinforcements.

      They turned the corner and I crept after them. I didn’t even have to get too close, thanks to the shimmering rainbow air streams they left in their wake.

      The corridor sloped gently down for a long stretch. I kept to the deepest shadows at the walls, still hugely exposed. The need to be away from Chez Mandelbaum itched my skin. As a tourist destination, it left a lot to be desired: the beds were metal, the food was intravenous, and the spa treatments weren’t so much exfoliating as PTSD-inducing.

      After several more twists and turns, I came to a heavy wooden door studded with metal. I eased it open and barely refrained from whistling. This wasn’t just a room, it was an ode to all villainous HQs. Torches threw menacing shadows on the stone walls and the air was cool, like we were underground, though that might have been the faulty air conditioning because something dripped from vents in the ceiling into a small puddle next to my feet.

      My clothes were still clammy and I started shivering again, doing my best to keep my chattering teeth from giving me away. I snuck closer, again sticking firmly to the shadows because there was a lot of firepower in here. I’d been shot once before and had crossed that experience firmly off my bucket list.

      While I skulked, I counted heads. It was slow going because every so often their bodies stuttered like a frame on an old projector had gotten caught and I’d have to start again, but in the end, I totaled up about sixty men. Most remained fully human, with only the odd segmented limb or forked tongue cropping up.

      Before me was a legit Jewish league of evildoers. My people had been victims in history so many times, that I guess it was nice to see us living up to all the anti-Semitic conspiracy theories?

      Rabbi Mandelbaum, now mostly back to being human except for those horns, stood on a small raised platform at the far end of the chamber. Maybe I’d buy him a fake pair once I got out of here because the horns suited him. Brought out the batshit fanaticism in his eyes.

      He raised his hands and the place fell silent.

      “My friends.” He surveyed the crowd with a long dramatic pause. “I ask you to consider the phoenix. As that magical bird is eternal, so too is the Jewish nation.”

      The flames in the torch closest to me flared and took the shape of the majestic bird.

      Be a good hallucination and show me the way out of here.

      The phoenix cawed mockingly at me. Yeah, well, back at ya. Had the bird been some kind of magic manifestation, I’d have drawn on it. Sadly, I was still a dud power-wise.

      The rabbi droned on. “With its death and rebirth, the phoenix experiences bitter times of despair and soaring moments of triumph, as do the Jewish people. Our history is mired with petty, small-minded, fearful men trying to eradicate us.”

      Takes one to know one.

      I couldn’t dismiss him entirely though, because the rabbi was right. Going to synagogue on the High Holidays meant passing the security guards stationed there. It always made me so mad, because church-goers didn’t have to worry about being hurt or killed every time they visited their place of worship. Even our local Jewish Community Center had guards. At the same time, the rabbi was twisting our past to justify behaving exactly as those he disdained.

      “But from the darkest of ashes,” he said, “the Jewish nation has been reborn time and time again. Always stronger and more committed to our existence. And this time, my Brotherhood will be at the forefront of that rebirth.”

      A roar greeted his news.

      What Brotherhood? The six guys who weren’t carrying guns?

      “…and our friends on the Jerusalem City Council have come through for us. We have approval to build the Third Temple!”

      Third Temple sounded like a second-rate Christian boy band but it also sounded vaguely familiar. I pressed through the remaining drugs to tease out the knowledge. Jerusalem was a powder keg at the best of times with Jews, Christians, and Muslims all laying claim to the city. One more temple, just like an additional church or mosque, would be like saying one group had more of a stake in the city than the other two, and it was sure to light that fuse and blow tensions sky high. And that was without the rabbi throwing demons into the mix.

      A supernova simmered and exploded inside me, engulfing me and knocking the breath from my lungs. It devoured me, licking and lapping at the curve of my hip, the jut of my elbow, the crown of my head. I was a raging inferno, aching to burn his world down.

      If only I had my magic. I wouldn’t be stuck here. I wouldn’t have been tortured. I could solve this problem right away, melting these assholes down like the wrath unleashed when the Nazis opened the ark in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Once, I would have been upset by all these people needing to die. Now, things were different. I’d let their fear nourish my soul and their pleas be a siren’s call that I’d dance to.

      Soon, but not yet. To lose control here would mean exposing myself and that would get me killed. Fuck that. I wasn’t dying for this bullshit. I’d gotten over that idea twenty minutes into my first torture session and I certainly wasn’t going to cave to some tragic demise now.

      Keeping my lips pressed tight, I clawed my way to a greater and greater control of the blaze inside me, icing my swirling fury with a fusion of panic and resolve until I’d locked the emotion down tight.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum motioned for the men to quiet down.

      “Have you found the rabbis?” a man called out.

      “Yes. I’ve just received word that we know where those witches” —he practically spat the word— “imprisoned them. Plans are being made to storm the location.”

      I’d heard enough. Dizzy, I felt my way along the wall back to the door. I had to get out. I had no idea where the exits were, could barely keep what little I knew of the floor plan straight in my head, and this was my one chance to escape. If I messed this up then I’d be thrown back into that room, strapped down, and I really would never see the light of day. My stomach turned and I stumbled down the corridor, colliding immediately with a set of rock-hard abs.

      “Cazzo!”

      My head jerked up.

      Drio sneered down at me, a bruised and bloody Leonie caught in his grasp.
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      There was no way this could be happening. Because this right here was one of my top ten worst nightmares: Drio with a lethal gleam in his eye carrying my half-goblin best friend off to be tortured. Or maybe she’d already been tortured, judging from how beat-up she looked. Whatever, this had to be the drugs. What I’d run into couldn’t’ve been Drio’s abs, but a wall. Yeah. Damn it, I wish that magic suppressant didn’t take so long to clear my system.

      I rubbed my fists into my eyes hard enough to make myself see stars. “I am Nava Liron Katz. My parents are—”

      “What are you babbling about?” Drio said, his Italian accent more pronounced in his irritation.

      I snapped my lids open, scanning him for some hooves or a nice set of fangs to prove this was another hallucination, but all I got was an unyielding reality.

      Drio stood there, all deadly arrogance, dressed in head-to-toe black. He had an iron blade angled at Leo’s carotid artery, which pulsed faintly in her throat.

      She was totally pale with dark puffy bruising around one eye and blood caked at her nostrils. Her jean shorts were dirty, her T-shirt was torn, and she wasn’t wearing any of her funky silver jewelry. I wanted to wrap her in a blanket.

      And kill Drio.

      “Where’s the rabbi?” Drio said in a low voice.

      Shrieking, I tried to blast him. My magic sparked…

      …and fizzled out like a defunct firecracker.

      Drio clamped his hand around my neck, lifting me off the ground so we were eye-to-eye. He squeezed my windpipe harder.

      I pumped my legs like a cartoon character going nowhere, scrabbling to stay on tiptoe and keep breathing.

      “You need to keep better track of your toys.” Something shifted in Drio’s eyes, his attention snapping to over my shoulder. He released me and I hit the stone floor on my knees.

      Rabbi Mandelbaum and a bunch of his men stood around us.

      The rabbi crossed his arms. “What are you doing here?”

      Not as brutal an introduction to his dastardly lair as I’d received, but the rabbi wasn’t handing out welcome casseroles either.

      Drio thrust Leo toward the rabbi. “Meet Nava’s best friend. A PD. I brought the demon here as incentive for the witch to cooperate. You want answers about the ring, sì?”

      I lunged for him, but Speedy Gonzales flashed out. He reappeared on my right, the knife back at Leo’s throat, digging into her flushed skin. Blood beaded at the tip.

      Leo grew even paler, if that was possible.

      I stopped, my hands up, tasting the metal cold of fear.

      “You’re very up-to-date,” the rabbi said.

      “I want Hybris,” Drio said. “She killed Asha.”

      “You don’t deserve to kill Hybris, you bast—”

      Drio backhanded me with a slap that made my teeth rattle.

      “How did you know Nava was alive?” the rabbi said.

      Drio’s expression grew tight, his skin stretched into a snarl. “She’s like a cockroach. Hard to kill no matter how many times you try and stamp her out.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Much as I hated myself for caring about his opinion, I hated him more because I hadn’t done anything bad. My actions helped Drio find someone he could have feelings for again. Drio hadn’t told me about Asha back then, but even if he had Leo wasn’t Hybris. She was half-human and all wonderful. I hadn’t tried to trick him. I’d tried to make him happy.

      I ripped Leo from his hold. Before I could do much more, I was stabbed in the neck with another syringe and the world fell away.

      I came to in the damp room, once more strapped down to that damn metal table. I could barely swallow, rage choking me.

      Leo was chained to the wall in heavy iron handcuffs. Her shoulders rode up by her ears, and her face was twisted in a grimace.

      I blanketed myself in a dispassionate calm. Leo and I were going to be those two old ladies who drank gin in the afternoon and went on crazy adventures, so dying now was not going to happen. I cautiously scanned the room, but reality remained solid with no hallucinations. They hadn’t given me another dose of the magic-suppressing drugs. Yet.

      The Rasha that I’d incapacitated stood next to me, holding a switchblade. He was paler than I’d last seen him, with deep purple rings around his now-haunted eyes. “I was too easy on you before.”

      “How’d you like the Tomb? Fun, huh?” I dug deep, past my tight ribcage, desperate for any spark of magic. There was a flutter low in my belly, barely anything. I coaxed it carefully to life, feeling like my organs were being knocked around like bowling pins.

      “Which was your favorite?” I said. “The darkness that sponged up your soul or the loss of your magic gnawing at you, taunting like a phantom limb? Personally, I dug the limb thing, but the darkness really grew on me.”

      The rabbi stayed the Rasha’s hand, squeezing his wrist until the knife clattered to the floor. “Drio and I have come to an arrangement.”

      “Yeah? Who gets to top?” I said.

      Drio crossed his arms, his expression granite. There was no trace of my former friend in the man standing before me.

      Twice I lost my grip on the flutter of magic, refusing to cave to despair. Finally, my efforts were rewarded. A thread of the silver magic emblematic of Lilith’s and my combined state danced under my skin.

      Now to find the best moment to strike.

      “Either you give me some useful information about the ring, or Drio will kill your…” The rabbi’s lip curled in a sneer. “Pet.”

      I met his eyes with deadly intent. “I don’t know what your hard-on for this ring is, but if you touch a single hair of Leo’s, I will make it my life’s mission to carve you to pieces slowly.”

      “Stop your barking, puppy. You won’t let her be hurt.” Mandelbaum marched out of the room.

      Oh, he did not just compare me to a dog. I was going to rip off his balls and feed them to him.

      The Rasha jerked his chin at his assorted evil instruments, practically rubbing his hands in glee at getting to hurt me. “How do you want to play this?”

      “Give me five minutes alone with her,” Drio said.

      That suited me just fine.

      “I want my turn first.” The Rasha glared at me.

      Drio gave an insolent shrug. “You had your turn. You fucked up.”

      “So, you come in swinging your dick around? The exalted demon killer? Big deal. All of us kill them. I get answers.”

      “Except you didn’t, paesano, did you?” Drio’s voice was a silky menace. “Now it’s my turn. She let the demon get away that killed my girlfriend, then tricked me into fucking that…” He turned from Leo like he couldn’t bear to look at her. “Scum. She’s mine.”

      Leo raised her head, hurt and anger flashing in her eyes.

      I coaxed the magic from a thread to a current. It hummed in my veins, like a cat brushing up against its owner demanding affection. It was more than I’d possessed originally, but nowhere close to the strength I’d experienced when I’d freed Lilith from her imprisonment inside me at the compound.

      Then again, that much magic had killed me.

      Blasting the straps off, I fired both Rasha into the opposite wall, hard enough to crack the concrete.

      But instead of ganging up on me, Drio tackled the other Rasha, leaving me gaping idiotically.

      “Nee.” Leo rattled the cuffs, still looking shaky. “My pocket. Get the key.”

      The Rasha threw Drio. I yelped and ducked under the table as Drio crashed into it, rolled onto the ground, then dove back on top of the hunter.

      I raced over to Leo and rooted around in her pocket until I found the tiny key, then quickly uncuffed her.

      Leo gave a full-body exhale and tossed the cuffs into the corner farthest from her.

      Drio shouldered the Rasha into the Tomb, and muscled the door shut. “Now—”

      I jammed the knife that I’d picked up off the floor a hair’s breadth away from his dick. “You hurt Leo.”

      Drio tensed, practically flattening himself against the wall.

      “Can you flash out before I stab you? One whisper of wind and your Italian Stallion days are over.”

      “Pony club,” Leo muttered.

      Drio snarled at both of us, careful to keep his pelvis tipped away from the blade. “It’s make-up. Leonie, tell her.”

      Leo’s lip quivered. “He was horrible.”

      I pressed the blade harder against the crotch of his jeans.

      “Leo,” he snapped.

      “Fine.” She tapped a finger against the bruise on her face. “It’s make-up. Asshole.”

      “Idiota. I’m here to rescue you.”

      I glanced at Leo, who nodded.

      “Correction: we’re here to rescue you,” she said. “Double asshole.”

      Dropping the knife, I shoved Drio hard. “I was saving myself, thank you very much. Until you barged in and bungled it. And did you really have to lock Leo up with iron cuffs, you dick?”

      Leo stomped on his foot. “Especially since the plan was for metal ones.”

      Drio winced. “Mandelbaum wouldn’t have believed anything else.”

      “You could have warned me,” she said.

      “Genuine reaction sells the moment.” He waved his hand at us in some kind of vague Italian threat. “Stop chattering. We have to get out of here.”

      “Thank you for the mansplanation, but this ‘we’ only includes me and Leo for now. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you? Leo doesn’t like you, and I’m sure Ro can find another best friend.”

      Drio shot Leo a worried look.

      “You know something about Ro?”

      “No.” Drio flashed past me, but I was closer to the door and I flung myself backward at it, catching him in the doorframe.

      Swearing, he flickered in.

      I twisted his collar. “What’s happened to Rohan?”

      In all the time I’d been here, I hadn’t allowed myself to think of a worst-case scenario. Not that there was a best case when someone had been hit with dark magic. Just… not worst. Dark magic had killed Tessa. Literally burned her up from the inside, and granted Rohan wasn’t a habitual user of the dark arts, but he hadn’t built up any tolerance to it either.

      Leo tried to pull me away.

      “Tell me.” My voice was just shy of a shriek. “Is he dead?”

      “No! I don’t think. No,” Drio said more quietly. “Raquel rescued him from the compound to heal the dark magic, but it’s still fucked up and he’s disappeared. I thought bringing your body back would draw him out.”

      A rush of relief hit me that Raquel was okay. I clung to that feeling like a life raft.

      “Luckily, an alive me is even better than my corpse,” I said, the laugh coming out oddly strangled. “We’ll go to Ro’s place and I’ll do a location spell.”

      “Va bene.”

      “Brace yourselves.” I took each of them by the arm and got the hell out.

      We landed in Rohan’s backyard, which he hadn’t gotten around to landscaping yet. It was nothing more than patchy scrub and weeds choking a gently sloping hill.

      The thrum of magic under my skin once more was both exhausting and exhilarating, while the simple act of portalling felt like a workout that left me stiff and sore but deeply satisfied. The feeling of freedom was even better, even if it was coupled with my dread that something was wrong with Rohan.

      I shielded my eyes with one hand, my eyeballs sizzling like a well-done steak, having not seen sunlight in a while. The heat was a physical force pushing down on me, burning my lungs with each inhale.

      The property was deserted, the windows and doors locked up tight. The last time I’d been here, the house had been full of laughter and camaraderie. And love. There had been so much of that. Now, it had a lonely, deserted air to it that no amount of sunshine could banish.

      Drio unlocked the door.

      I hesitated on the front stoop. If I didn’t go in, I couldn’t prove that Ro wasn’t there.

      Leo put an arm around my shoulders. “I’m right here for you.”

      Nodding, I stepped inside with a determined stride. “Let’s hit his bedroom and find something personal for the spell.”

      The house smelled like him, that combination of iron and musk a punch to my heart. I narrowed my eyes to slits as if that could block out the memories assaulting me. The first time he’d brought me here on the night of our fake engagement when he’d shown me the tap studio he’d installed for me. That same night that we’d both forgiven each other for all the hurt we’d caused, and in our fragile new state, he’d confessed that he’d never made love to anyone in his bed.

      That he hadn’t wanted to until me.

      The closer we got to his bedroom, the more I slowed down, until I stopped dead.

      “Nee?”

      “Give me a minute.” I was running on fumes, my nerves sharpened to daggers, dipped in the memory of Rohan screaming in torment while engulfed in dark magic.

      “Wait here.” Drio flash-stepped past me into the room.

      “I’m fine.” I started after him but he’d already returned.

      “This will work.” He held out the bracelet with the Om that Lily had given Rohan.

      I laughed bitterly and walked back into the living room. “Trying to tell me something?”

      He placed the bracelet in my hand, folding my fingers over it. “I’m not being a dick. He’s had this for a long time. It means a lot to him.”

      He was right and the bracelet should have worked to determine Ro’s location, but I got nothing except the sensation of dead air. I tried and tried, clutching the bracelet so hard that my fingers turned white.

      Leo finally pried the bracelet out of my hands. “He was hit by dark magic. You don’t know how that screwed things up in terms of trying to find him.”

      “Sure. Leo, can I borrow your phone?”

      “He won’t answer,” Drio said.

      “Seriously?” Leo said.

      “I’ve left him fifty messages. He’s my best friend. He wouldn’t—” Flushed, he stomped out onto the balcony.

      The balcony where laughing and breathless in a crazy storm, Rohan had vowed that he’d always come back to me. And he would. He had to, and I had to keep believing that, putting my faith in that promise.

      But what good was that promise when here I was and Rohan was nowhere to be found?

      Leo handed me her cell. “Hey, you doing okay?”

      I nodded and gave her a thumbs-up, unable to find my voice.

      “I’m going to wash off this make-up. Let me know if you need anything.”

      I turned the phone over and over, then steeled myself and called him.

      My fear of finding out that Rohan’s phone was no longer in service was held in check by my steely refusal to be denied holding his calloused hand in mine, feeling his pulse slowing as he fell asleep tangled up with me, or hearing the gravely smoke of his voice.

      His phone went straight to voicemail. “It’s Rohan. Leave a message.”

      My hand curled around the device like I could capture his voice and store it in my heart.

      “Rohan Liam Mitra, you come back to me right this minute. I love you and” —I dragged in a shaky breath— “you promised you’d never leave me, that you’d always come back. Well, I need you here because I can’t do this without you. I can’t exist without you. I love you. Come back to me. Please.”

      Leo returned freshly scrubbed and in clean clothes. She took in my puzzled look. “We came here before the rescue to leave some stuff. Drio left messages for Rohan that this was our rendezvous point.”

      “Ah.” My stomach rumbled. “Could you guys go get some food?”

      It’s true that I was starving, but I needed a moment to catch my breath and figure out how everything had gone so wrong and what it would take to set it right.

      Reluctantly, they agreed. Leo gave me her phone in case Rohan called back and they left on foot to a nearby sushi joint.

      I eyed Ro’s liquor cabinet. If now wasn’t the perfect time to reacquaint myself with the joys of being blackout drunk, when was?

      Two shots of premium-brand tequila later—my boyfriend did not stint on the amenities—I was feeling slightly less pain. No longer run-over-by-a-bullet-train agony, more thrown-off-a-rocky-cliff-and-hit-every-outcropping-on-the-way-down, Homer Simpson-style.

      I inhaled the last of the trail mix that I’d found in Rohan’s cupboard. It was the healthy, tasteless kind without chocolate chips or sugary content, but at this point, food was food, and knowing Ro, it was sure to be high in protein and nutrients or some such crap. Leaning against the balcony railing, I slid Leo’s phone out of my pocket and dialed Ro’s number again.

      “The mailbox you have reached is full.”

      “Don’t retrieve your messages. See if I care.” It didn’t mean anything. People forgot to delete messages after they’d listened to them.

      The ground rumbled, like a lion shaking itself awake, before all went still. Crickets went silent and even the faraway traffic seemed to hold its breath. The air warped nauseatingly, then shredded around me with a sibilant hiss that shivered down to my toes.

      I jerked my head up, thinking—hoping—it was Rohan somehow returned to me.

      But why would the universe give me my boyfriend when it could give me a hole that had been torn into the fabric of reality? An in-between place, one unseen by normal humans, sat like an overlay over the backyard, and it was here that the whirling, dizzying rupture was visible. An ugly gash separated the soft twilight of Los Angeles from the throbbing malevolence on the other side.

      I dashed out of the house to check it out.

      About two feet high and a foot wide, the rift glistened wetly with a thick Saran Wrap-like barrier stretched across it like a low-budget hymen. Low-Budget Hymen was totally going to be the name of my band, with the first single “Use Both Fingers.”

      A pulsing line about three feet thick traversed the ground in either direction as far as the eye could see. Most of it was dark green but under the rift it was black. This was the ward line between earth and the demon realm, and the places where demons opened rifts acted like poison on it.

      Look at me being a veritable font of knowledge.

      A misshapen head slammed against the barrier, making a duck face with its warty lips. It was ripped away by a wizened claw and a beaked demon took its place, trying to pass through.

      A flinty smile curved my lips and magic danced quicksilver over my skin. Killing was waaay better than booze.

      On a scale of one to ten, this power was a five. It would have been more like a nine or ten on my original pre-Lilith magic spectrum, though only registering about a two on the scale of her full power. A damn good baseline, nonetheless.

      I laughed, shockwave after electric shockwave rolling toward the tear. My magic felt richer and deeper, the silver dazzling like a star show. However, the barrier prevented me from killing the demon horde on the far side and the rift itself wouldn’t seal.

      I slowly cranked the magic dial inside me higher, up to a seven.

      The rift reached out for me, wanting me to feed it, its hunger insatiable. Its magic snapped into me like fish hooks gutting my inside and refusing to let go. I’d just escaped from Mandelbaum’s clutches, could I not get a break? The universe was a sadistic fuck.

      There had to be a way to free myself that wasn’t the magic equivalent of a bear eating its leg to escape a trap. Could disengaging be as simple as sealing the rift?

      I gritted my teeth, the tendons on my neck standing out, straining to repair the hole before one of the many demons birthed itself into my world. My only piece of luck was that it looked incredibly difficult for the spawn to pierce the translucent barrier. Their expressions contorted in agony, their high-pitched howls making my ears bleed as they attacked. Little wonder that demons who did cross through tended to hang around earth instead of going back and forth.

      Brute force wasn’t the way to go. I switched from a pummeling to a healing magic, the silver changing to more of a pure white light.

      The rift softened and began to deflate.

      Three humanoid demons with leathery wings and hate emanating off them like stink contorted their way through the barrier, much like beautiful butterflies emerging from their chrysalises. Except hideous and afterbirthy.

      I shrunk the rift to a speck and it winked out behind the three spawn, much to the other demons’ enraged—and abruptly cut-off-baying. The black and green ward line disappeared as well, leaving only the patchy, weed-choked lawn.

      The spawn thudded to the ground in a semi-circle around me. One slashed out with a razor-sharp wing. I leaned back almost horizontal, the tip whooshing past my nose. Their skeletal frames were infused with a hot anger, their dark, malevolent eyes swiveling to track me. A talon swiped hot and fast, lacerating my rib cage.

      Running my magic over the demon to my right, I searched for its kill spot. The demon kicked out at me with its powerful thighs. I ducked, but my reaction time was a hair too slow and the kick caught me under the chin. I tumbled into the dirt.

      Time lost all meaning. The creatures’ growls, the dry grass snapping into flattened, powdery dust with each step, all was inaudible next to the harsh breaths ringing in my ears. The pain drilled holes in me, filling them with molten lava.

      Steam rolled off my clothes, my wounds festering with a green pus that burned, but the demons failed to look any worse for wear.

      I flared my magic to eight and was seized with a wild breathlessness. TV made wielding unholy amounts of magic look so easy, but I was locked down on a ride about to run off the rails with the emergency brake just out of reach.

      My vision was tunneling, my ribs were bound by an iron vice, and my skin burned with a feverish intensity. The power hadn’t increased exponentially, I wasn’t anywhere close to Lilith’s full abilities, but my body was struggling. Did I just need time to recover from the torture, or given my death and resurrection, was I now overly-sensitive to magic use?

      My heartbeat dropped out of rhythm. My heart had raced before out of fear or exertion, but never had it simply fallen away for a long terrifying moment. It was too vivid a reminder of dying.

      I refused to ever feel that way again.

      These demons were the A-Team; I’d never faced anything like them before. I’d killed demons all the time with my regular magic and yet I couldn’t get the upper hand even with my enhanced electric current. I reached inside me, coiling the magic up and snapping it out like a whip, but they dodged my assault with balletic grace.

      My magic flared madly; I was on the verge of losing control. I grappled with it, dialing the power down notch by agonizing notch until, slick with sweat and limbs trembling, I was once more in the driver’s seat.

      The trouble was, I didn’t have enough magic to fight them. I stomped down on the curl of fear in my belly. I was a witch and a demon hunter and I was going to nail these bastards. It couldn’t all end here. I had to save Ro. There was a world out there that needed me, and more importantly, I needed me.

      My power sputtered out in a cascade of silver forked bolts.

      Gathering every last drop of heightened electric magic left, I shaped it into a ball and hurled it at the demon closest to me, nailing him in the translucent membranes between his wing bones.

      He winked out of existence. Yes! Take that, sucker.

      The largest demon grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, jerking me backwards. I peered blearily past him through my eye that wasn’t swollen shut, up into the vast, overcast sky that was a gauzy net of shifting shadows.

      “Ssssomeone wants to meet you. You’re coming with me.” His forked tongue flickered disturbingly close to my face.

      “Your boss and I had an agreement,” said a smooth, English voice. “Lilith is mine.”

      The newcomer stood on the side with my swollen eye, but he sounded like Malik. Great. Let my day be complete.

      The demon holding me danced back a few steps. “You weren’t fast enough.”

      Still in my blind spot, the newcomer killed my captor’s sidekick and did something to the demon holding me that made him crumple to my feet in a broken heap, all in a matter of seconds.

      “That fast enough for you?” He stepped into my field of vision. Malik’s fitted light-weight shirt and pants spoke of money, but there was no tailoring that could hide the primal wrath that rolled off him.

      The injured demon on the ground gooshed out some fluid that splooged over my feet. I dredged up enough magic to light up one hand and finish the bastard off.

      “No,” Malik said. “We need a messenger.”

      He knelt down, his hands on his knees and spoke in an oddly gentle voice, one that had the soft lull of a mesmerizing cobra that you knew would strike and despite that, found yourself leaning in toward. “Tell him that I’m doing this my way.”

      The injured demon opened his mouth, but whatever he saw on the marid’s face made him snap it shut, bob his narrow head, and hobble off into the night.

      Malik pushed to his feet and dusted off his pants.

      Chest heaving, I stood firm, throwing out my best “confident witch with an endless supply of magic at her disposal” vibes.

      “Nice eyepatch, me hearty,” I said.

      Generally, in our previous encounters, Malik had presented a veneer of civilized behavior. That had been ripped away, leaving an ancient cunning in his left eye, his right now a mass of scar tissue under a black eyepatch.

      The marid trained a tender smile on me. “I appreciate desperate times called for you to take over this body, habibi, but I’m here now. I found you. You don’t need to broadcast like this.”

      I froze, my heart thundering against my ribs. Whoa. I’d really entranced him with my confident witch act. This was awkward.

      “Habibi? Lila?” He stroked my cheek. “Lilith, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m not her.” I pushed his hands off me and stumbled back, fighting to get air into my lungs. “I’m not!”

      “It’s alright, there’s no one here but me. You don’t have to keep pretending.” Malik caught my wrist and hauled me toward him. Holding me still, he kissed me.

      Desire swamped me, hot and syrupy, but it wasn’t mine. An echo of something I’d once known. Once craved.

      I broke the kiss and slapped him.

      For a moment, Malik did nothing, just stood there shocked. Then his brow furrowed and he rubbed his cheek, that familiar, endlessly calculating mask back in place. The strange new warmth in his eye was gone, replaced with something more distant and much more sinister.

      I fired up the electricity on my still-raised hand. “Touch me again and I’ll kill you.”

      “I vote for death now,” Rohan said, stepping out of the shadows. “But we can play this your way.”
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      Emo was a cute affectation no longer in this man’s repertoire. After being haunted by dark magic, Rohan’s features glinted harsh in the moonlight and his normally gold eyes were tinged with black threads, their depths frozen into fathomless pools. His body was leaner, sharper, and his clothes hung off a frame forged with a ruthless determination to survive. My boyfriend had gone into the flames and emerged a deadly blade.

      Snowflake had left the building.

      He planted himself at my shoulder, having my back as always, but didn’t touch me.

      As much as I yearned to, I didn’t reach out and smooth away the purple circles under his eyes or kiss him until his stony expression cracked and he put his arms around me, burying his face in my hair. I got the impression that one tender gesture would send him fleeing and I’d lose him to the shadows for good.

      Malik watched us with his one eye that assessed everything. He tipped his head at Rohan. “My mistake. I failed to realize that was petal in there.” He spoke in a curiously flat voice, rubbing one wrist that bore more of the same ugly, red scar tissue. “I imagine now would be as good as ever to tell me how you killed Lilith.”

      Rohan shifted his weight, coiled and ready to spring.

      I touched his shoulder. It was supposed to be a quick touch, but I couldn’t bring myself to move my fingers away from the play of warm skin over muscle through the soft cotton of his shirt.

      Ro allowed it for a handful of seconds, staring at the point of contact with a stricken expression, before he wiped it clean in favor of a predatory focus on Malik and stepped away.

      “We were imprisoned in the Tomb of Endless Night.” I pulled the filthy cuffs of my DSI shirt over my hands, balling my fists at the memory of the soul-entrenching darkness. Lilith had been with me, inside me at first, then nothing. The rest of my time in the Tomb, all of my captivity and torture, I hadn’t been able to determine if I was truly alone. Now I knew. She was gone. I was relieved and grateful.

      And guilty.

      “I heard. Quite the tale,” the marid said. He would have sounded light and flippant had it not been for the tiny catch in his voice. “Funny thing. Lila was never one for sacrifices and yet here you are.”

      “Our situation was… complicated.”

      Rohan snorted.

      I shot him a warning glance. Demon or not, Malik had just lost the person he’d loved, while I had just found mine. A little compassion wouldn’t kill me. “Do you want to know?”

      Malik’s shoulders tensed, but he nodded. I forced myself to stay steady in the force of that inhuman stare.

      “This is just what I suspect but—”

      He waved a hand at me to get on with it.

      “We were in the compound. Lilith was trying to get free from me, but couldn’t, and because our magic was so tangled up, she couldn’t become fully corporeal either. When I died…” I glanced at Rohan, but his expression gave nothing away. “She kickstarted my heart and got the Tomb door open a fraction. It must have drained her to bring me back to life under those conditions. Then Rabbi Mandelbaum sealed me in for a good long while and I think that finished her off. Dark magic was all that had been holding her together and now it was nulled. You’re wrong, Malik. She gave me the ultimate sacrifice. Her last words to me were ‘If you’re alive, I stay alive.’ This was her legacy to me.”

      Even in the depths of my hot mess days, my moral compass had been intact. Later, I’d hunted demons and stayed on the right side of the line between good and evil. With Lilith’s death, I’d rubbed that line out. It wasn’t like there were a lot of self-made immortals running around. Lilith definitely hadn’t been good, but she hadn’t been all bad either. And now, whether or not I’d intended it, she was gone.

      Malik covered his face, his shoulders shaking. Shit, I’d broken him.

      Did one hug the unholy spawn they intended to kill at some point? Brotherhood etiquette was murky on so many points.

      He let out deep peals of laughter, wiping a finger under his eye like he’d heard the best joke ever.

      “Something funny?” Rohan asked.

      “Since you asked? Yes.” Malik’s smile held a cruel edge. “I hate to disabuse you of your little fantasy, but Lilith wasn’t giving you a gift. Those words were a curse.”

      I went still.

      “To possess that much magic,” he said, “is to live with a target on your back. Lilith resented that, but she knew it all too well, and now you will, too. Magic-wise, you register as her with no trace of you.”

      “So that’s what you meant when you said I was ‘broadcasting’ as her?”

      “Loud and clear. Yet given what I saw of the fight, you only have a fraction of her power. Good luck, especially since Satan is coming for you.”

      I burst out laughing. “Oh my God, did you actually just say that? If you’re gonna make a threat, put some thought into it. Aren’t you supposed to be some ancient and super scary marid? Where’s your game, dude?”

      Rohan exhaled, face granite. “Satan is real, Nava.”

      I stopped laughing. As disconcerting as this whole Satan situation was, I was more upset about Rohan not calling me Sparky.

      “This was not in that Demons for Dummies book.” I stomped my foot. “I’ve never even met the Prince of Darkness. I’m nowhere close to the Rasha who’s killed the most of his demons. Plus, I’m working really hard to throw a crimp in Mandelbaum’s plans to bind his little fuckers, for which he could show a modicum of gratitude.”

      Malik laughed. Not a light joy, a dark resignation. “And what on earth makes you assume that he cares?”

      Rohan clapped him on the shoulder, black magic sparking randomly off Ro’s skin with the touch. His eyes flared black.

      I tried to squelch my gasp, but from the muscle that twitched in Ro’s jaw, I wasn’t successful.

      “You’ll have to give us more than that,” my boyfriend said in that same cobra fashion that Malik had used on the other demon.

      Malik plucked Rohan’s hand off him.

      The air grew so brittle I could snap it, the loaded silence the only glue holding it together.

      A rat scuttled out of a crinkled potato chip bag, a chip in its mouth, and scurried away down the hill. Smart rodent.

      I stepped between them. “If Satan finds me, he’ll think I’m Lilith. I can bluff him with her power.”

      Malik gazed evenly at me.

      Damn it! “He’s coming for me because he thinks I am Lilith. Why?”

      The demon rocked from one heel to the other like the weight of the decision to tell me had acquired physical mass. “Only because he wants to breed her. You know, create a line of super-demons. These irksome wards never did pose the same problem for her offspring as they do for the rest of us. In addition to that very tantalizing perk, her progeny also tend to be faster, stronger, and wield more powerful magic. It ought to come as no surprise that Satan will rape you until he has his demons and his succession is assured.” He mock-frowned. The bastard was enjoying this. “Do you have a way to prepare for that? No?”

      Berserker fireworks exploded in my brain and the world swung sideways. I stuck out my hands for balance, but this insanity had momentum and a dizzying vertigo, and I swayed precariously.

      Mandelbaum had treated me as insignificant from day one and now Satan himself intended to render me down to a single magic part against my will, using me to further unspeakable evil?

      Rohan reached for me, then dropped his hands to his side. “Who’s acting as Satan now? Which demon’s on the throne?”

      “Hang on,” I interrupted. “Satan isn’t a single demon? It’s a title? Like the Dread Pirate Roberts?” Laughter tinged with madness burst out of me. “Satan wants to ensure his lineage retains the monarchy,” I said between cackles. “Is there a coronation with a nice aged blood of virgin and a crown made of intestines and human eyeballs? Or is it more of a fascist dictatorship?”

      “How unfortunate. She’s cracked already,” Malik said.

      Rohan threw a quick, assessing glance over me, then returned to grilling Malik. “What’s your role in all this?”

      “I was charged with bringing Lila back.” The marid’s fingers flitted to his eyepatch before he thrust his hand into his pocket. “I refused initially, but we came to a compromise. I would talk her into it.”

      “As appealing as spending eternity being dicked in non-consensual sex for spawn breeding sounds, I decline the offer on Lilith’s behalf,” I said. “Take that back to your master.”

      Malik flickered into his flame essence for a second, before asserting his human form once more. “I bow to no master, but he won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. You’ll learn that soon enough.”

      My face stayed blank, my body language remained calm, yet inside I quaked at those words. “You want him to pervert her magic like this?”

      “What I want is of no consequence,” he said, but did not meet my eyes.

      My entire body was sheathed in silver magic before he’d finished his sentence. Next to me, Rohan had extended every blade on his body. “Then you’ll have to kill me to take me.”

      “Possibly. But not tonight. As usual, our interaction has been enlightening, if not entertaining.” The demon walked into the darkness. “We’ll see each other soon.”

      “Malik,” I called out softly after him. “I’m sorry. About Lilith.”

      He threw his head back to the sky. For a moment, in the indigo glow of the night clouds against the tangled silhouettes of branches, his face was so unguarded he could have passed for mortal. But then I blinked and the shadows swallowed him and he was gone.

      And then there were two.

      I planted my hands on my hips and, fully healed and full of adrenaline, glared at Rohan. I was reeling and I wasn’t about to contend with an idiot boyfriend who believed some puny dark magic aftereffects were going to phase me. “Are those fireworks of yours practical or just for funsies?”

      “It hasn’t burned itself out of me yet.” Ro said. “But I can’t use it.”

      “Excellent. Then I get to keep the title of ‘only person in this relationship who almost went nuclear with dark magic.’”

      “How can you joke? What if I’m forever changed? What good am I like this?”

      I leered at him. “You look pretty good to me.”

      “Nava.”

      “Rohan. I don’t see a problem here. You’re not contagious, you’re just a bit sparkier than I am right now. And if you’re worried about some darkness or whatever in you? Please. With all your personal demons when I first met you, it was a wonder you didn’t sprout wings and horns sooner. Hey, did you know you can’t spell ‘demon’ without ‘emo?’ I really think we’re hitting some key insights into your psyche.”

      He did not grin back. Not at first. But this was Ro and this was me and under the force of my adorable nature, I broke him and he laughed.

      “You’re something else,” he said.

      “Feel free to be specific and heavy-handed with the positive adjectives, but yeah, I am.”

      His eyes warmed, their abyssal depths cracking and melting away.

      My breath caught.

      Snowflake.

      “I thought I’d lost you.” Rohan brushed my cheek with a faint tremble. “Tell me I’m not imagining this.”

      I nuzzled into his palm. “Buddy, if you dreamed up our big reunion starring a demon attack, Malik, and me being bred by Satan like a broodmare, we’re going to have words.”

      “I’m sure I can come up with something better than that.”

      Butterflies swooped in my stomach. “Talk is cheap, Snowflake.”

      His hands bracketed my face, his heartbeat thrumming through his wrists in a thundering tempo that echoed in my blood. The ache in my chest was a tight pinch; I was so scared I’d wake up and find this was just another illusion I’d conjured to feel safe.

      I leaned in toward him—and stumbled forward into empty air as arms that were not mine wrapped around my boyfriend, lifting him off the ground and swinging him around.

      “Quit macking on my man,” I said.

      Drio nuzzled Rohan’s cheek, shooing me off. “Vai. You’re not needed anymore.”

      Rohan mugged, one-arm hugging his bestie.

      “First of all,” I snapped at Drio, “you’re about a month too late on that visual.”

      “Only a month?” Ro said.

      “And second, where were you half an hour ago when you would have been useful? The sushi joint is like five minutes away.”

      Drio bared his teeth at me. “Next time, I will not feel sorry for your pathetic lack of friends and keep that PD from running out into a fight she was not equipped for.”

      I shot him the finger. “Your concern is touching. Where’s Leo?”

      He threw me a positively evil grin and spun away.

      I leaned into Rohan with a sigh. “Rain check?”

      He put his arm around my shoulders, briefly closing his eyes and burying his face in my hair. “They get five minutes to get their shit together, then you’re mine.”

      His fierce growl sent Cuntessa swooning.

      The mystery of what Drio had done with Leo was solved when we got within ten feet of Ro’s guest bathroom and heard the furious pounding and shrieked curses of what Leo was going to do to “that Italian douchecanoe.”

      Drio smirked at the rattling bathroom door which now featured a chair wedged under its knob.

      “That chair is a vintage Harry Panlow design. Scratch the finish and you’re paying to restore it,” Rohan said.

      I placed my hand on his arm. “Or we could go with the more pressing concern which is that Drio locked my best friend in a bathroom and she’s gonna kill him.”

      “We could leave them to fight it out and may the best person win,” Rohan said.

      “Only if you want to break in a new best friend. That’s a pretty flimsy door,” I replied.

      Drio made a dismissive noise and even Ro looked amused at my suggestion.

      The door behind Drio splintered and a small hand with sparkly blue nail polish knocked the chair away. With a startled-bunny look, Drio scrambled back so fast he slipped, almost wiping out entirely.

      Leo flung a toilet plunger at Drio.

      He ducked and the plunger hit the wall. He yelled at her about contagious diseases but was cut off when she lobbed a roll of toilet paper at him instead.

      Ro put two fingers into his mouth and whistled. “Yo! Homewreckers! Here’s the deal. I am going to take an hour to reunite with my girlfriend.”

      “Fifteen minutes tops,” Leo said.

      Drio grinned at her and, for a beautiful moment, they forgot how much they hated each other. But in the next instant, their mutual scowls returned.

      “I’m good for half an hour at least,” Rohan insisted.

      I patted Ro’s arm. “I was dead and you were burning alive in dark magic. There’s a lot of pent-up emotions to be released.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Rohan conceded. “During which time, you two will refrain from killing each other or interrupting us in any way, shape, or form.”

      “And take care of any more demons that show up,” I said.

      “Which I wouldn’t have to if somebody had warded up his place when he bought it,” Drio said.

      Leo squeezed her fist twice at Drio to indicate his massive douchery for ignoring that if the property was warded, she couldn’t stay here.

      “Be a Rasha and deal with it,” I said. “Besides, wards won’t do squat if Mandelbaum’s gun squad comes after us.”

      Ro shot me a helpless glance.

      “It’s been a long day. I’ll catch you up later,” I promised. “Right after my shower.”

      “Shower?” Rohan pinched the bridge of his nose.

      I didn’t want any of the filth from my captivity between us when we were finally alone. I brushed my lips against his ears. “The wait’ll be worth it.”

      He looked slightly mollified.

      “Yeah, a shower would be great for you,” Drio said, fanning his nose. “And some deodorant.”

      I crossed my arms behind my back and pinched the inside of my elbow, welcoming the sharp flare, my cheeks flaming. “Sorry for being tortured and no longer able to tell if I smell normal or awful, okay?”

      Ro had gone scarily still. His eyes flickered black, his breath coming in harsh gulps.

      Fuck! How could I have dropped that on him? “Rohan? Babe, I’m okay.”

      Shaking his head, he pushed past us out to his balcony.

      I rubbed my forehead.

      Leo sighed. Then she glared at Drio. “Get some tact, Rossi. Nee, a shower might make you feel better. I brought some of your clothes here earlier. How about I grab them?”

      “It’ll be faster if I get them.” The sneer that Drio had worn all this time was gone and his eyes were suffused with pity.

      I half-shrugged, fidgeting with the hem of my shirt, wanting to run after Ro but completely at a loss as to how to make what had happened to me into a palatable anecdote.

      “I’ll do it,” Leo said. “You’re not pawing through her lingerie.”

      “Jealous?” he drawled.

      “Already saw that movie, bello,” she said. “It wasn’t worth a re-watch.”

      Drio watched her departure with his best poker face.

      “What happened to the sushi?” I said.

      “Your friend ate her body weight at the restaurant. Your order is in the fridge.”

      I walked into the kitchen, keeping an eye on Ro.

      He gripped the railing, his head bowed, taking deep breaths. Black magic sizzled a hole through the back of his shirt.

      “He came back,” Drio said. “The rest will work itself out.”

      “I heard what you said to him.” I got the sushi containers out of the fridge and ripped off the plastic lid. Bless Leo, she’d ordered me all my favorites: salmon sashimi, spicy dynamite rolls, and BBQ uni. I tore open three plastic packages of soya sauce and made a murky puddle in one corner of the lid with the soya and some wasabi.

      Drio frowned at me. “Che cosa?”

      I dunked a piece of sashimi and popped it in my mouth. “When he told you about Hybris, before the attack on the compound? About the hate killing you.”

      “Of course, you did.” And hello, sneer.

      “You and Leo—” I scarfed down a few more pieces.

      “Are nothing. She’s a means to an end.”

      Leo returned with her arms full of clothes. I couldn’t tell if she’d heard him or not.

      “You get to pick.” She dumped the clothes on the counter and selected a green satin atrocity of a dress. “First choice.”

      “That’s my old tap costume,” I said, pointing at it with the chopsticks.

      Leo nodded.

      “The one that you said made me look like a slutty frog fetishist.” I ate the last piece of dynamite roll.

      “Technically, I said ‘slutty frog enthusiast.’ And you did win nationals with it.”

      “Why is it here?” I glanced outside.

      Rohan hadn’t moved from the balcony but the magic show had stopped.

      “It started as a body retrieval mission,” she said. “Get your corpse, bring your family closure. Not jumping up and down and rushing you when I saw you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “You said you were rescuing me.” I stuffed the last few pieces of sushi in my mouth, then dumped the trash in the can under the sink.

      “I said it after I learned you were alive.”

      Drio poked the ruched, shiny fabric in horrified fascination. The dress made a shuffling noise, like ten thousand regrets being unleashed at once.

      I slapped his hand away. “That’s what you planned to dress my poor corpse in?”

      “You would have made a lasting impression,” Leo said.

      “Yeah, by traumatizing my family and friends. Please tell me you have other options.” I opened the wet wipe that came with the meal and cleaned my hands and face.

      “How about this?” She held out my Punches like a girl. Kicks your ass. T-shirt.

      The girl who’d worn that had done so with a blithe and naïve confidence that I no longer possessed.

      “Next.”

      She handed me a pink tunic, pink leggings, and pink lingerie. I’d bought them with visions of doing some girly romantic date with Rohan that had never materialized.

      “I’ll find something.” I rummaged through the rest of the clothes.

      Leo hip-checked me. “You’re not wearing black.”

      I rounded on her. “I have been tortured, Leo. I have been waterboarded, fed weird truth serum and non-fun trippy drugs, and made to sit in my own pee for hours. I have lost a hell of a lot of faith in the goodness of other people. So, I’m going to wear precisely whatever the fuck I want.”

      She put a hand on my shoulders. “You know that’s exactly why I’m here, right?”

      “Fashion advice on top of body retrieval?”

      Leo sighed, picked up the pink clothes, and thrust them into my arms. “To remind you that you’re always worth saving, no matter what.”

      I didn’t want to be saved. I wanted to save myself. But that would have sounded ungrateful so all I said was, “It’s clothes. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters.” Drio picked up the leggings that had fallen to the ground and handed them to me. “Black isn’t always an armor. Sometimes it’s a shroud.”

      “Fuck you. I only take hard truths from my friends.” Guilt warred with petty satisfaction at his flinch.

      Rohan came back in. “Sorry about running out like that. I was just… not handling that well. But I’m okay now. Just getting water.”

      His words were as tight as his jaw. The bottom of his shirt was bunched in his fist but I could see the scorch marks he was trying to hide.

      Fuck it. Ro and I could do with some pink. I took the damn clothes and marched into the bathroom attached to Ro’s bedroom.

      The reflection that stared out of the mirror was gaunt, my expression hollow and haunted. My matted strands were back to their regular brown, my too-large, too-wary eyes once more blue-gray, not obsidian black.

      The outside was all me.

      I turned on the shower with trembling hands, cranking the knob to boiling. I peeled my clothes off and draped them over the sink, sighing at removing one of the many layers of grime. The water sprayed cheerfully, but I couldn’t get under it, my fingers curled around the glass door.

      Buck up, Nava. This baby is deluxe. Check out the river rocks on the floor and up the sides. Probably laid by magic elves with tiny fingers to get the placement just right. You got this. All of it.

      But I didn’t move.

      I now had more power than I’d started out with, but most of the epic stuff had been nulled for good in the Tomb. There was no longer any sweet rush of divinity as I became one with the cosmos. That sense of absolute power had faded to a dream-like quality and with it any certainty that I would ever truly be safe again. I’d barely escaped my human captor, what hope did I have now that Satan was after me?

      Magic cascaded out of me and cracked the glass door beneath the smudges of my fingerprints.

      I stepped into the shower before I brought the whole place down, turning my face into the spray—and lasted three seconds before I began to hyperventilate, memories of the waterboarding overwhelming me.

      Stepping back, I took a deep breath, completely filling my lungs before exhaling slowly.

      The rabbi wasn’t going to wreck showers for me. He wasn’t going to wreck any part of my life. None of them were.

      I deliberately turned my face up to the spray. Whatever level of magic I now had was perfectly fine, and it didn’t come with a shortened life span or a target on my back. Closing my eyes, I let the water cascade over me, accepting it as a cleansing, not a torture.

      If the water masked my tears, that was between me and the shower.
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      The water that swirled down the drain had run black, gray, and finally clear once more before I felt free of my physical grime. Despite all that, there was something rejuvenating about a good cry and a good wash, especially since I liberally borrowed Rohan’s shampoo and conditioner. Wouldn’t hurt to smell like the person who was my anchor.

      The pink clothes were ridiculous but also kind of great.

      I hung my damp towel on the back of the door, stuffed the prisoner clothes in the trash, and went to get some head-banging sex.

      We left Drio patrolling the grounds and Leo brazenly rummaging through everything Ro owned while Ro and I practically sprinted to his bedroom. He shut the door behind us with a quiet click, immersing us in darkness.

      I skittered backward and turned on the light. I’d had enough darkness in the Tomb to last a lifetime. The room was cast in a dim glow, just enough to melt the shadows in the corners.

      “I’m sorry I dumped what happened on you like that,” I said.

      He lay his hand on my cheek with a resigned smile and a half-shrug. “No good way.”

      “No.” I bit my lip. “Can I…” I reached for him, stopping just shy of contact.

      He covered my hands with his, worming them under his clothes to splay them along his abs. Rohan’s muscles were tight, his battle to let me touch him made palpable under my fingertips.

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No.” He curled my fingers into the hem of his shirt, yanking it off with his help. It got caught mid-pull and when the fabric tugged free with a pop, his hair stuck up in adorable tufts.

      Eyes wide, I traced my fingers over his bicep. The one that no longer featured a heart tattoo. His original tattoo was gone, but he had a new one on his left pec: a heart with a lightning bolt in it.

      Butterflies swooped in my chest. “Is this new tattoo your memorial to your fallen love?”

      I said it half in jest, but Rohan answered in a serious voice. “I had a moment when I was standing on this precipice. Below me was a void worse than anything I’d ever felt with Asha and it would have been so easy to jump. Except I couldn’t insult you that way. You saved me, and while I couldn’t save you, I could honor you, so I had them remove the original heart tattoo and give me this one.”

      There was a crash and Leo called out, “Just a glass!”

      Then came the annoyed murmur of Drio’s voice. I couldn’t make out their conversation, but it didn’t escalate to homicidal levels, so I tuned them out.

      “What happened to you, Snowflake?”

      Rohan stroked the heart and lightning bolt tattoo. “Raquel made it to the compound and rescued me and I spent the next few days in a magically-induced coma to heal, but it was more like I was lost in Hell.” The threads in his eyes shifted and his expression blanked.

      “Love?”

      Dark magic shot out of him, blistering my forearm and knocking me to the floor. I scrambled to my feet.

      Rohan was in fighter stance, his blades extended, slashing out, engaged in a duel with the magic that crackled out of him. There was no awareness in his eyes.

      Using my magic, I pinned him against the wall, increasing the pressure until he stopped fighting himself. He shuddered, focus drifting back into his gaze, and swallowed hard. “Sorry.”

      I released my hold on him and sat down on the bed, patting the mattress. When he didn’t take me up on my offer, I kept him talking to relax him. “And after the coma?”

      “The dark magic wasn’t gone. I came out of that nightmare into a worse one because I thought you were dead. I couldn’t even get any relief sleeping because I kept dreaming about you.” His voice broke.

      “Same. Mine were more drug-induced hallucinations, but still.” I smiled, then swallowed over the lump in my throat. “I never doubted us. Even when things were the worst, when I didn’t think I was going to ever be okay again, you came back for me.”

      Ro sat down next to me, his side brushing mine. “When I heard your voice, I couldn’t stay away. It’s selfish and dangerous.”

      “It’s what I want and I’m in no danger from you.” There were hordes of deadly things outside that door coming for me, but Ro was everything warm and vital to my existence.

      “You sure?” He pushed his jeans down. His left hip was covered in white raised scars. “The first time I blacked out, I came to covered in glass and blood. Every window in the safe house that Raquel had brought me to was smashed. I can’t even heal my scars. I’m a wild card.” Impatience was stamped on his tight features. “I’m grateful Raquel wasn’t there when this happened. I could have seriously hurt her.”

      “There is no gift basket in the world expensive enough to repay her.” My gaze snagged on the dip between his stomach and his hip. I wanted to lick my way across his injuries, map them. Ro was my kink. I could live with that. But I also wanted my touch to take away his pain and suffering. Funny thing, love. I’d endure torments a million times over so that he wouldn’t have to.

      “She said we could name our first kid after her,” he said.

      A little boy or girl with their father’s eyes and their mother’s snark, wreaking havoc and wrapping all the adults in their life around their imperious little finger. I stilled.

      Satan was coming for me.

      “If you’re my first baby daddy, then it’s a deal.” I mustered up a half-smile for him.

      Rohan kissed the top of my head, his arms tightening around me.

      “Don’t worry, Snowflake. I may be cheap, but I’m not easy.” I skipped my fingers down his spine, pulling him closer until we fit together like two puzzle pieces.

      Our kiss was an ineffable pull. It was slow and sweet, unfurling deep inside me to nourish the weedy patch that my soul had become, sending it into a riotous bloom of wildflowers.

      His kiss was my salvation.

      Ro reached for me, but I rolled off the bed with a saucy grin. Very slowly, I teased my tunic off, cupping my breasts through the lace of my cute pink bra.

      “Too slow,” he said, and sliced the bra off, pitching it across the room. He lowered his mouth to my nipple, flicking his tongue against it.

      “Tease.” I pressed my palm into his hard cock and he rolled his hips.

      Cuntessa was sopping. I wriggled out of the rest of my clothes then attacked his belt buckle. “Take it off.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he said in a thick voice.

      I let out a hiss.

      The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Control freak.”

      “You love it when I’m bossy.”

      He looked at me through his half-lowered lashes, a dark sweep against his cheek. “Yeah.”

      I braced my hands behind me on his plush mattress. “You’re killing me,” I muttered.

      Chuckling, he turned from me, kicking off his pants. They slid down the dark skin of his exquisitely muscled legs. Ro threw them off into a pile, his boxers quickly following.

      I tracked his tight ass over to his closet, appreciating his glutes contracting as he stood on tiptoe to reach his shelf.

      He tossed a very familiar-looking system of straps and velcro cuffs on the bed. “I never got to give this back to you last time you were here.”

      I hugged my arms around myself, the phantom straps from the metal table cutting into my flesh. “I don’t think I can. Not yet.”

      He looked at me with eyes the color of dark honey. “They’re not for you.”

      “Okay,” I said in a squeaky voice.

      Ro set up the under-the-mattress restraint system in record time, then fell back on the mattress. “Do with me what you will.” A flash of uncertainty crossed his face. “Just no blindfold, okay?”

      I nodded in perfect understanding. “Touch yourself.”

      He ran his thumb over the slit of his cock, his gaze not leaving mine.

      “Fist it.” I wanted him undone piece by piece for our mutual pleasure.

      “Why, Nava Katz, are you doing the ‘dirty talks?’”

      I blushed.

      “Poor baby. Say ‘Rohan, grip your cock a bit too tight, twisting it so there’s the faintest edge of pain.’”

      “Grip your cock a bit too tight. Then twist it so there’s the faintest edge of pain.” My voice was breathy.

      “Hmm.” He bit his lip, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      I was riveted on the picture of his elegant fingers stroking his steely erection.

      “‘Rohan, slick yourself up. Pretend you’re inside my hot, wet heat.’” His bicep flexed with each jerk of his fist, his hips gyrating in a slow roll, but it was the naked need on his face that undid me.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Rohan tsked me. “I didn’t hear you.”

      Two could play this game. I thrust a finger inside myself. “Hmm. I’m not sure my heat is hot and wet.” I slipped my wet digit between his lips. “What do you think?”

      Rohan gave a carnal groan that vibrated through me. His blades shot out, though he had enough presence of mind to keep from injuring me. He forced them back inside, his body trembling, and sucked on my finger in a rhythmic tempo.

      My brain had fucked with me too many times while I’d been imprisoned. I’d faithfully recreated the one errant curl by the tiny birthmark on his right ear, and the faint smell of anise candy with each breath he took, so how could I trust that any of this was real?

      I dragged in a lungful of air, using his thighs for balance. “Rohan,” I said sweetly, “let me tie you up and ride you.”

      He mumbled something.

      “I didn’t hear you.” I leaned over him to fasten his free hand in the velcro cuff. My breast brushed his lips. “What was that?”

      He teased my nipple into his mouth, sending a sizzling bolt down to my clit.

      I arched my back.

      He reached for me, but I caught his other hand and secured it in the cuff. I did the same with his legs until he was bound, spread-eagle. His dick twitched.

      I jerked a thumb at the door. “I’m going for a sandwich. Want one?”

      Ro sputtered a laugh. “Evil.”

      “I guess I could find something else to put in my mouth.” I braced my hands on either side of his legs and lowered my mouth to his cock, sucking down to the root and up to the tip in deliberate motions. When his hips started snapping, I pinned him against the dark blue sheets, losing myself in his salty taste.

      I had been scraped down and raked over, but Ro’s groans and his fingers flexing on empty air, wanting to touch me, were these life-affirming gestures. I nurtured the fluttering sensations they produced in me, coaxing them higher until my very soul began to uncoil, surrounded by love, not death.

      “This is fucking amazing,” he said, “but we’re about ten minutes past our fifteen and I can’t last much longer.”

      “I’ll take the hit and let you fuck me.” I crawled up his body and slowly sank down onto his rigid cock.

      “What a saint.” We made love in a lazy tempo. “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “My life, my heart. I love—”

      A strangled yelp punched out of me. I froze, my hair falling forward like a curtain and my nails digging into my palms. Rohan wasn’t going to call me by my name. He looked at me and he saw her. I wasn’t me.

      I wasn’t me.

      “Sweetheart. Nava.” Ro slashed out of his restraints and grabbed me.

      It kicked me out of my panic. “I’m fine.”

      “I’m going to destroy Mandelbaum.” Dark wraiths slithered behind his eyes.

      “We’ll share the honor. But I don’t want him in our bed.”

      Ro’s expression contorted in exaggerated horror. “Yeah, hard pass.”

      “God, I love you. I…” My hand brushed his heart and that gorgeous, amazing tattoo in a lingering touch.

      For the first time ever, I wished I’d stuck with my English degree. Maybe then I’d have had the words to explain the peculiar tightness in my chest, like I’d been running through darkened woods and only just burst out into the light. I used the “I love you” as a talisman, hoping he understood the enormity of it, because I was overwhelmed by an inadequate, paltry silence.

      Rohan’s hand cupped the back of my head, his thumb caressing the nape of my neck. He rested his forehead against mine and his slow smile built to blinding proportions. “You’re home to me. My heart is yours.”

      I kissed him, strung out on exhilaration. Our tongues tangled, frenzied I-love-yous whispered between breaths.

      His fingers bit into my biceps as his mouth slanted hungrily over mine. All the darkness that I’d been holding at bay through sheer force of will spilled out, met shadow for shadow by Rohan.

      The kiss turned wild, almost vicious. Rohan growled and bit my lip.

      I raked my nails down his back.

      His control snapped and he bucked madly underneath me. He was lost to incoherent murmurings, a light sheen of sweat covering his chest.

      I ran my hands over his body, learning the planes and contours of his new leaner form. White-hot desire sparked and caught, rolling through me like wildfire.

      Our eyes were locked in a silent dare, each of us needing the other to keep pushing so that we could fall, shatter, and be rebuilt together.

      Rohan caught my mouth as I came, shuddering, quickly followed by his own hoarse grunt.

      I was loved and I was home. It was the first time I felt safe since Mandelbaum had kidnapped me. I relaxed in his arms, relishing this slow, dreamy time together, and letting each breath fill me with contentment.

      Rohan ran his hand up and down my spine in long rhythmic strokes. “Why’d you freeze?”

      “Way to kill my afterglow.” I snuggled into him. “Fine.”

      He took the details of my torture and imprisonment quite well. His mattress would have to be replaced from the gouge he’d sliced in it, and Mandelbaum would do well to watch his back.

      “My life still isn’t mine.” I rolled onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. “Satan wants to breed me because he thinks I’m Lilith. Even Malik did. Will the witches? Am I going to be ostracized from the community that I’ve only begun to be accepted by? And what about the Rasha? Everything with the hunters feels so conditional. I’m still being judged on a case-by-case basis.”

      It was too unfair to contemplate. I rubbed the base of my neck. “I feel this shadow sitting like an itch between my shoulders. It’s not actually Lilith, it’s an echo of her, but my skin doesn’t fit properly because of it. Do you know how crazy-making that is? It’s worse than constantly catching sight of someone out of the corner of my eye because it’s inside me. I fought Lilith, she’s gone and that should mean that I won, but I still feel like I lost.”

      “Sparky, you’re smart and strong and beautiful and mouthy with an enormous heart and a fierce loyalty to those you love. Most of all, you’re a fighter. And you will fight this. You’re also not in this alone.”

      His words were great, but finally hearing my nickname was the best. My happiness burst free in a shy, stupid grin.

      Rohan propped his arm under his head. “You know why I named my album Ascending?”

      “It’s the meaning of your name.”

      He laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling in amusement. “Was that part of your initial Google profile on me, fangirl?”

      “Let’s be clear, Mr. Mitra, that I was never your fangirl.” I pressed my hands to my heart and fluttered my eyelashes. “Zack, on the other hand…”

      Ro snorted.

      “Leonie was the one with the chart on you. I reluctantly absorbed the info through her endless repetition. Rest assured that in case of emergency, I can provide your blood type and notify the medical professionals that you once suffered an allergic reaction from a bee sting behind your right knee.”

      He booped the end of my nose. “Okay, smarty pants, it’s what my name means but also it’s because the seven chakras are stacked in ascending order with the crown chakra at the top of the ladder. It’s an ascending journey leading to consciousness and ecstasy and gratitude for life. You gave me back that gratitude.” His expression turned somber. “When I saw you holding your ground against Malik, I was so fucking relieved that I could journey through my life with you, that I knew I’d wake up every day in thanks.”

      “Me too.”

      “Duh.” He rolled onto his side. “I’m a catch.”

      I gagged and Ro grinned at me.

      “Even when I thought you were dead, I swore to try and still live that way.” His mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Barring dark magic outbursts.”

      “I hear that mutual interests, compatible senses of humor, and similar degrees of being deeply broken really keep a relationship going.”

      “See?” He spread his hands wide. “We’re good for the next hundred years, and even if we are broken? Together we can be whole. Together we can be enough.”

      I shivered at the promise in his voice, mentally crossing my fingers that we could do that without our respective damage tearing each other apart.

      “Here’s the plan,” he said. “We find our friends, take down Mandelbaum, stop Sienna, kill Satan, kill Malik, and get a single fucking weekend to be in love and happy without the universe trying to kill us.”

      “That’s a tall order, buddy.”

      Rohan grasped my hands. “I came back because I want everything with you. You willing to go for it?”

      The Nava who’d bought that pink outfit wanted nothing more than to love and play with Rohan. I was no longer her.

      Happily-ever-after was an easy phrase to throw around and it came with a lot of vague, fluffy ideas. What did it mean to me now? I wasn’t sure. If you added up the actual hours that Rohan and I had been a couple, it wasn’t much. The time we’d been in each other’s presence since we’d declared our love was barely anything at all.

      I interlaced my fingers with his. “I’m in. But not a single weekend. Our entire fucking lives to be in love. Right after we overthrow narcissistic, power-hungry rabbis, powerful witches, and the Dread Pirate Roberts of the demon realm.”

      “Then it’s settled,” he said. “Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, then bliss.”

      Sounded like a pretty good plan.
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      Fire engulfed me. I held my arm out, because as weird as this was, I was fascinated by how the skin charred and bubbled, leaving only a Nava-shaped flame of vengeance. There was a freedom in burning.

      It’s my legacy.

      The words were accompanied by a deep sorrow and a tickle of fear that I’d miss something important if I let myself be consumed. But now that the fire had been brought to life, I didn’t know how to stop it. The world grew darker and darker, acrid smoke streaking the sky.

      Parts of me dropped away in ashy heaps that swirled around my ankles like a river. I burned bright and brilliant, old as the stars.

      I woke from my dream with a start and a headache, tangled in the covers, certain I tasted ash on my lips.

      Drio loomed over me.

      I shrieked and yanked my pillow in front of myself. “What the hell!”

      “Like you have anything I’m interested in.”

      Morning light filtered in through the curtains. “Damn, we fell asleep.”

      Rohan cracked a bleary eye open. “Did the gunmen arrive?”

      Drio jabbed his index finger at me. “Your friend is gone.”

      “Which one?” I said. “There are so many of them missing right now that you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “The PD.”

      “Nope. Can you be clearer?”

      “Leonie,” he said through gritted teeth. Leo would be fine. She could handle herself and I knew she’d be careful.

      Still, I couldn’t just let Mr. Überdick out of this one so easily. It was a matter of honor.

      “Oh good.” I slow-clapped him. “You do know her name. I wasn’t sure you remembered what you’d been yelling all those times you were fucking her.”

      “He was generally at a loss for words.” Leo stood in the doorway holding a large brown bag with a bagel shop logo on it and a cardboard tray of take-out cups.

      “Aaannd she’s back. Drio was worried.” I reached down onto the floor and grabbed my pink tunic, sliding it on while hanging off the bed with the pillow still protecting my modesty. I was multitalented that way.

      “Sì. Worried I’d have to waste time looking for her.”

      Leo white-knuckled the bag. “Gee, I hadn’t realized you wanted me to stick close.”

      “Anyone grabs you because they know you matter to this one?” He jerked a thumb at me.

      “You lose the privilege of killing me,” Leo said. “I heard you the first thirty times.”

      “Too bad you didn’t actually listen.”

      “Yum. Breakfast. Thanks, Leo.” Rohan slid from the bed, taking the blanket and wrapping it around himself in one smooth motion, before swatting Drio across the top of his head. He went into the bathroom and shut the door.

      Sitting up, I yawned and rummaged in my purse, pulling the “Fuck Cancer” bracelet out.

      “You are not allowed to have a terminal illness,” Leo said. “Because I love you, but you’ve already died once this month and I legit do not think I could handle that again.”

      “Jeez, you dork, I don’t have cancer.” I twirled the bracelet around my index finger. “But I do have the means to contact Sienna.”

      Leo glared at me in the way that she thought made her look scary but made me want to smush her cheeks because she was so adorable. “No.”

      “I need to speak to her.”

      “Be taken prisoner by her,” Leo said.

      “The last time she saw me, I was dead. Now I’m back and I’m a giant unknown. How much power do I have? How far will I go to find her and get my brother and friends back?” I gave Leo a grim smile. “I look forward to showing her.”

      Drio nodded. “Contact her.”

      “Because you don’t care if Nava lives or dies,” Leo said.

      “I care. She dies, I lose Ro for good. But you need to let her do her job.”

      “What do I know? I’m just a stupid PD.”

      Idiot, I mouthed at Drio, who shrugged and left.

      It was a lot easier to magically ping Sienna this time than it had been the first time I tried. I didn’t even need help to boost the magic signal. If she didn’t call back, I’d find another, more intrusive way to contact her. Like a magic punch to the head.

      I patted the bed, the sheet pooling at my hips.

      Leo crawled on next to me, leaned back against the pillows, and handed me a cup.

      The gods’ ambrosia had nothing on this mocha latte. I moaned.

      “I haven’t had coffee in forever. You ever need a kidney, it’s yours. I’d give you my firstborn but it’s promised to Raquel for healing Ro.” I selected a sesame seed bagel and sucked down more of my latte. I owed it to my health to test that this headache didn’t stem from caffeine withdrawal.

      “Fair.” Leo selected a poppy seed bagel from the bag between us. “Hey, can I kill Malik? I still owe him for his kidnapping stunt.”

      “I call dibs.” A cloud of steam preceded Rohan from the bathroom. His hair was damp, a towel wrapped snugly around his hips. He looked askance at us. “You’re getting crumbs in my bed.”

      Leo and I shrugged, our mouths full.

      I swallowed and patted the other side of the bed. “Live dangerously.”

      Ro twitched.

      “He’s cute when he short-circuits,” Leo said. “Is he always so anal?”

      I snickered.

      Rohan crossed his arms, which only accentuated his sculpted chest.

      “Breakfast and a show,” Leo said, helping herself to another bagel. “Keep going. Maybe lose the towel.”

      “What did we say about Ro being verboten as your masturbatory material?” I slugged back the rest of my latte.

      Leo leered at Ro. “Damn. Is that still a thing?”

      “I am more than my hot body.” He grabbed a T-shirt out of his dresser and shrugged it on, then snagged a pair of jeans and boxers and returned to the bathroom.

      “Not by much,” Leo called out gaily.

      “How were things last night?” I said.

      “Peachy. We spent the night in separate rooms at all times.”

      The two of us got through our lattes and another couple of bagels talking about blessedly normal things like Leo’s upcoming semester at Simon Fraser University and how her friend Madison was doing, before Rohan emerged, fully dressed. He squished onto my other side and plucked one of the remaining coffees from the tray.

      Leo took it away from him and gave him the other one. “This one’s black.”

      “I told you she had a flowchart,” I said, off of Rohan’s look of surprise. I handed him a plain bagel, but he refused it, taking one of those gross all-dressed ones.

      “I’m living dangerously,” he said.

      Drio clanged around in the kitchen.

      “I think he’s trying to make himself coffee.” I nudged Leo with my elbow. “Can we invite the sad puppy in?”

      “Go nuts.” She tried to leave, but I clamped down on her thigh and called Drio.

      He warily poked his head into the room, then shot us a contemptuous smile. “How cozy.”

      I held out the remaining coffee to the giant jerk. “Caffeine. Plus, there are really good bagels. Jew-made ones, not the white-bread travesties you goyim think are bagels.”

      Drio didn’t move.

      “Take a damn bagel, Drio.” Rohan sipped his coffee. “You’re gonna need your energy going after Hybris.”

      “Fuck that.”

      “You need to be the one to kill her. I’ll help, but Nava gets first priority on my time until Satan’s dead and all this shit we’re dealing with is sorted.” Rohan ran his thumb around the edge of the lid. “No, that’s not all of it. I’m too much of a liability to lead this.”

      I threaded his arm through mine and pressed it to my side.

      “It’s great you trust me to do the job, but—”

      “Fucking hell.” Leo beaned Drio with a plain bagel.

      “Cazzo! Stop hitting me.” He ground the bagel under his boot.

      Rohan let out a pained moan at the mess.

      “Then get your head out of your ass. You only fight when it’s easy.” Leo hopped off the bed and got all up in his space. “This demon killed the woman you loved. You don’t want to avenge her?”

      Drio pushed her back about a foot. “It’s none of your business.”

      Rohan opened his mouth, but I stuffed a piece of bagel in it.

      “No, it’s not my business,” Leo said. “You made damn sure of that.”

      “I wasn’t the lying spawn,” he said. Damn, Drio. It was nice knowing you.

      “I’ve spent my entire life hiding who I am from everyone,” she said. “What gave you the right to be told upfront? And also, you’re a shitty, shitty hunter if you didn’t put it together.” She balled up the empty bagel bag. “Congratulations, you were born human. Well, I choose my humanity. It’s a privilege and a fight every single day for me to hold onto it. I used to think you valued that kind of struggle, but you don’t even understand it. You won’t even fight for the woman you love.”

      Ro leaned over to murmur in my ear. “Is she talking about Asha or—”

      I elbowed him. “Since Rohan and I so inconsiderately fell asleep last night, perhaps you two could update us on any intel we’ve missed. Starting with, what day is it?”

      Leo wrestled her anger under control. “It’s Thursday, August 17.”

      My team had stormed the compound about a week ago. “At least I didn’t lose months.”

      “You lost enough,” she said.

      When Drio hadn’t heard from Rohan about meeting up, he’d reached out to Leonie to see if she could track him through her private investigator network.

      “He didn’t even say ‘hello.’” Leo swiped some crumbs off the bed into the crumpled bagel bag. “Or take two seconds to think about the best way to tell me that Sienna’s crew had overthrown the Brotherhood and my friends were missing, so that I wouldn’t have a heart attack.”

      “There was no best way.” Drio drank the coffee he’d finally accepted from me. “I was locked out of the Brotherhood database and all my resources and I had no way of knowing Ro’s last location. I couldn’t find Ms. Clara or Helen or anyone else to help me.”

      Leo blew him a kiss. “Delighted to be your last resort.”

      Drio leaned against Ro’s dresser, his shirt riding up his stomach. “I could just kill you.”

      My fingers dug into Ro’s thigh. I swear, was normal flirting this annoying? Surely Snowflake and I weren’t this much of a pain to listen to.

      “And deprive yourself the pleasure of lording my impending death over me on a regular basis? I think not,” Leo said.

      “Fucking hell, focus on the mission,” Ro said.

      “Does anyone even know if Ms. Clara is okay?” It hadn’t even occurred to me that she could be a target. I drummed my fingers nervously on the covers. “Did Sienna imprison the admins with the rabbis?”

      “We think some of the staff from Jerusalem HQ was locked up,” Drio said. “Everyone else was told to leave their chapters, but they weren’t harmed. I suspect Ms. Clara is in hiding.”

      Ro swirled the last of his coffee around, looking pensively into his cup. “The Jerusalem people must have been involved with Mandelbaum’s plans.”

      Sienna didn’t hurt innocents, but she’d imprisoned a lot of people I cared about.

      I crawled over Rohan and pushed the curtains aside, opening the window wide and letting the wind sting my face.

      “How did you stay free and clear of Sienna?” Rohan said.

      “Harry got me from Rome to Vancouver on a fake passport,” Drio said.

      I turned to see Leo mime shooting herself in the head.

      “I’m going to owe the old man, aren’t I?” I said.

      “Resign yourself to indentured servitude.” She tipped back her drink. “Harry and I couldn’t find anything about the fight through our usual channels. In fact, the only gossip was old news. Hybris is still demon non grata. Otherwise, all chatter from the demon realm had stopped, which was really weird. Informants were gone, nothing on the demon dark web. Harry said he’d never seen anything like it.”

      “A Rasha-witch fight wouldn’t shut the demons up,” Ro said.

      “No,” Drio replied. “Which means there’s something else going on, and we’re in no position to track or fight whatever it is.”

      Ro and I exchanged a look.

      “What?” Drio said.

      “Satan wants to knock me up.” I filled them in on what had happened.

      “You didn’t think to mention this yesterday?” Leo said.

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly. Plus, I really wanted to get laid.”

      Drio rolled his eyes. “Get behind wards. Really fucking strong ones.”

      “I’m not going to cower and hide. There’s too much to deal with.” I glanced at the “Fuck Cancer” bracelet. “After the demon dark web, what happened next?”

      “I tried the witches,” Leo said. “Dr. Gelman.”

      My smile caught and died. “You mean Rivka.” I pressed my fist to my lips. “I missed Esther’s funeral.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry, Nee.”

      I opened my mouth to mumble some platitude of thanks, but what came out was a roared shriek. She’d died on my watch and I hadn’t even been there to pay my final respects. I could tell myself that neither were my fault until I was blue in the face, but it was a cold fucking comfort. I’d failed her.

      Rohan rubbed my back until I ran out of steam. “You okay?”

      “No.”

      “You okay enough?”

      I shrugged and lay my head on his shoulder.

      “We caught our first break talking to Rivka,” Leo said. “One of Sienna’s bunch defected after what happened, and told Rivka about the fight and that Rabbi Mandelbaum had taken your dead…” She squeezed her take-out cup hard enough to rip a hole in it. “…dead body with him in the Tomb.”

      “She also told us about Ro and the dark magic.” Drio’s voice was granite. “Rivka got hold of Raquel and that’s when we found out you were being an A.W.O.L. asshole.”

      Rohan pitched his cup across the room into the trash. “How did you find where Mandelbaum had taken Nava?”

      “Drio didn’t know of any Brotherhood safe houses,” Leo said, “but the rabbi couldn’t have travelled too far from the compound because Sienna was likely monitoring all the roads. And the Tomb wouldn’t have been subtle cargo.”

      “Sienna’s ex-lackey said more men had shown up to help Mandelbaum.” Drio said. “It wasn’t more Rasha because most of us had been taken by the witches, so who?”

      Leo practically bounced on the bed telling me this next part. “Harry and I checked into mercenary circles and found a lot of talk by a bunch of ex-Mossad guys about Imperial County Airport, just outside Brawley, California.” That explained the dudes with guns playing for Team Mandelbaum. “We got our IT nerd to hack into the CCTV cameras in Brawley and run facial recognition software on some of the more likely players. Yesterday, we got a hit on a warehouse. That’s where we found you.”

      “Owned by a shell company,” Drio said. “We compared its records to the compound. Same owner. The warehouse was built first, about seven years ago, but it was still closer to a town and thus more susceptible to discovery. Mandelbaum must have moved to the compound in the middle of the desert to be free from prying eyes, but kept the warehouse for back-up.”

      “Seven years minimum. That’s how long Mandelbaum has been working to bring his plans to fruition,” I said. “No wonder he’s so tense.”

      “That’s one word for it,” Rohan said.

      I picked up the “Fuck Cancer” bracelet. “Time for another ping.”

      Drio kicked Ro’s shoes toward the bed. “Get your ass up. We’ve got a demon to kill.”

      Leo pointedly did not watch him go, gathering up our trash. “I’ll dump this.”

      Well, that was all very enlightening.

      A phone rang, startling us.

      Rohan rooted around in the pants he’d been wearing last night and pulled out his burner. He frowned at the screen. “Hello?” He burst into full bladeage. “The fuck are you calling for? No. You can’t speak to—”

      A shower of sparks exploded out of his phone. Rohan swore and dropped it.

      “Put her on,” Sienna said on the other end.

      I gingerly picked it up. “Hello?”

      “You wanted to talk? Talk.”
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      “I want the Rasha back.” I helped Ro stomp out the sparks singeing his carpet.

      Sienna snorted. “For someone who’s supposed to be dead, you’ve got a lot of opinions about things.”

      “Meet me and I’ll share every single one of them.” I grabbed my leggings and slid them on.

      “What makes you think I won’t kill you?”

      “Whoa. When did we escalate to killing? I was supposed to turn myself over to you, not be executed.”

      “Yeah, well you messed up my plans,” she said.

      “And you took my friends. Call us even.”

      “Is that what this is about? You want to negotiate? You have nothing to offer me.”

      “You’ll have to meet to find out.” I could lead her to Mandelbaum to avenge Tessa.

      Sienna muted the phone, returning a moment later. “Fine. I have something I want you to see.”

      I motioned to Rohan for a pen, writing the GPS coordinates she dictated on my hand. “One more thing.”

      “With you? Shocking. And no.” She hung up.

      I tossed Rohan his phone.

      He examined it carefully before sticking it in his pocket. “You’re going to meet her alone?”

      The dark magic writhed in his eyes, his body so tense that he was barely keeping it in check.

      “Hey.” I lay my hand on his cheek and forced him to meet my eyes. “Sienna isn’t going to hurt me right now and she won’t let Satan take me. I’m too valuable a piece to lose.”

      Since my magic healing was falling down on the job and the caffeine hadn’t helped with my headache, I checked my purse. There was a small brown pill at the bottom that sparked a dim Ibuprofen memory, so I dry-swallowed it.

      “What if you’re outnumbered? You’re not infallible.”

      “No,” I said. “But I have a lot to live for. Okay?”

      His irises died down to a muted gold and he exhaled. “Okay.”

      I linked arms with him. “Come on, Snowflake. Let’s gather our friends before they kill each other.”
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      Vancouver was on fire.

      Alright, not the Metro Vancouver area, but much of the rest of the province, hit by scattered wildfires whose smoke blew south to engulf the city in a haze that turned the late August skies a dreary November gray, the sun a red blazing ball in the sky. It smelled like sour chemicals and burning wood.

      The smoke cast a pall over the city and set an ominous tone for this meeting. I’d already dropped Leo off downtown since I didn’t want her crossing the wards of the chapter house. Her gayborhood off Davie Street was oddly pedestrian-free. Guess most people didn’t want their every breath to have the same rasping roughness as a committed nicotine addict’s.

      Drio, Ro, and I landed at the back end of the Brotherhood property. We no longer had control of Orwell, the Brotherhood’s intel system, and Sienna controlled the other chapters, so it was down to the library at my Demon Club to provide a break in tracking Hybris—provided the place was witch-free.

      “There and back,” Ro said.

      “I’ll be careful and you remember that this is just recon. No charging in without me if you spy witches.” I punched Drio. “You too. Any witch is more powerful than you and Sienna’s crew probably have dark magic of their own.”

      “Your Spidey sense didn’t clue you in?” Drio said.

      “No, it short-circuited on what an asshole you are.”

      “Enough,” Rohan said “Go. We’ll suss out the situation here.”

      I didn’t expect the GPS coordinates to take me to an enormous playground. Toddlers bounced and swung while older kids ran shrieking through a colorful waterpark. There were pedal boats on a pirate lagoon, massive tubes to crawl through, mini golf, long plastic slides in primary colors bumping over man-made hills, a kids’ monorail, climbing walls, a playground made of faux logs to look like some kind of pioneer land, and dozens of other insanely cool attractions.

      It was the nirvana of playgrounds. The hyperactive kids knew it and so did their weary parents trying to pack up and go home.

      Families chatted in what might have been Dutch while the smell of fries made my stomach growl.

      My angry fire rose up to choke me, lush and darkly sinister. I’d defended Sienna as a protector of innocents and now she planned to use children to catch me off-guard?

      Sienna waited for me by the go-kart track, in jeans and a blouse with bumblebees dotted on it. I snatched her up and portalled us into the copse of trees over to the side of the track, before she’d had a chance to register my appearance. The playground was still visible but we were more or less sheltered from prying eyes.

      I rooted her to the ground and hoped my strategy worked. “You disappoint me, Sienna. What have you done with the Rasha?”

      “Lilith?” Her breath caught.

      Good. This Lilith mess was finally proving useful. Now to get some answers.

      Sienna bowed her head. “Help me, goddess. Show me how to revoke the Rasha’s magic before time runs out.”

      What was she doing to them? I reined my power in. “Explain.”

      Sienna slashed the air and the world shifted, once more transporting me to the in-between place I’d first seen in Rohan’s backyard.

      A massive rift, about ten times the one I’d faced with Satan’s minions, floated above the ground, so large that it cleared the top of the tallest trunk. Its raw edges were red with scabby, mottled streaks. A milky liquid dripped onto the ground, searing the grass to a carpet of dust.

      Demons crowded in on the other side.

      I was barely able to breathe, my heart in my throat. I whipped around to the playground, where children still laughed and ran about, oblivious to the danger. Fluffy clouds drifted in a blue sky dotted with soaring birds and a squirrel ran up the trunk of a nearby tree, but above the rift, all was gray and lifeless.

      “When did this happen?” Sweat trickled down my spine.

      “It didn’t exist six months ago. By the time we caught it, it was already the size of a garden shed and just kept growing despite all our efforts. It should have taken centuries to get this big. The drain from Rasha has overtaken our ability to maintain the wards. The hunters’ magic must be purged.”

      One of the demons ran towards the rift and slammed off the Saran Wrap-like barrier.

      I flinched, covering quickly with a burst of angry magic. Lilith wouldn’t have been afraid.

      The demons skittered back, then pressed en masse against it. One demon clipped another when he tried to rip the barrier open. The first demon screeched, burst into a flurry of claws and attacked.

      The fight rippled back through the rabble. As they picked each other off, they winked into oblivion, but with so many of them there, a few dozen dead didn’t make a difference.

      A flood of small, beetle-like demons scurried up the barrier, knocking their antennae against it. The barrier undulated.

      I held my breath, but the membrane stayed strong.

      For now.

      How would Lilith counsel? “The Rasha magic runs through the bloodlines. Had I the ability to end their line, I would have done so years ago.”

      Sienna drew an “X” in the air and the rift vanished, leaving us once more in the woods with the playground beyond. “It has to be possible. We can figure this out. We must. If we don’t remove the Rasha magic before this rift opens, it won’t be a few demons coming through. All Hell will break loose.”

      Even if she was right, was it possible to take someone’s magic without hurting them? Killing them?

      “That is not the way.” I did my best goddess-pronouncing-judgement voice and everything.

      Sienna’s eyes narrowed. “Nava.”

      Invisible concrete filled my body from the toes up, like a mobster disposing of a hit. I wasn’t sure if the whizzing noise humming in my ears was from her magic or the go-karts whipping past in the distance.

      I sent my magic into hers like a knife, sharpening my blade as I cranked higher and higher.

      “What did you do to Lilith?” she said.

      “She died in the Tomb.” I hit level eight. Silver magic blinded me and my throat clogged up with the taste of burned metal. I thrashed against my invisible bindings, my heartbeat random and sluggish. At level nine, my stomach dropped into my toes, similar to cresting that first big hill on a rollercoaster.

      “You read as her.” Her disbelief was clear.

      “Lilith’s final act was to curse me to broadcast her magic signal.”

      “And you intended to use that to pull a fast one.” Her eyes glittered.

      My body tried to obey the “run” command from my brain, but I still couldn’t move.

      “Esther wouldn’t want my blood on your hands,” I gasped.

      Sienna got scary quiet. “That’s your last one. Don’t use her again.”

      Her magic fell away and I doubled over, rubbing my chest.

      “You’d really let us all die because you can’t bear to harm your precious Rasha?” she said.

      “You are such a hypocrite,” I said. “For someone who claims to care so much about the witches’ share, where did your dark magic come from? You had to be siphoning it off the witches. Rasha could have used that magic to kill more demons.” I balled my fists. “Esther could have used that magic to heal… Fuck!”

      My barb found its mark. Sienna winced, but I felt no triumph.

      I stalked off and found a gnarled tree to sit under. My calming breaths failed to quell the snapping hiss of my internal fire. I wrapped my arms around my knees, my head resting on top of them. With this silver magic of mine, I had dark magic now as well thanks to Lilith, but I hadn’t asked for it. Sienna had actively sought it out, knowing what that meant.

      The spongy ground next to me depressed with a weight.

      “There’s an argument to be made about the greater good.” Sienna leaned against the knotty trunk, staring up at the sunlight dappling through the leaves. “I know this, because when Esther got sick, I used it on myself pretty much every day to justify my actions, even knowing how dire things were.”

      Birds chirped and a peal of giggles floated over from the playground, but Esther’s death was a throbbing knot in my chest and I wanted to rage that the greater good was bullshit.

      A weight settled on my heart. “I missed her funeral.”

      “I went.”

      “Ballsy.”

      “Not really. I hid.” Sienna ripped out some grass stalks. “Maybe I am a hypocrite for taking more than my share, but I’m part of a line of women who did it precisely because this day was coming. Our dark magic should have re-stabilized the wards, but it’s not enough.” She poked at an ant with one of the grass stalks, redirecting its path. “We need to restore them to their original strength. Patching the wards is no longer an option.”

      “You mean seal them for good?” That would solve my Satan problem.

      “We can’t. The wards function as a balance of good and evil. No one knows how they were created, but there are more demons than those of us with magic to fight them, so by making it hard for the demons to cross, the wards give us a chance to keep evil in check.”

      “Then the rift is symptomatic of the bigger problem.”

      Sienna nodded. “If the rift opens, the flood of demons crossing will topple the wards for good. But even if we seal that rift, we still need to restore the wards to their full strength. As more Rasha drew upon our magic, the weaker our healing powers became and the weaker the wards then became. Over the years, more demons created more rifts to cross over, which weakened the wards further. And the weaker the wards…”

      “The system went out of whack. Like a flapping fan belt. Hence the mega-rift.”

      “Right,” she said. “Once this rift has been closed, we must shore up the wards to their original strength because if they fail, demons will have free dominion on earth.”

      “How can the collective Rasha magic make a difference when all the witches working together, especially with you and your fellow Slytherins on the job, can’t?”

      Sienna pushed her fingers into her short dreads.

      The ground cracked and split. Tree roots shot up from the fissure. I rolled sideways and scrambled to my feet.

      “Stop defending the hunters! They are unnatural and their existence fouls the wards. We witches are the only ones who should ever have had this power.”

      “Blame your goddess,” I said. “Lilith is the one who created Rasha.”

      “And King David was the one who twisted that gift, appropriating the magic forever.”

      The fissure grew wider.

      I jumped away from the hole under my feet. “There has to be another way.”

      “Can you find it before this rift opens?” She inhaled deeply and waved a hand, eradicating the crack in the ground.

      “What about the Ring of Solomon?” I told her Mandelbaum’s plans. “He hasn’t let go of his idea to seize power. I’m not sure how this all fits, but he’s been working toward this goal for too long to abandon it and the ring has somehow become key. He was willing to double-cross a dangerous demon for its possession.”

      “What does it do?”

      “I don’t know. Yet.” I added off her eyeroll. “But it must have incredible power.”

      “He forced Tessa to bind demons.” Sienna pursed her lips. “Maybe it does that.”

      “Could you use demon magic to fix the rift and restore balance to the wards?”

      “Demons heal themselves, so they have healing magic,” she said. “But how many demons would we need? Would some work better than others? And how are we supposed to test this? Keep dragging them here and hope something works? You claim you give a damn about humanity, but you’re not willing to make the necessary sacrifices.”

      “It’s not like I’m holding out on you. Even if I agreed with this plan, which I emphatically do not, I have no idea how to take their magic away.”

      “I should take Lilith’s magic from you. I saw how strong you were in the compound.”

      I held my ground, despite wanting to wrap my arms around myself and yell mine! “I only have a fraction of her power anymore.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s too late. I could only take it when she was alive and you two were separate entities.”

      There went that hope.

      “Can you at least tell me how to shut off the magic signal I’m giving off as her?” I said. “She’s your goddess. You’ve got to know something about her.”

      “And I should share, why?”

      “Satan thinks I’m Lilith and he plans to breed her to create a race of super-demons, with or without her consent. Whatever you think of me, you don’t want that being loosed upon the world.”

      She tapped a finger against her lip. “Not a lot is known about Lilith. Most of what I could tell you involves dark magic, but there is a story that Lilith survived because she learned how to jump bodies.”

      I snorted. “Like a parasite.”

      “It was an honor and the host had to accept Lilith’s request. Not a verbal request, a magic one.”

      “She’s trying to take me over? Never gonna happen.”

      “She might have intended to, after you’d unleashed her full power, but now it’s most likely that this is the last vestige of her that somehow got stuck on loud. I don’t know how you shut it off.”

      I’d find a way.

      Sienna looked at me shrewdly. “Use Lilith for good. Lilith made the Rasha and she might know how to unmake them.”

      “I don’t have her memories.”

      “Not consciously.”

      “You’re not rooting around in my brain.” When Lilith had been trapped inside me, the insidiousness of her direct line into my head had almost driven me mad. Then Mandelbaum had tried to break my brain with torture and drugs. Well, I’d survived them both. I’d fought for the sanctity of being alone in my own head and having control over my mind and my thoughts and no one was going to take that away from me ever again.

      Neither of us budged.

      “Could you stop me?” she said.

      “Try and let’s find out.”

      The air hung heavy, thick and charged. Even the wind held its breath.

      A bright red ball rolled into the trees with us, a lanky boy running after it. He scooped it up, gave us a nervous glance, then dashed back to the safety of his waiting friends.

      “You can save us or you can doom us,” Sienna said. “Your call.”

      That was exactly what worried me.
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      Neither Rohan nor Drio were anywhere on the grounds at Demon Club. I portalled into the Vault in the basement of the mansion and gathered a few things from the weapons room, before creeping up the stairs to the ground floor where Ms. Clara’s office and the conference room were located. With my back pressed against the wall, I peered around the corner like a seasoned TV cop.

      I cleared the floor; no one was on it.

      A floorboard above creaked. The library. I straightened my holster with the tranquillizer darts and pulled the tranq rifle from where it was slung across my back. We didn’t tend to use them with demons because they were unpredictable with demon physiology and you had as much chance of hyping them up as knocking them out.

      A human, however, would drop like a rock. Bonus: I wouldn’t accidentally use too much magic on them.

      Careful to avoid all the creaky parts of the stairs, I hopscotched up to the main floor and snuck down the hallway to the library. I didn’t hear voices, but with the door closed, the room was soundproof.

      Balancing the rifle on my shoulder, I flung the door open, shooting at the first movement that caught my eye.

      Drio blurred out of sight, the dart thunking into the wall behind him. He dropped the armful of books he’d been holding and turned on me like an enraged bull. I could practically see steam coming out of his nostrils, his bellow a curse-laden Italian.

      Baruch strode across the room, plucked the rifle from my hands, and snapped it in two.

      “That was a perfectly good tranquilizer gun.” Ms. Clara jabbed him in the chest. “You’ll be filling out the paperwork for that. In triplicate.”

      Baruch snorted and tossed the halves on the ground.

      I blinked stupidly at the bickering twosome. How were they here?

      “Nee.” Ari stumbled back a step, letting out a huge breath.

      He was wearing his “chemist” T-shirt that I’d bought him on our sixteenth birthday after Dad had shown us all the old Monty Python movies. The one that read “We are the chemists who say” and then the periodic table element “Ni” for nickel. I’d lost count of the number of late-night talks we’d had with my twin sprawled at the end of my bed, wearing that shirt, but since it had gotten faded and stretched out, it had been relegated to a drawer.

      Ari had no way of knowing what had happened to me after his imprisonment, but if there’d been no sign of me at Demon Club, then he’d assumed the worst.

      I shrieked and launched myself at my brother. He caught me, laughing, while I hung off him like a baby monkey.

      “Uh, hel-lo.” Kane crossed his arms. “Don’t use up all your love on him.”

      “Phrasing,” Ro chided, entering the room with two six-packs: one of beer and one of Coke. He set them on the table, then joined Drio, quietly discussing Hybris’ last known locations.

      I slid to the floor. “How did you get free?”

      “In a nutshell?” Kane ticked items off his fingers. “It took Baruch breaking his collarbone—”

      “What?!” I’d never heard Ms. Clara yelp.

      “And your brother being a giant idiot and burning himself out EC’ing everyone away once we’d broken out of our cell.”

      “Who was I supposed to leave behind?” Ari said.

      Kane shrugged. “Bastijn had lived a full life.”

      “Get over it already. It was one night.”

      “Two years ago. We know.” Baruch scowled at them. “If I have to hear this fight one more time I’ll knock your heads together.”

      “At least you slept during our captivity.” Kane dropped into a chair with a huff and cracked a Coke. “Your snores could level buildings.”

      Rohan winked at me. “See how much fun you missed this afternoon?”

      I cleared my throat. “The escape?”

      “As I was telling Ro and Drio,” Ari said.

      “Before your insane sister shot me,” Drio grumbled, spreading a world map out on the table and tossing Rohan a marker.

      “I missed, you big baby,” I said.

      “We broke out about four hours ago.” My brother walked over and stole Kane’s Coke. He took a sip.

      Kane pouted, resting his cheek on Ari’s hip.

      “Nuh-uh. I’m the cute relationship twin,” I said.

      Kane stuck his tongue out at me. “Not anymore.”

      The other men agreed with various murmurs of assent. Even Ms. Clara chimed her agreement. Only my very smart boyfriend disagreed.

      “Rolita is adorable. Plus, we have a celebrity name.” Rohan stopped circling places on the map and arched an eyebrow imperiously.

      Drio snapped his fingers. “Focus.”

      “We’re two hot gay guys who show massive amounts of PDA.” Kane pumped his fist in the air. “We win.”

      Ari ruffled his boyfriend’s hair. “To answer the impending questions: no, we didn’t see any of the other Rasha or rabbis; no, we don’t know where they are; and yes, we know where we were held. Outside Los Angeles. I transported everyone a short distance away, then we ran through some suburb until we found a school bus that Danilo hotwired. He drove us into the heart of the city until we were sure we weren’t being followed at which point we scattered and went to ground. We have burners to stay in touch.”

      “Did Sienna hurt you?” I said.

      Baruch, Ari, and Kane exchanged a look.

      My face crumpled.

      Ro pulled me into his arms. “Let them tell you.”

      “Sienna… experimented on us,” Baruch said.

      Kane threw his arms wide. “Castration,” he whispered theatrically.

      “The hell?!” I broke free of Ro’s grip.

      Ari elbowed Kane. “Not literal castration. She tried to hobble our magic, but she couldn’t. We’re okay.” A shadow passed over his face. “Most of us. We lost Zvi.”

      Baruch gripped the edge of the table. Zvi was the Israeli Rasha who’d shared chocolate with me.

      “I’m sorry, Baruch,” I said.

      He nodded, brusquely brushing a hand over his face. Drio slung an arm over his shoulder.

      “Ro said you met with Sienna.” Ms. Clara said. Her eyes kept darting to Baruch. “Do you know why she’d want to take away Rasha magic?”

      I explained about the tipping point, the rift, and restoring the wards. What if somewhere in my subconscious I did know how to take their magic without hurting them? Sienna wasn’t going to stop until the wards were reset. If tapping in to Lilith’s memories was possible, and I could prevent more deaths, wasn’t it my moral duty to do so?

      But did that duty override my right to protect my mental safe place? If I let someone poke around in my head, I’d be at their mercy. I shuddered.

      On the other hand, what if we discovered that only death would end Rasha magic? I refused to be a mass murderer. And what else might Sienna find? Lilith’s power had been off the charts and she’d managed to keep herself alive for centuries. I didn’t want to be the one who handed Sienna dangerous knowledge best left buried.

      My headache worsened.

      “The wards need to be returned to their original strength or humanity is screwed,” I said, “but that doesn’t give Sienna the right to forcibly null your magic.”

      “Fucked up as it is,” Ari said, “at least she’s trying to do something about it.”

      “‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing,’” Ms. Clara said. “Or good women.”

      Bitter acid churned in my stomach.

      “Is it too much to ask for the bad guys to be overtly evil?” Kane pushed away his drink. “Noble villains can bite my fine ass.”

      “You need to get the others out.” Drio rubbed a hand over his chin, studying the map. “Before more hunters are killed.”

      Or all of them.

      “That will be our first priority,” Baruch said.

      “What happened with Lilith?” Ari said. “Is she out of you?”

      “In the sense that she’s no longer alive, yes.” I presented my situation, including the Satan complication in as dispassionate and succinct a fashion as possible.

      “Beg pardon?” Kane said.

      I gagged on the amount of salt fumes coming off of my friend’s skin from his magic poison, scared to look at my brother in case this time my bombshell had killed him.

      “No,” Ari said calmly. “That’s not happening.”

      “Boy I adore,” Kane said, “you can’t just will it away.”

      “I’m not. You have a plan?” he asked me.

      “Working on it.”

      “You’ll tell us our roles?”

      I nodded.

      “You’ve got her six?” he said to Ro.

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      “Then we’ll handle it,” Ari said.

      Baruch cracked his knuckles. “Ben zona! Of course, we’ll handle it. It will be fun.”

      Drio tapped the map. “Hybris could be here.”

      Rohan and I looked at the location he indicated.

      “Historically, a place where demons go to lay low,” Ro said.

      “Yeah,” Drio said. “I have some connections there. I’ll check things out and if there are any leads, call you in.”

      “We should put an extraction plan in place for when we find the other Rasha,” Ari said.

      “And somewhere to stay,” I said. “This’ll be the first place Sienna comes looking for you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Kane flung himself over the table.

      “I agree,” Ari said. “I’m not running.”

      “We can’t go on the run and keep investigating,” Rohan said. “Either we hide properly or we stand our ground.”

      Thank goodness Rabbi Abrams had fortified the chapter house.

      “Demon Club it is. Want to go with me to go see Mom and Dad?” I asked Ari. “We should probably tell them we’re alive and I need Mom’s professional assistance.”

      “Oh shit.” Ro pulled out his burner and jogged off.

      “Golden Boy won’t be so golden anymore,” Drio called out.

      I tugged on Drio’s sleeve. “Have you spoken to them? Are Dev and Maya safe?” I was worried about their well-being and about my boyfriend going off the deep end if they weren’t.

      “They suspected that they were being watched,” Drio said. “So, they’re staying with a witch friend of theirs.”

      Shivani. I relaxed.

      Before we were allowed to go to see our parents, Baruch insisted that I take them back to the warehouse where I’d been held. His reasoning was that this was the perfect time to get the jump on the rabbi. He must have seen that the idea made me highly uncomfortable because he said I didn’t have to go in, but I said I would. With all my friends surrounding me, maybe that place of horrors would be reduced to just a place.

      We waited for Ro to finish up his call and Kane to wash off the poison.

      “How’d it go?” I said to Rohan once he’d returned.

      “Mom and I fought. I told her I wasn’t going to tour with the new album, just have the release party on Asha’s birthday.”

      “Uh, she does understand you have a few things on your plate, right?”

      “She wants me to stop being Rasha and concentrate on my music.” Rohan flexed his fingers, studying his hamsa ring. “She said that all Asha wanted was for me to play music and be happy and now I had second chances at both. If I threw this away to hunt demons, I’d be dishonoring my cousin’s memory. I mean, fuck, how could she say that?”

      “She’s scared she’s going to lose you. I’m not excusing it.”

      “I’m a hunter.” Dark magic danced along his palms. He stuffed his hands in his pocket. “I get she’s my mom and me being missing must have been awful for her, but that doesn’t excuse dumping this guilt trip on me.”

      “You’re right. Will the album be done by September 27?”

      “It has to be. I’m keeping this promise to Asha.”

      Music had incredible restorative power. Dance and music had gotten me through many challenging times. Writing music had brought Rohan out of the darkness before, and it could speed up his healing now. Calling attention to the dark magic might make Ro feel worse and compound the problem, but I’d never met a piece of advice I didn’t want to share.

      “Working on your music might help with that as well.” I nodded at his hands still jammed away in his pockets.

      Rohan pulled his hands free. The dark magic was gone, but doubt and fear still lurked in his eyes. “Yeah.” He pulled himself up straight, back in deadly hunter mode. “Let’s get the rabbi.”

      I portalled everyone except Ms. Clara to Mandelbaum’s lair.

      The rabbi and his group had moved out.

      None of the men said much as we cleared each room, but they got especially silent when I stopped in front of the place where I’d been held captive.

      Rohan went to open the door for me, but Drio nudged him out of the way.

      “You need to do this,” he said.

      Baruch put his hand on my shoulder, which gave me the courage to turn the knob.

      Other than the Tomb, which was gone, the room was exactly as I’d left it. My magic surged out of me. I whirled in a shrieking fury, obliterating everything in there, blowing up machines, decimating the dingy mattress I’d slept on, and melting and twisting that damn metal table.

      Mandelbaum would never get the jump on me again.

      I stood in the wreckage, fists balled, and wondered why even with all my power, I didn’t feel any better. I mustered up a smile. “The worst part was staring at that paint job.”

      Ro stepped in closer to me, darkness once more slithering in his eyes. “His decorating tastes are punishable by death in at least three states.”

      “Right?” I leaned against my boyfriend.

      “We’ll find him,” Kane said. “I’ll follow the money. Same with Sienna. She’s feeding those Rasha. There’s bound to be records of supplies. We’ll start with cities where there are already chapter houses.”

      Baruch cracked his knuckles. “There are always demons to interrogate.”

      Ari crouched down to examine a bloodstain on one of the few remaining pieces of mattress.

      I swallowed and held his gaze, dropping my arm from where I’d been rubbing the now-healed wound on my side.

      “You gonna tell me what happened to you?” Ari got dangerously still.

      “Not rape.”

      “Just regular torture,” he said flatly.

      “It wasn’t pretty, but there are some things I don’t want you to know.”

      “I’m going to kill him.” That Ari could so matter-of-factly utter this vow about the man who had led the organization that my brother had dedicated his life to, was both terrifying and sad.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “Get in line, bro. Get in line.”
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      My mom opened the door, took one look at Ari and me, pulled us both into a fierce hug, and burst into tears. The last time she’d cried had been at our bubbe’s funeral four years ago.

      “Shana? What’s happened?” Dad pounded down the stairs, skidding to a stop when he saw our huddled group. He threw his arms around all of us, saying, “Oh, thank God,” over and over again.

      Rohan stood awkwardly in the foyer.

      Dad opened his arms. “Come here, son.”

      We all shuffled around to include Ro. Part of me wanted to laugh at how ridiculous this was, but most of me was too fucking happy that we were enveloped in a cloud of Mom’s Chanel No. 5 with Dad’s graying stubble scratching my cheek.

      Mom insisted on feeding us all, ordering a week’s worth of our favorite Chinese food.

      Ari and I sat on either side of Mom, each of us holding one of her hands. I’d changed out of my tunic into a cute blue sundress with pockets. Ro was to my right, with Dad across the table.

      A stupid pile of food sat in the center. Ginger beef, spicy squid, Szechuan green beans, gai lan in a garlic sauce, lettuce wraps, deep fried tofu, shredded spicy pork and spinach, shrimp fried rice, and Shanghai noodles—we did our damnedest to decimate it all.

      Our parents pressed us for what we’d been through, but although Ari and I gave them heavily edited versions, they seemed to age before our eyes. Mom kept twisting her wedding ring around her finger, while our father emitted a series of harsh exhales that grew louder as we told our tale.

      When our eyes had glazed over from the amount we’d eaten, and Rohan had resorted to covering his plate so my mother couldn’t empty more food onto it, Mom reluctantly declared we’d had enough.

      We filed into her home office. Ari, Rohan, and I squished onto her sofa, while she sat at her desk and booted up her MacBook.

      I told her everything that Mandelbaum had said.

      Mom muttered things like “This is bad” and “He’s a lunatic” until I couldn’t take it anymore and demanded she explain.

      “Have you ever heard of the End of Days?” she said.

      We all shook our heads.

      “I was extremely remiss on your Jewish education.”

      “Mom.” Ari crossed his arms. “Stick with the topic.”

      She tapped a pen against her thigh. “Okay. Let me back up. Back in the Middle Ages, there was a famous rabbi and Torah scholar called Maimonides. One of his principles of Jewish faith was that one day there would arise a dynamic leader.”

      “Like Jesus? A messiah?” Ro asked.

      “Yes, but not in the Christian sense of a savior. The Jewish messiah is called the Mashiach. He would be a direct descendent of King David. According to Isaiah 11:2-5, he’ll be well-versed in Jewish law and observant of its commandments. He’ll be charismatic, inspiring others to follow his example, be a great military leader, and a great judge. But most importantly, he’ll be a human, not a god, demi-god or any other supernatural being.”

      “We’ve got Mandelbaum, a rabbi who leads a military organization,” Ro said. “Even though he’s not Rasha, he is a descendent of David. And very proud of that fact.”

      “He can’t be the only one who fits that criteria,” Ari said. “And why now?”

      “It’s not just now,” Mom said. “Supposedly a person with that potential is born every generation. But the messianic age demands certain conditions. The potential must be born in a time that has lost hope, where many are disgusted with the breakdown of ethical and moral standards. Life is cheap, crime is rampant, drug and alcohol use are on the rise. Sound familiar?”

      “Fuck.” I grimaced. “Sorry, Mom.”

      She dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “To truly become the Mashiach, this person must fulfill a number of tasks. They must rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem, that would be the Third Temple, and gather Jews from all over the world. Nava, you said he had permission from the planning council to start building the Temple. That takes time. He’s been working on this for a while.”

      “Seven years,” I said. “How do the rabbis fit into it?”

      “Ah.” Mom put on her reading glasses and consulted her computer. “Right. The Mashiach will re-establish the Sanhedrin. That’s the council of high rabbis. They’re the religious supreme court and legislature of the Jewish people.” She read off her screen. “‘I will restore your judges as at first, and your counselors as in the beginning, afterward you will be called the City of Righteousness, the faithful city. Zion shall be redeemed with justice, and those who return to her, with righteousness.’ That’s from Isaiah 1:26-27. The Sanhedrin would be able to formally recognize the Mashiach as the King. In fact, all nations of the world will recognize him as their king and accept his rule.”

      I traced the floral pattern on the sofa cushion with my finger. “What’s in it for everyone else?”

      “World peace, no more wars, no more famine, and a better standard of living across the board,” Mom said. “Jews have been praying for the Mashiach’s arrival throughout history. Even at the gates of the gas chambers, many Jews sang ‘Ani Ma’amin’ which translates as ‘I believe.’ It’s a song about the coming of the Mashiach.’”

      “What’s the cost of this great messiah?” Ro asked.

      Mom rolled her chair over to her bookshelf. She pulled out a slim volume and flipped through it. “The End of Days.”

      “That sounds delightful.” I picked up a pencil and sticky pad off the corner of my mother’s desk and drew little rabbi stick figures with X’s through them.

      “Before this new age is introduced,” Mom said, “the world will experience vast economic fluctuations, social upheaval, and widespread despair. It’ll culminate with the opening of the Gates of Alexander and the release of the most terrifying demons Gog and Magog.”

      “Do you know anything about the Ring of Solomon?” I added horns to the rabbis. The resulting drawing reminded me of my hallucination while I’d been strapped to the table, so I scribbled it out.

      Mom typed in a URL and brought up an academic webpage. “Given to Solomon by God, it featured a hexagram.”

      “A Star of David,” Ari said.

      “Correct. Made of iron or brass, the ring gave Solomon the power to command demons.”

      Ugh. Sienna was right again.

      “That’s one way to get all the global powers to agree to his kingliness,” I said. “Command demons to attack and be the only hope of stopping them.”

      Ari whistled. “You think that was his ultimate aim? Bind this Gog and Magog and then send in the Brotherhood?”

      “If that was his plan,” Mom said, “he’s perverted the entire notion of the Mashiach. It wasn’t to rule the world and dominate non-Jews, it was actually to create a world where Jews would be free to involve themselves with the Torah and its wisdom without other concerns.”

      “Could demons use it on each other?” Rohan said. “Is that why Hybris wanted it?”

      “If it really does exist as some kind of sacred amulet, then no,” my mother said. “The demons would be the target of a ring that was given to a human. Therefore, they’re exempt from using it.”

      “Finally,” Rohan said. “A piece of good news.”

      Mom clicked on to the next webpage. “Oh. This is interesting. The archangel Michael gets involved. ‘Take this ring, O Solomon King, son of David, the gift which the Lord God hath sent unto thee. Wear this ring and all the demons of the earth, both male and female, thou wilt command.’”

      My vision blurred red, my internal fire flaring hot and fast.

      I snapped the pencil.

      Mom looked alarmed.

      “Give me a minute.” I closed my eyes to sort through what could have set me off. “Lilith had some connection to this ring and Mandelbaum was convinced she’d stolen it. Is there anything about her possessing the ring on the website?”

      My headache broke through the effects of the Tylenol. I massaged my temples, but my scalp was too tender to be touched.

      “No.” Mom flipped through her overflowing Rolodex on her desk. “I have a colleague. Semi-retired, but if I ask he’ll speak with you. Let me call him and arrange a meeting. If anyone can give you answers about the ring, it’ll be Josip. Dr. Markovic.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” As soon as I had some free time, I was using up every single massage therapy session I’d accumulated up until now. I opened my mother’s desk drawer. Sure enough, there was a bottle of aspirin. I helped myself to some pills. “You know, Mandelbaum likened his plan to a phoenix. He absolutely wants to become the literal ruler of the world. The phoenix isn’t reborn without fire, and the world isn’t remade without death and destruction. He’s ushering in an apocalypse.”

      Ari scrolled through his phone. “There are a few possible places for the Gates of Alexander. Central Asia, Dagestan in Russia.”

      “Conjecture,” Mom said. “There are no literal gates. These demons are believed to be either Turkic tribes that Alexander encountered or Mongols.”

      “But demons exist and these gates might as well,” Ro said. “Shana, any idea what kind of timeline we might be looking at?”

      “If we assume that he wants to pull this off as soon as possible?” Mom consulted another book. “Rosh Hashanah. The Mashiach’s coming is signaled by two things, the occasion when all souls will be judged for their last time and a tremendous shofar blast that will be heard around the world.”

      “Judgment and the shofar, two hallmarks of Rosh Hashanah.” I checked this year’s date on my phone. The evening of September 18. “That gives us a month. If that rift opens on top of everything before then, the legion of demons who enter our world will make Mandelbaum’s position stronger.”

      “Provided he can control them,” Rohan said. “Otherwise, even if we’ve freed the rest of the Rasha and we all fight, we’ll be sorely outnumbered.”

      “Mandelbaum is an evil psychopath,” I said.

      “No, he’s a man who believes he’s ushering in a better world.” Mom shelved the books she’d used. “That noble purpose makes him especially dangerous. Don’t dismiss him.”

      “Yeah, Sparky. You’re always going on about shades of gray.”

      “Fine. There are good points in both Mandelbaum’s and Sienna’s visions of a better future, but his is a misogynist dictatorship that could wipe out half the world and Sienna’s is a man-hating cabal. We need to ensure that neither of them ends up with ultimate power. I’m tired of everyone and their narrow-minded thinking.”

      “That’s very ‘my way or the highway’ of you,” Ari said.

      “Well, everyone else is stupid. Present company excepted.”

      Mom promised to let me know when I could meet with Dr. Markovic and we headed outside to the car Ari and I shared.

      A grizzled gardener next door trimmed Mrs. Jepson’s prized rhododendron bush.

      “Hang on. I need my sunglasses.” I fumbled in my purse, raising my eyebrows at my brother.

      “Military,” Ari murmured.

      I sauntered up to the gardener, asking when Mrs. Jepson would be back.

      “No idea.” He clipped another branch, giving it a lopsided appearance.

      I clapped him on a very well-defined shoulder. “Mrs. Jepson never lets anyone trim her rhodos.”

      He slapped my hand off of him, but Ro and Ari were instantly at my side.

      Ro jammed a finger blade into the gardener’s neck, grabbing a gun from the small of the man’s back before the man could retrieve it.

      Ari drew magic from the bush’s shadow to bind the man’s hands. “A pistol against three Rasha with magic. Were you not expecting all of us or—” His head snapped up and he knocked us sideways onto the ground.

      A bullet ripped into the rhodo sending up a shower of shredded petals.

      “Jepson is going to be so pissed,” I said.

      My brother shadow-transported all of us into the backyard. “Stay low.”

      While Ari scouted for the sniper, Ro and I peppered the gardener with questions. His stoic silence was unsurprising. Mercenaries didn’t tend to break easily.

      I gripped his shoulders intending to inflict a quick memory loss on him. Generally, the memories involving me appeared as hot spots in the target’s mind. I erased them without knowing their exact contents, but this time, I probed, tracking the conversation Mandelbaum had had with this mercenary. It had occurred in the same baby-poo yellow, pockmarked concrete hallway where I’d been held captive.

      “You bugged my parents’ home?” I said.

      The mercenary spasmed in my magic net and his face turned a florid red. “Stay out of the rabbi’s business. Wouldn’t want that hot mom of yours to get hurt.”

      I rendered him unconscious. Alrighty. Three on the magic scale was knock out territory on humans. “We need to move my parents.”

      Ari staggered out of the shadows, dragging a limp body. The newcomer was bleeding from the head. Red blossomed across Ari’s shirt. He tossed a pistol with a silencer to Ro, wheezed in a breath, and fell face down on the grass.

      “Ace!” I dropped to my knees, sending healing magic into him. There was an exit wound on his back so the bullet wasn’t lodged inside him, but he wasn’t breathing.

      Esther’s lifeless body flashed before my eyes. There was less magic in the world available for healing than ever before, and if I couldn’t get enough to heal Esther, what chance did I have to heal Ari?

      I increased my magic, but Ari didn’t stir.

      Ro nudged me aside and I almost decked him. He rolled Ari over carefully. “Keep up the magic, but let me do mouth-to-mouth.”

      I nodded, concentrating my magic into the hole I sensed in my twin’s lung. My hands shook and I doubled down the pressure to keep them steady. My ears rang with silent screams, an icy knife twisting my guts.

      The world leached of all color, tunneling in and out of focus. No, no, no, no, no. This wasn’t going to end like Esther. Mandelbaum wasn’t going to take another person from me because I couldn’t live in a world that didn’t have Ari in it. I’d died and was given a Hail Mary, brought back by Lilith, but I was losing my twin, watching his life force bleed out in front of me despite all my efforts, with no tricks up my sleeve for that last-minute miracle.

      I was losing him. A numbness filled my veins, my stillness mirroring my twin’s. I didn’t want to empathize with Sienna’s power draw to heal the wards, but yeah, I’d use every last drop of dark magic to make sure Ari lived.

      The hole in Ari’s lung began to close, but he still wasn’t responding.

      Rohan intensified his efforts.

      My brother went limp… then coughed. A raspy, gurgling sound that was the most beautiful music ever.

      Ro knelt back on his calves, one hand on Ari’s heart. “You okay, man?”

      Ari stared up at the sky and nodded.

      I grabbed the still-unconscious sniper and drowned him in magic.

      The man bucked, his eyes rolling back to the whites. Flecks of foam appeared at the corner of his mouth.

      I fried his brain synapses and destroyed his organs to the brink of functionality, to the brink of death. It barely took any effort at all. Humans were so fragile.

      It was my duty to protect them.

      Not all of them. I kicked the sniper in the ribs.

      For every attempt to take what was sacred to me, I would send back ashes. Let them burn.
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      Ari went to talk our parents into leaving, which left Ro and me deciding what to do with the intruders so Mrs. Jepson wouldn’t return home and find two half-dead strangers in her backyard. As it was, her freak-out over her ruined rhodos was going to be epic.

      Ro talked me down from throwing the men in Mandelbaum’s abandoned warehouse and setting the entire thing on fire. Too bad. Sing some campfire songs, roast some marshmallows, obliterate some bad guys, I was really onto something here.

      Dragging the unconscious minions by their collars, I popped into the foyer of the Los Angeles chapter of the Brotherhood, startling a couple of witches talking at the reception desk. “Get Sienna.”

      They hesitated.

      I burst into full-body silver magic. “Now!”

      The two vanished.

      So many memories to relive while waiting here, none of them good.

      “You have a lot of chutzpah showing your face.” Sienna held a take-out coffee cup.

      “Don’t touch my Rasha.”

      “What’s in it for me?” She flicked a glance at the men I held.

      “I won’t kill all your witches.”

      “You think you could?”

      “I’m very effective when motivated.”

      “You wouldn’t hurt innocents.” She sipped her drink.

      “There are no more innocents. You told me that.” I flung the two men on the floor in a heap. “I killed for Esther and I’d kill a thousand times over for Ari, Rohan, or my friends.”

      Sienna prodded the mercenaries with her toe. “Then how come they aren’t dead? They must have done something for you to bring them here.”

      “Death is a mitzvah they don’t deserve. You have a score to settle with Mandelbaum for torturing Tessa. Consider these two a gift and stay the hell away from the Rasha who got free. Do we have a deal?”

      She appraised me coolly for a long moment. “When I figure out how to harvest magic, I’m coming for your friends.”

      “You’ll have to get through me.”

      She saluted me with the coffee cup.

      Ro waited for me on my parents’ front stairs.

      Mom protested being driven out of her home, but Ari and I forced the issue. She finally capitulated when I told her that hopefully she could stay with Rivka. Even though she and this Dr. Gelman hadn’t met, Mom and Esther had been friends.

      I muscled down my guilt, wiped my hands on my thighs and dialed. “Hi. It’s Nava. I’m sorry…” For not saving your sister. “For missing the funeral.”

      “You were dead,” Rivka said. “It seemed like an acceptable excuse. Am I speaking with a ghost?”

      I gripped the phone. She had the same dry, scathing manner as Esther. “I was resuscitated. Was the funeral nice?”

      Wincing, I slapped myself on the forehead.

      “It was a delight. Esther’s grave plot was neither too big nor too small, I’m stocked to the gills in bagels and chopped liver, and putting the cloths on the mirrors to sit shiva gave them a nice shine.”

      I silenced my sarcastic retort. I’d lost my friend, she’d lost her sister. She got to be angry. “I just wanted to give you my condolences and say that I would have been there had it been possible.”

      We’d find somewhere else safe for Mom and Dad.

      “You think I don’t know that? Nava.” Rivka’s voice softened. “Isaac told me what happened to the Rasha who killed Esther. I’m furious, but not at you, child.”

      I swiped at my damp eyes and decided to be brave and stop running from this hard shit. “Okay. In that case, could I please trouble you to put up my parents because Mandelbaum is targeting them?”

      “Send them over.” She reminded me that I still had to get my inheritance and I promised I’d come see her soon. All in all, it went surprisingly better than anticipated. It was tough, talking with Rivka, but not impossible.

      A weight eased off my chest.

      Ari ignored all my nagging and insisted on shadow transporting himself back to Demon Club to recuperate under Kane’s watchful eye after helping my parents pack and getting them to Rivka’s house.

      I gave in, hugging my parents and telling them that if they sensed any trouble, to call us.

      “Mission accomplished,” I said to Rohan, unlocking my car door and sliding behind the wheel. Sort of accomplished. I’d bought some breathing room, but Sienna would crack the harvesting problem eventually, no matter how many Rasha lives it took.

      I started the engine.

      “What’s wrong?” Rohan said.

      “Ari was just shot.” I eased into traffic on West Twelfth Avenue, bound for the chapter house in the Southlands area of Vancouver near the University of British Columbia.

      “That all?”

      I fidgeted with the A/C vent.

      “Nava.”

      “I’m going to tell you something but you have to swear to me on Asha’s memory that you’ll stay calm.”

      “Not with a lead-in like that.”

      We drove through the upscale shopping district of South Granville.

      “Sienna wants to…” I tried to find a better word, but there was no better in this situation. “She wants to harvest Rasha magic.”

      Rohan slapped off the A/C with an appraising look. “Yeah.”

      “She doesn’t know how to do it, but I might, because Lilith created Rasha. Sienna wants to poke around in my head and find out.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Are you crazy? Zvi died. Maybe I could prevent more deaths, but maybe I’d be arming Sienna with info that’s best left hidden.” I turned onto leafy West Sixteenth Avenue with its predominance of Arts and Crafts homes. “I’ll step up my efforts to find the ring. Sienna doesn’t have concrete proof that Rasha magic would fix the problem. Could be a case of needing more healing magic and we could harness demons for that.”

      Rohan gently squeezed the back of my neck. “If things get worse with that rift and the wards and we still don’t have a solution, promise me you’ll do what you have to.”

      Why was everyone so chill with asking me to let dangerous people play around in my mind? Thank you, next. I gunned it through a yellow light. “We might be able to use the ring—”

      “Sparky, we keep humanity safe, no matter what the cost.”

      “No! You said you wanted everything with me. What if taking your magic kills you? It’s not like when you lost your powers when Ferdinand attacked you. You could live without access to it because it was sealed off, but can you physically survive if the magic is ripped from your body? Zvi couldn’t. Being dead isn’t everything, Rohan. It’s the end of everything.”

      “If that rift opens, there won’t be an everything.”

      The silence in the car grew to stifling proportions.

      I pulled up to the scanner at Demon Club, waiting for the light to change green. The iron gate swung open and I turned the car into the long, winding driveway.

      My phone rang.

      “Get that?” I cocked my hip.

      Ro dug into the pocket of my sundress for the phone. He dragged his fingers over the inside of my thigh. “Promise me.”

      “Dirty fighting,” I chided.

      “If it’s the only way,” he said softly. “Promise me you’ll sacrifice the Rasha.”

      “Damn you, Rohan. I promise.” Only if this was my last resort and we were absolutely positive that we were all out of options.

      The ringing stopped, leaving us in a different type of silence. Not a barbed one, a soft and wistful one.

      I pulled into park, the engine idling.

      Rohan stroked my cheek. “I do want everything.”

      I leaned in toward him, and shrieked as two sharp raps rattled my window.

      Drio scowled at me through the glass. “I want access to the demon dark web and Harry’s out of town and off-grid.”

      “Ask Leo.” I shut off the motor, pocketing the keys.

      “You have Harry’s login,” he said.

      I opened the door right into his gut, earning a soft grunt. “Between being woken up so rudely this morning and freaking me out right now when I was about to kiss my boyfriend, no, I can’t say I remember it.”

      Drio glared at Ro, who shrugged. Drio stormed off.

      It had been worth a shot to get him to call Leo. I wasn’t hindering the Hybris search in any way. I’d never do that. Rohan had the login.

      Ro watched him leave. “You’re a terrible liar,” he said.

      “And you’re disturbingly good at it. Anything I should be concerned about?”

      He flashed me his rock fuck grin and jogged after Drio.

      Liiiiilllith.

      A demon sat perched high in the feathery cypress tree towering just outside the ward lines to the property. His head resembled one of those cow skulls bleached by the desert sun, his thin lips bared in a grimace exposing his disturbingly large gums. Two fat ram’s horns, their ends splintering into smaller spirals, protruded off the sides, his ears two triangles sticking straight out. His body, vaguely humanoid, was a misshapen bulky block under a blue robe with a black star embroidered on his left arm.

      Come out and play. His perfectly audible whisper was dried leaves and rotting breath, scratching on a loop against my brain.

      I clutched the top of the car door, the pit of my stomach falling somewhere into my feet. Come on, Nava. Can’t show weakness to the creepy demonic fuck out here. Put on your performance face and let’s go. Slamming the door shut, I shot the demon the finger and went to see a dominatrix about Plan B.
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      I’d graduated from caves that contained demon crabs or were some kind of spawn monster’s stomach to sewer systems: pitch-black tunnels hewn from solid rock and teeming with raw sewage. Despite my protective clothing, face covering, and oxygen tank, the stench was unbearable. I shuffled through the concentrated shit and urine running through the overburdened sewer system in the Kidron Valley in Israel, all in service of bypassing any potential booby traps that Sienna had set up. But hey, you gotta do what you gotta do to break into Brotherhood HQ in Jerusalem. We needed their library, so here we were in the sewers.

      The tunnels were too low to stand in, so I’d been hunched over for about twenty minutes. The screaming pain in my neck and shoulders was a welcome distraction from the “ack, what was that squishy that just brushed me?” game I was stuck playing.

      Ms. Clara and Leo were with me, but since I couldn’t even see the end of my nose, only the lap of sewage water and the tug of the safety line harnessing us together let me know they were still with me. I’d been warned that any magic use might set off the toxic gases down here, so obviously I wasn’t about to risk exploding us for a magic nightlight.

      It was slow going. According to Ms. Clara’s guy Yitzak, in roughly a mile down this passage, we’d find a set of notches in the wall that would lead upward to another, drier set of tunnels that wound under the city and emerged at HQ. Bypassing the disgusting sewage tunnels wasn’t an option, because the sewer system was our only way to access the other set. Thank you, paranoid long-dead rabbi wanting a hidden escape tunnel out of the chapter.

      I wore thin rubber gloves, my hand on the wall at all times for fear of missing the notches and wandering in here until I died. There was so much sludge on the walls that despite my hyperaware attention to every bump under my fingertips, I almost slid right past them.

      Yitzak hadn’t been kidding about them being notches. These toeholds were barely carved into the wall and without any Olympic rock-climbing abilities, impossible to traverse.

      I fumbled along the safety line until I hit the first human-shaped lump: Leo. I felt down her body, trying not to grope her too much, until I found her hands. The oxygen tanks that we wore didn’t allow for speaking, and I wasn’t about to suck down a lungful of the noxious gases down here.

      I positioned her hands together, then, gripping her shoulders, I let my demony bestie hoist me up. Good thing she was strong, because it took a few moments for me to grope blindly, pushing on the rock to the right of the topmost notch in order to release the secret panel that would lead to the second set of tunnels.

      Gross. It was gummed up with literal shit. I placed the palm of my rubber glove against it and gently channeled a super low dose of magic into the panel, hoping I didn’t cause an earth-shattering kaboom.

      With a slow grinding noise and a whoosh of air, the rock slid away to reveal a tunnel dimly lit with some kind of motion sensor. The mouth of the tunnel was illuminated but the rest fell away to darkness.

      I wriggled inside on my belly, then huffing and sweating, I turned around enough to lean halfway out of this tunnel and help Leo and Ms. Clara up, swearing as they clambered over me into the new tunnel.

      The panel rock swung back into place, cutting us off from the sewage. I ripped my oxygen tank and protective face mask off, inhaling the sweetest breath of stale air.

      “You owe me so hard for this.” Leo pushed her matted, sweaty red hair out of her face.

      Ms. Clara clapped her gloved hands together. “We’re having an adventure!”

      “You’d think you got enough adventure with your moonlighting gig,” I said.

      “Eh. Being a dominatrix is kind of getting routine, and there’s no Brotherhood job anymore. I need to change things up.”

      Roughly-hewn out of rock, this tunnel was dry, which was the only good thing about it, because it was also hot and twisty, with an uneven path that was so narrow we had to walk single-file. Three times we took a wrong turn, hit a dead end, and had to backtrack. We took turns singing to get through it. Leo sang her way through the Fugue State Five songbook, I stuck to pop hits, and Ms. Clara snarled her share of punk rock standards. She did a mean version of The Ramones hit “I Wanna Be Sedated.”

      I was mangling “Blank Slate” when we hit the metal grate that marked the entrance to Jerusalem HQ.

      Baruch hadn’t even known about this way in. Luckily, years ago, Ms. Clara had befriended Yitzak, a now-retired janitor for the organization. She visited him, bringing him treats and listening to his stories over mint tea every time she was in Jerusalem, and when we needed a way in, she’d known just who to contact.

      Yitzak had sworn that the tunnels were top secret, need-to-know, and he’d only learned about them because his uncle had been in charge of the Executive eighty years ago.

      Ms. Clara and I helped Leo shimmy out of her protective gear, revealing her catsuit. I judiciously applied my magic to the bars, removing the grate, but ensuring that I didn’t trigger the laser alarm system that lay beyond. The witches might not know of this entrance now, but if we set off the alarm, they’d find out in a hurry. At least we could portal out afterward.

      I pulled a smoke grenade cylinder out of my hip belt, twisted the wire ring sideways and tossed it into the room beyond. It rolled into the center and exploded with a soft pop, filling the room with plumes of green smoke in under thirty seconds, and revealing the crisscrossed grid of laser beams.

      When Ms. Clara had first told me about this alarm system, I’d suggested that she could navigate and disarm the lasers via the panel on the other side.

      “I am not a contortionist,” Ms. Clara had said frostily.

      “I’ll pay you your dominatrix rate if you provide photos,” Baruch had said. Then he’d guffawed like a rusty seal.

      There was no way I could slither through the lasers. Even back when I was dancing competitively, I was never super flexible and this required yoga master skills. So, I’d convinced Leo, my other pint-sized friend, to help. I’d presented her with a choice: crawl through a poo tunnel and then contort herself through lasers that might actually cut her in half, or discuss with me the true meaning of her outburst with Drio.

      Leo had gone for door number three and punched me. I’d upped my game and sent in the big guns: my boyfriend. Ro sung her favorite Fugue State Five song, “Ugly Century.” That failed too.

      Then Drio arrived at her apartment, demanding she translate a post from some demon language that he’d found like she was the Google Translate for all things evil.

      Yes, the boy was all finesse.

      Leo had told him to go fuck himself, she didn’t speak demon, and she was busy helping me. I took the win.

      She tucked her hair under a close-fitting knit cap and slid her goggles on to protect her eyes from the smoke. She stretched out her shoulders, then quads, and double-checked that there was nothing sticking out from her clothes that might trigger the alarm. Basically, she looked like a badass super-spy.

      Sometimes I didn’t know how I’d ended up with a best friend as cool as Leo. And not just one who was willing to come along for the fun stuff, like Grease singalongs, but one who would literally crawl through shit with me and risk her life because she believed in what I was doing.

      Leo waved a hand in front of my face and flashed me a thumbs up. “Ready.”

      I was pretty damn blessed.

      I threw her a wink. “Then get set. And go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      In the next two minutes, my friend demonstrated an elegant agility. Over, under, at one point limboing nearly horizontal, she was a lithe wonder.

      Drio could have been a very lucky man.

      When she reached the fuse box on the far side, Ms. Clara and I cheered. Leo wrenched on the switch.

      It didn’t move.

      She threw her shoulder into it, grunting with exertion. The lasers flickered and died.

      The three of us froze, straining to hear any far-off alarm, but all was silent down in the uninhabited depths.

      Ms. Clara and I joined her, and stripped down to our own catsuits and caps. On our backs we each wore an empty nylon backpack. I handed Leo her pack.

      “Are you certain about this, doll?” Ms. Clara asked me, planting some grenades around the room.

      “Nope.” I pulled an invisibility shield around the three of us. I’d only ever successfully done it once and that was while I was totally motionless, but now I was Super Nava, boosted by Lilith’s powers.

      Ms. Clara tied her whip around the three of us and we shuffled to the door, muffling our oaths when we stepped on each other’s feet.

      We crept through HQ. Yitzak had given Ms. Clara the shortest route to the library, but this was the largest chapter I’d been in and it took a while.

      Demon Club Vancouver was decorated like a British men’s club, the L.A. warehouse was mancave central, but this building was surprisingly tasteful. No expense had been spared. Twinkling crystal chandeliers threw prismatic light on inset panels decorated with intricate, colorful mosaics, while a living wall of lush greenery stretched up to a cathedral ceiling in a foyer. Through half-open doors, I caught glimpses of floor-to-ceiling arched windows with the Old City laid out in the soft, warming rays of dawn and even an inner courtyard with lemon trees and a marble fountain.

      We came across a dozen of Sienna’s crew, flattening ourselves against the wall and praying our luck held each time. It must have been killing Mandelbaum to have his precious sanctuary in the hands of witches. The library here at Jerusalem HQ was the repository of thousands of years of knowledge about demons. If there were answers to be found about Lilith, Satan, and the Ring of Solomon, this was where we’d find them.

      Sweat was tumbling between my shoulder blades and my body ached with the strain of holding this shield before we reached the heart of the building and its showpiece, the library.

      “Whoa,” Leo breathed, craning her neck up.

      We stood in a central passageway under an arched wood ceiling, flanked on either side by rows of hand-built wood and wrought-iron bookcases. Each bookcase was probably fifty feet wide and twenty feet high, and there were about thirty rows of them, filled to bursting with volumes of all shapes and sizes, their spines cracking with age. These weren’t the Brotherhood-published resource books that the other chapter houses were issued: these were original manuscripts.

      I inhaled the scent of old paper and leather bindings. It reminded me of when Dad was on twin duty and he’d take Ari and me to the law library with him, bribing us with new coloring books and chocolate bars to keep quiet. Surrounded by these bookshelves filled with all the colored spines and dust motes floating in the air, I was transported to a sea of calm.

      More witches milled about, working at one of the many long tables or browsing the shelves. They looked so boringly normal. They should have been stirring their cauldrons with warty, green fingers, which, I guess, would have meant the witches on my side should have floated around in pink bubbles. Yeah, okay, getting beyond The Wizard of Oz now.

      I nudged Ms. Clara.

      She pulled out her phone and punched in a code, remotely detonating the grenades we’d left behind.

      The ground rumbled, books rattling and falling off the shelves.

      We edged out of the way of the women pounding past us, running for the stairwell to the basement.

      I dropped the shield, my body trembling, and sank into a wooden chair while Leo locked the heavy library door. If it wasn’t such a drain, I’d use it more often because no one had freaked out that Lilith was in their midst. The shield blocked her signal.

      I pulled three pieces of paper out of my bra and handed one to each of my friends. “You have your assignments.”

      While Sienna had disabled the Brotherhood’s database on all things demon, along with any terminals with Orwell intel on it, she hadn’t kiboshed the in-house electronic library filing system. The system only had value in how it related to the physical books that were under her control.

      Ms. Clara still had access to it and we’d spent a good two hours combing through the titles in preparation for our visit. We’d divided our list into three categories: 1) the Ring of Solomon and Gog and Magog, with the Gates of Alexander as a subsection, 2) Satan, and, 3) Lilith.

      We’d narrowed the list down to thirty of the most promising titles on those subjects, ten books each, which was all that our backpacks could hold.

      The three of us ran through the library, gathering books as fast as we could, but despite the neat rows, they were no longer in any particular filing order. Properties of Magic was filed in with books about King David, and A Treatise on the Genetics of Sorcery was wedged between Tenants of Jewish Faith and Shacharit, Minchah, and Arvith: Three Daily Prayers.

      The library door crashed open.

      Mohawk Witch, the one who’d almost crippled Kane with a spear made of ice during the compound fight, bounded into the room.

      Both Leo and I were in the far back corner of the library leaving Ms. Clara exposed.

      Mohawk Witch and I both unleashed our magic: she went for Ms. Clara and I fired at the witch. Unfortunately, the invisibility shield had depleted me and my magic was a weak joke.

      Ms. Clara rolled over a tabletop. The witch’s magic hit the bookshelf behind her, sizzling into one of the wrought iron struts running along the top. The top shelf of the bookcase listed precariously. Dropping into a crouch, Ms. Clara uncoiled her whip, snapped it around Mohawk Witch’s legs, and yanked.

      The woman hit the ground on her back, her magic blasting a hole in the ceiling. Plaster rained down around her.

      I grabbed Leo, portalled over to Ms. Clara, and got us all out of there.
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        * * *

      

      Thirteen books. That was all we’d managed to acquire. After the gross sewage, Leo tangling with lasers, Ms. Clara almost being obliterated by Mohawk Witch, and those stupid songs that were still earworming in my brain, we’d gotten a fraction of the titles we needed. We’d never find answers at this rate.

      I spread them out on the library table back at Vancouver Demon Club with a sigh.

      Rohan rubbed my shoulders. “You prepared in every way you could.”

      “The best laid plans… Any luck finding Hybris?”

      “The other demons have stopped hunting her, but there’s no sign of where she’s holing up.”

      My next question was cut short by a yawn.

      “You need to sleep,” Ro said.

      “No, I need to go through these books.”

      He led me out of the room. “Nava, it’s 2AM. You haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in a week.”

      “I’ve had crazy-ass hallucinations and blackouts, do those count? No?”

      “No,” he said sternly. “Your room or mine?”

      “Yours. I want the deluxe bed experience tonight. Oh.” I came to a stop. “Uh, could you get me a glass of water?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked at me oddly, but went into the kitchen.

      I sprinted down the hall to his bedroom. Quickly, I straightened out his covers, folded his blue hoodie, and balled up the pjs I’d left there, stuffing them under his bed.

      “Slept here, did you?” He lounged in the doorway with no water in sight.

      “You didn’t get me water and you’re spying. Wow.”

      He prowled toward me. “It’s my room.”

      I scooted back, hit the bed, and fell onto my ass. “Fine. I slept here once while you were in Los Angeles.”

      He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Or twice. But you’d so callously abandoned me without a word of how much you missed me.” I shoved him back out of my personal space. “I revenged myself upon your bed linens.”

      He wrapped an arm around me, sweeping us both onto the mattress. “Lucky bed linens.”

      No, lucky me, here and now, to have him holding me. I laughed despite myself. “You’re a sick puppy.”

      “You caught me, you keep me. Them’s the rules.” He nipped my lip. “I like the idea of you in my bed every night.”

      He leaned in to kiss me and I yawned in his face.

      Ro chuckled. “Get changed and then you can get some sleep.”

      “Wait.” I yawned again. “I’m totally good to have sex. Take me.”

      He gently slapped my butt. “Go.”

      Yeah, no. I was pretty damn comfy. I held up my arms. “Undress me.”

      “That’s the saddest proposition I’ve ever had.”

      “Please. I rock your world.” I waved my arms around, making puppy dog noises.

      “Not so much right now.” Ro got my clothes off while I did my best rag doll impersonation.

      I snuggled under his covers and yawned again.

      Ro tossed his clothes off, substituted the overhead light for the dimmer lamp on his bedside table, and crawled in with me, wrapping himself around me, skin-to-skin.

      “Snowflake?” I buried my face in his chest, drinking him in, and savoring this hushed pocket of bliss. “Your bed’s better with you in it.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Glad you think so.”

      I fell asleep to the sound of his heart beating comfortingly against my cheek, waking up refreshed and ready to take on the world. Or find answers to far too many questions, all while staying out of the hands of my many, many enemies.

      It was going to be a busy Friday.

      Showering with my own bath products and clean clothes went a long way toward a positive mindset. I leaned in to the mirror to brush on some mascara, my damp curls blotting my T-shirt that read “Behold the field of f**ks I give and see that it is barren.”

      Rohan was shaving and singing along with a playlist of classic rock, when “Sympathy for the Devil,” came on.

      “I’m starting a list of banned songs.” I screwed my mascara shut. “Starting with that one.”

      Ro tilted his head to shave under his chin. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

      “After we go through the books we collected, I’m going to see Malik.”

      “We’re going to see Malik. Together. The two of us. As in, you and also me. Very strongly also me.”

      “Hmm. I don’t know. I think I want to see him by myself.” I winked and gyrated my hips teasingly. “He is a good kisser.”

      My ears filled with a buzzing that had nothing to do with Ro’s electric razor.

      Impossibly bright stars crowded a pitch-black sky. Waves lapped at the shore, the sand cool under the woven blanket. He held his naked body over mine, his eyes boring into me, seeing me, revering me.

      Rain pattered on the cedar roof. Rubbing my swollen belly listening to his laughter as he poured himself wine.

      “If it’s a girl, we’ll call her Mahlat,” he said.

      The crowded market. Goat dung and human caterwauling. Clutching my chest to catch the grief. The same smile spent on another, seeing her, revering her in the same way he had me.

      Burn.

      SMACK!

      I rubbed my stinging cheek.

      Ro stared at me helplessly. “I’m so sorry.”

      The metal faucet was melted, the sink bowl cracked. My hands were still on the tap, as if throttling it.

      “You spaced out,” he said. “Your eyes rolled back, you stiffened up, and you weren’t responding.”

      Forget swallowing the painkillers, I crunched them like Flintstones vitamins, since my accelerated healing abilities were duds on the debilitating headache front. I sat down on Ro’s bed, threading my hands through my hair.

      “She loved him,” I said dully. “She loved him, he fathered her child, and he betrayed her.”

      The mattress depressed as Ro sat down beside me. “Who?”

      “Lilith and Malik.” I leaned against Rohan. “By the end, I’m not sure there was anything left of her other than that rage and I totally get why.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about it. If there’s any truth to the old testament, Lilith was kicked out of the Garden of Eden for not being subservient. David took advantage of her magic then kept her out of his new order. Malik… That’s its own shitshow. Lilith was a world-class witch, penalized by scared and threatened males for being a master in her field, and literally demonized for daring to be a strong, intelligent woman.”

      I winged a pillow across the room. “I don’t want to be the keeper of her life. I don’t want any of her in me and I don’t want to keep wondering where she stops and I begin. Or if what I’m feeling are my emotions or hers. I have enough anger of my own. I don’t need hers.”

      “What if this is the price of having any of her magic?”

      “Haven’t I paid enough? Have a purpose. Be happy. Work together to keep humanity safe. I had some pretty good goals here, Snowflake.”

      “You’re doing all that,” he said.

      “Then why did I get her final fuck-you?” I dropped into a cartoon witch impression. “‘You broadcast as me, but you only have a fraction of my power. You will never be safe again. Mwahahaha!’”

      Ro said all the right things: that he was here for me, that he loved me, that I was strong and full of light.

      Blah, blah, blah. I didn’t want platitudes. I wanted Lilith in front of me so I could punch her in the throat.

      “Say what you will about dark magic, it’s damn convenient when you need something big and bad enough to protect yourself with. But if I don’t rid myself of all traces of her, I’m scared this echo I’ve been feeling will grow, feeding off me until there’s nothing of me left.” I shook my head. “Safety or sanity. Is that really my choice here? Because I gotta tell you, Snowflake, it sucks.”

      “I know, sweetheart.”

      Was I crazy to contemplate becoming less powerful? My heart pounded at the very thought. Was I crazy not to, given the alternative?

      I wasn’t alone. I had allies and more people could still join my team.

      I thrust double middle fingers up in the air. “I will not be the repository of your rage, Lilith. I am Nava fucking Katz and I will purge you. Become one hundred percent organic me, baby.”

      Rohan’s eyebrows drew together, and he bounced a curled knuckle against his mouth. Yes, his girlfriend sounded like a crazy person confronting a non-existent witch, but he didn’t comment. Didn’t voice any perfectly reasonable feelings of helplessness and uncertainty. He merely leaned into my side, lending his support.

      My headache throbbed from my skull into my teeth with a side dish of nausea. “Bring on the enemies. I’ll face them as me because I am enough.”

      I had to be. There was no other option.
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      Ms. Clara had found three books pertaining to the ring, Gog and Magog, and the Gates of Alexander. A lot of hypothesis and speculation with no actual leads. I’d asked Leo about it, but even as plugged in as she was to demon intel, all the stuff about the gates and Gog and Magog were merely urban legends to her.

      She also didn’t know what kind of demon the current Satan was, though she had explained that “Satan” was a Hebrew word meaning “adversary.” Glad that was cleared up. One of the four books on Satan that she’d procured had a detailed history of previous demons who had held the position of King Demon, but the record ended about a thousand years ago. Demon or human, throne-holders always had challengers. If the current Satan had successfully fought off all attempts for a thousand years? That was one powerful motherfucker.

      It was also very bad news as far as Satan coming after me was concerned, but since even the boosted power I had wouldn’t be enough to defeat him, I didn’t change my mind about purging Lilith. His defeat was going to require more than a one-on-one assault. If I had all her magic, I would have been a worthy contender and this would have been an entirely different conversation.

      I flipped through the six books I’d found that contained some mention of Lilith. Five were entirely useless. The final one was a slim volume called the Malleus Maleficarum, entirely in Latin, written by Henricus Institoris. Esther would have been able to help. She’d known Latin.

      “Catchy title,” I said. “Does it have any useful information for getting Lilith out of me? Who do we know who speaks Latin?”

      Rohan peered over my shoulder at the page I was failing to decipher. My French didn’t qualify me to translate this. “Raquel does,” he said.

      Rivka might also, but I’d imposed on her as much as I was comfortable with and I missed Raquel.

      “Got chummy during your convalescence, did you?” I said.

      “Yup. Between the coma and destroying her safe house, we got in some good flirtation.”

      “Poor girl. She’ll never recover.”

      Rohan swore softly. I twisted around to see what was the matter. The dark magic was sizzling off him in fits and starts, scorching holes in his shirt. He glanced down at it with a helpless resignation, his fists tightly closed as if to trap the magic sparks shooting out through his fingers. “Better change.”

      I just nodded, though I wanted to throw my arms around him and ease his frustrations and doubts that this would get better.

      We made a quick stop at a liquor store, and then I portalled us to Raquel’s studio in L.A., gift and book in hand.

      Rohan knocked.

      Raquel’s smile when she threw open the door was as sunny as her butter-yellow sleeveless romper with adorable daisy-printed bra straps peeking out.

      Then she saw, or sensed, me.

      I was lifted off the ground, sped into her loft, and crashed against the wall, pinned inches off the ground. I clawed at my throat.

      Ro pulled on Raquel’s arm. “It’s Nava. Put her down and we’ll explain.”

      Raquel pushed him back with invisible magic.

      Rohan threw his hands up in surrender and she dropped me.

      I straightened my clothes. “I’m getting a shirt that says ‘I’m not her.’”

      The studio was crowded with witches of all ages and ethnicities. Every single one of them was tense and focused on me.

      “Prove you’re Nava and not Lilith possessing her body,” Raquel said.

      “I called you McGonagall when we first met.”

      “Proves nothing. Possession could easily come with access to memories.”

      The women pressed in, cutting me off from Rohan.

      “Cut me and I’ll bleed red?” I said.

      Raquel shook her head. The witches grew grimmer.

      “Fuck, Raquel. I dunno.” I shoved the gift bag with the wine at her. “I came here to thank you for healing my boyfriend and because I felt bad that I put you in Hybris’ path. Also, I need help translating this book to get whatever remains of Lilith out of me, because I register as her magically, whatever the hell that means, and now Satan’s on my ass to make me his own personal baby momma.”

      “Likely story.” A witch stepped forward. “I’ll take care of her.”

      “No.” Raquel peered into the bag. “That would really be Nava. She’s a walking disaster. Plus, she has terrible taste in wine.”

      “The label was cool,” I protested. “And it cost me like twenty bucks.”

      “Canadian,” she sneered. “This stuff is plonk.”

      The witch mob broke up, though I stuck close to Raquel since not all of them looked like having me here was the better option.

      “I know I’m broadcasting as Lilith, but how does that even work?”

      “Magic broadcasts on its own frequency,” Raquel said. “Back in the day, when we were stronger, we were sensitive to the entire spectrum, from something with the tiniest bit of magic to the blare of a powerful demon. It was part of our defense system. Identify threats on a subconscious level. We don’t have that ability now, not even with demons. But you’re blasting like a television on full volume that you are Lilith and the signal is strong enough that we can sense it.”

      Awesome.

      Raquel’s loft had become less lingerie design studio and more war room. Photos of Sienna’s posse covered one corkboard, complete with names, next of kin, and other identifying details. Next to that was a whiteboard that the women gathered around. Various policies were written in dry erase marker on it.

      “We’re trying to come up with a central governing body,” Raquel said, leading me past all the fabric samples and dressmaker dummies that had been pushed up against the walls. “The witch community needs to be on the same page and know what each of the individual covens is up to.”

      So that someone like Sienna could never get the jump on them again. I motioned for Ro to follow.

      “I’ll stay. Maybe someone can get me a new angle on finding Hybris,” he said.

      I entered a bright kitchen with gleaming white cabinets. An Asian woman in a floral sundress was making tea.

      “Niña!” Catalina, the woman in charge of the Mexico City coven, embraced me warmly, then held me out at arms’ length. “What happened to you?” She set out tea and cookies as I caught her and Raquel up on my adventures.

      Raquel reached for the book that I’d brought and rolled her eyes. “Not this bullshit.”

      “Qué?” Catalina said.

      “The Hammer of Witches.” Raquel tapped the cover with a perfectly manicured crimson nail. “This was written by this dude Heinrich back in Germany in 1487. It’s all about how witches need to be exterminated, yadda, yadda, yadda, and presented a very detailed legal and theological theory to that effect. Needless to say, it was a bestseller, second only to the Bible for like, two hundred years.”

      “Is there anything in it that could help me?”

      Raquel flipped through the pages. “Not unless you want to expunge Lilith’s magic by being burned at the stake. Even the Church basically tossed it out because Heinrich’s ideas were inconsistent with their doctrine of demonology.”

      This book had been my last hope for answers and it was worthless. Nor was I getting a second shot at the Jerusalem library. Fuck. I lay my head on the table in defeat.

      Raquel unfolded a piece of yellow parchment covered in dense, cramped handwriting that was stuffed in the book. It had been written with an ink nib, and several tiny blobs of dark ink smudged the page. “What does this say? My Spanish isn’t good enough.”

      Catalina read it. “It’s Ladino. A form of Old Spanish spoken by Sephardic Jews even today. Someone in the Brotherhood had the idea of burning witches at the stake to separate out the magic through ritual fire in hopes of containing it and passing it on to Rasha.”

      I stirred some honey into my tea. “Would that work to separate Lilith’s magic from mine?”

      And if it did, how badly did I want to risk being a Nava BBQ?

      Catalina hmmed. “Possibly. There are some alchemic symbols noted down, like fire and transformation, so he could have been on to something, but I’d have to investigate more and figure out this formula.”

      “Fire and transformation. The phoenix.” Another piece had been fit into a giant puzzle. I couldn’t see the overall picture, but it had now edges and a fuzziness.

      Catalina flipped the parchment over and read the notes scribbled there. “This process is immersive.”

      “Like a bath?” I snapped my fingers. “The mikvah.”

      One of my bubbe’s friends had been a Hasidic Jewish woman and she’d urged my grandmother more than once to partake of the mikvah bath for its cleansing and purification purposes. Bubbe had responded that even if she still was menstruating, she wouldn’t be called unclean. Guess there was some of the old girl in me.

      Mikveh were literally considered transformative, able to effect metamorphosis. Utensils that couldn’t previously be used, once immersed, were good to go. Women on their period, in a state of niddut and separated from their husbands because of it, could once more get busy with them after the mikvah. It was even used as a form of baptism for converts. Go into the mikvah a gentile, come out a Jew. Bubbe’s friend had raved about its properties on many occasions. We were purifying my magic, so a mikvah-based ritual made sense.

      “We have a mikvah involving fire,” Raquel said.

      “And blood,” Catalina added.

      “Ewww. You want me to dip myself in a flaming blood bath like a Stephen King-inspired soft serve? Not loving that idea.”

      “It’s very Carrie,” Raquel said. “Dibs on throwing the pig’s blood.”

      “Cow’s blood, please. I’m a good Jewish girl.”

      Catalina looked up from the book. “That won’t work. We need blood with extreme magic running through it. Strega, Italian witches, used blood as a binding agent. I suspect that’s its function here. Binding the magic in order to contain it once we’ve extracted it from the host.”

      “Am I bathing in a tub full of blood?”

      Catalina grimaced. “No. If the blood is extremely potent, we won’t need much,” she said. “We add a few drops to the purified water, which is the cleansing agent.”

      “What about my blood? Am I powerful enough? Given the extra Lilith charge?”

      Catalina shook her head. “Can’t use your blood to bind the magic that’s in your blood. We need an outside source. Sienna might be a candidate, but that would require more blood than I’d feel comfortable taking from her.”

      “I doubt she’d donate to the cause,” I said. “Does it matter who or what it comes from, provided it’s strong enough?”

      “I don’t think so,” Catalina said.

      “Okay. I have an avenue I’ll pursue.” Boy, was I glad where it came from didn’t matter, because yikes.

      “Good luck. I’ll work on the formula.”

      Rohan hadn’t made any progress with the witches because no one was inclined to help out a Rasha. I asked Raquel to speak to them on his behalf, but she wasn’t particularly open to the idea.

      “After everything we’ve been through, you must see the wisdom of witches and Rasha working together,” I said.

      “Well, I don’t condone killing all the hunters in hopes that our magic comes flooding back.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Ro said.

      “But,” she continued. “I’m not going to antagonize Sienna by getting into bed with hunters when her people and mine need to solve this rift problem together. Besides, antagonizing her is your department, Nava. I’d hate to deprive you of that joy.”

      I made a snarky face at her. “How often do witches patrol the wards?”

      “In theory we all have a yearly mandatory duty to patrol the Zone. That’s what we call the area where the wards are visible.” She shrugged. “In reality, some do more, some less.”

      “One thing about the Brotherhood,” Rohan said. “It was a well-oiled machine in that regard.”

      “Yeah, because it was a military organization,” Raquel said. “We’re a global community, living our lives. There’s no way to force people to step up.”

      “We’re getting to the point where you might have to, and if you can’t or won’t, then you have to inspire them. We can’t be complacent any longer.” Was I the hypocrite now? I didn’t think so. I was trying to find a solution that didn’t potentially involve mass homicide.

      Raquel scowled at me. “Thanks for stating the obvious.”

      She whisked Rohan off for a quick check-up, but there wasn’t much more she could do.

      “I’m sure the dark magic will burn itself out soon,” she said.

      Ro and I gave half-hearted agreements.

      Mom texted me as we got back to the car. Dr. Markovic was going to a conference in Paris tomorrow and had agreed to meet with us.

      I flung my arms around Ro. “This is very good news.”

      “It is. Still want to go see Malik?”

      “More than ever. I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to kill Satan.”

      “Bully for you.” Malik saluted me from his doorway with his wine glass. “Oh. You’re still not leaving.”

      “You’re in sweatpants.”

      He looked down at himself. “Cashmere leisure pants.”

      “One step up from Lululemon, buddy. You need to snap out of this.” I wormed my way past him into his apartment.

      Malik tensed as I brushed his arm.

      Rohan knocked him aside to follow me, serpent-like shadows writhing in his eyes, and dark magic crackling off him with the sharp smell of metal.

      “Yes, you’re very dangerous.” Malik sipped his wine.

      “Anyone ever suggest you’re a functioning alcoholic?” Rohan said.

      “Not and lived to say it a second time.”

      “How about an asshole?” Ro deadpanned. The dark magic died down.

      “How about you state your business and leave?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “You have more drinking to do. You’re a coward, Malik.”

      Malik strode into the kitchen and topped up his glass. “You’re trying my patience.”

      “Fine. I’m going to kill Satan and you’re going to help me.”

      He choked on his wine, swore, and wiped his face with a tea towel. “Why ever would I do that?”

      I pulled his eyepatch, releasing it with a snap. “Because.”

      Malik burst into flame. His barest suggestion of a human form roiling with an orange and blue flame, yet he still kept his distance from me.

      I helped myself to two glasses from the cupboard, filling glasses of wine for myself and Rohan. “Good. You’re mad. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Get. Out.”

      “No. Satan needs to be put down, and you even agree with me, you dumbass, so stop fighting.” I sipped my wine and made a face. “Got any 7Up?”

      Rohan and the demon both grimaced and covered their respective faces, human and fiery.

      Setting the glass on the granite counter, I stepped up close to Malik.

      He dropped the fire-form and leaned away from me.

      I rubbed myself against his shoulder while he tried to become one with the cabinet behind him.

      “Sparky, quit flirting.”

      “I smell like her, don’t I?” I said.

      “Cool desert night,” Malik whispered.

      I wanted to fuck with him more, but he’d almost flattened himself into 2D and the corners of his eyes were all pinched, and also I just didn’t have that cruelty in me.

      “If you care about her so much, you shouldn’t have cheated on her.”

      Pain flashed across the demon’s face. “You have her memories?”

      “I know things.”

      He pushed me away from him. “Lila did her share of damage to the two of us. She’d vowed to never use her magic against me, so she gave it to David for his Rasha.”

      Yikes. Go angry ex.

      “But you still love her,” Rohan said. “Help Nava. Otherwise you’ll have to live with the knowledge of what Satan is doing to Lilith’s memory. To your love.”

      “Were your lyrics this melodramatic?” Malik scoffed.

      “If these monsters are created, they’ll overrun the world and destroy the playthings you like so much,” I said.

      “I can always find new toys.”

      “You like people,” I said.

      “I like a handful, much like you, petal. You’re a misanthropic savior of humanity. It’s your most redeeming feature. Besides, if the demons run out of humans, they’ll have to turn on each other. That would be marvelous.”

      “Such compassion for your own kind,” Ro said.

      Rohan hadn’t touched his wine, so I took it from him. No point in it going to waste.

      “I’ve never pretended to be other than what I am,” Malik said.

      “I have another option,” I said. “The witches are very eager to fix the wards. We could seal up the demon realm for good and may you all rot.”

      Malik didn’t buy my bluff. “Even if you could, what purpose would you have?” He gestured between Rohan and me. “Would you play house? Have your little dance dreams?”

      “If we didn’t have demons to fight?” I said. “We could cure poverty and famine and disaster and solve the reasons why people feel disenfranchised and go to war. We could help humans become the best versions of themselves.”

      Malik snorted. “This is who you are. You revel in the fight. You’ve found purpose in battle.”

      I slugged back the second glass. “That makes me sound all kinds of ragey.”

      “I prefer ‘wrathful.’ We have words for things; one needn’t invent. But to answer your question, don’t humans say that people with passion have fire in their bellies? If you’re passionate about injustice, doesn’t that carry a certain amount of anger? Shouldn’t it? Personally, I think anger is falsely vilified.”

      Was anger something to be embraced? Could it be used to motivate instead of destroy? Was I seriously considering Malik was right about this?

      “Whatever went down between you and Lilith,” I said, “she deserves a better legacy than this.”

      Malik slammed his glass on the counter so hard it shattered. Glass flew, the wine pooling on the floor in dark rivulets. “Better than an ignoble death at the hands of a lying, duplicitous human?”

      “You blame me for her death. Fine. Get it out of your system because there’s something larger at stake here.”

      He dissolved into flame. Even his human outline shed. This wasn’t about making it harder to pin him down, like last time, this was a pure savage power that filled the room. His flames buffeted us, twisting us around, toying with us. Singeing, smoldering, and terrifying with no escape.

      I screwed my searing eyeballs shut, the furious glow radiating through my closed lids. Get it out of your system. Great idea, idiot. We were going to die. My lungs seized up on a hot burn.

      Malik’s roar was a raw sound that tore at my brain, my every synapse screaming at me to flee, but everywhere I turned there was another branch of flame, licking at me.

      With a gust, he expelled us into the hallway. His front door blew open.

      Rohan grabbed me. I let him tug me partway to the door, the gnawing in my gut growing stronger.

      “No.” I jerked free and ran back into the kitchen. Back into the flames.

      Rohan yelled at me to come back.

      “You’re right. Lilith deserved better.” My throat was scratchy and I could barely hear myself over the force of Malik’s fury. “She deserved better in everything. She suffered hundreds of years of betrayals and marginalization. I can’t bring her back, and I can’t right the wrongs of the past, but maybe, just maybe, I can give her peace.”

      The fire flared hot and bright. It wound around my right leg, bubbling and burning a long strip of flesh.

      I screamed and crumpled to the ground.

      The fire winked out.

      Malik stood there once more, not a trace of soot on him. “When this is over, I’ll kill you for your role in her death.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Good luck getting near me if I have the ring. Oh, shit. That was kind of Gollumy. I cradled my injured leg. “First, get me Polysporin and a fuckton of painkillers.”

      “And then?” Rohan helped me up, supporting my weight.

      “We need a plan to collect Satan’s blood before we kill him.” That would work for the purification ritual and I wouldn’t need much because he was so strong.

      “Are you insane?” Rohan and Malik said in unison.

      “In sync already.” I high-fived both of them, though it was more of a high-two-and-a-half since they didn’t reciprocate. “Go team.”

      Unfortunately, a solid plot to exsanguinate the head honcho demon before assassinating him was trickier than it sounded, and apparently, was not to be completed in the span of one afternoon.

      Malik bickered with Rohan and me over every possible tactic. The more Malik drank, the more disturbing facts he shared. The current Satan was the unique-est of the Uniques: part marid with a flame form, ancient and malevolent, part akoman, demon of evil intention who corrupts minds and destroys morals, and part andras with the body of an angel and the noggin of a black raven who incites violence and discord while slaughtering all in his path.

      His kill spot was conveniently unknown.

      “Then find out,” Rohan said.

      Malik poured the dregs of the bottle into his glass, his gaze distant and forlorn.

      “You were tortured. Join the club.” I wrenched his wine glass away from him and dumped the contents down the drain. “You are disgracing the entire evil spawn race. I’m ashamed to call you demon.”

      He gaped at me.

      “Yeah, I said it. And take a shower while you’re at it. We’re going after Satan, so put on your big marid panties and get with the program. I want a functioning evil ally when I come back.”

      I flounced out of his apartment, slamming the door behind me and Rohan before Malik could quit sputtering and get in the last word.

      “I made the big scary demon turn ‘Nava Red.’ Yay, me.”

      “You’ve got a gift,” Ro said, with a wry smile. “It remains to be seen if he’ll pull his head out of his ass long enough to be useful.”

      I punched the elevator button. “I can always use the ring on him when I find it. Ooh. Use it on Satan. Kill two birds with one stone.”

      “You can’t.” The elevator door opened and Rohan stepped inside.

      I followed him. “What if it’s the only way to keep me safe?”

      The doors slid shut and the car began its smooth descent.

      “It could possess you or kill you,” he said. “Something with that much power is too dangerous to exist. It’s unnatural.”

      “We’re on the same page here. The ring is a perversion of our magic and must be destroyed. Right after I use it one time, if necessary.”

      “You know how many fantasy novels start with some bright-eyed hero convinced they won’t be the one to fall victim to a powerful, magical artifact? It doesn’t end well.”

      “Neither does being raped by the devil.” I stood in my corner, daring him to retort, but we glided downward in strained silence.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, neither of us had apologized, but we weren’t exactly angry at each other either. More sorrowful, because all the options were horrible and we had more pressing matters.

      “Are you positive this is the right place?” I peered through the crack between the House Lannister and House Targaryen Game of Thrones banners in the window of the darkened souvenir store, but couldn’t make out more than shadowy lumps.

      Westeros, I mean the old city of Dubrovnik, was beautiful at night.

      A huge multi-sided fountain with a cupola on top was visible through the mouth of the alleyway where Rohan, Drio, and I huddled. Each side of the fountain was decorated with a stone-carved face with a spigot sticking out of the mouth. Cold, clear water ran from the spouts, puddling on the diagonal paving stones beneath.

      I’d doused myself in some because even now, shortly after midnight, it was sweltering. My skin ran slick with sweat.

      Located next to one of the Old City gates that were set into thick, massively high fortress walls, the fountain stood on a main street that seemed to be the only wide road. At the far end of the alley, shallow, uneven steps led up to two more levels of shops, bars, and restaurants.

      A silhouetted Gothic church spire gleamed black against the looming fortress walls and the faint smell of fish blew inland from the harbor.

      Techno lounge music pumped out of the wine bar next door, a boisterous crowd of shiny beautiful people spilling out onto the cobblestones into the warm pools of light cast by the old-fashioned iron and glass lanterns mounted on the walls of the cream stone buildings.

      Drio tugged on the locked shop door. “Hybris is here.” He glanced at the chatting crowd surrounding us like he wanted to throttle them. “Get rid of them.”

      Rohan elbowed his way into the tiny bar, emerging maybe two minutes later.

      A man called out something in Croatian, and with excited squeals, the patrons pushed inside.

      I covered Drio while he picked the lock. “What did you do?”

      “Bought everyone a glass of wine,” Rohan said.

      “Waste of money,” Drio said through the lock pick in his teeth. “Could’a just knocked them all out.”

      He shouldered the door open.

      The alarm panel was disabled and the store in disarray, souvenir shot glasses smashed on the floor, T-shirts unfurled like flags and draped over racks, and broken Bobblehead dolls littering the shelves.

      A dead Rasha lay next to a discarded heavy pewter chalice that had been used to bash his skull in. None of us recognized him.

      Drio sprinted toward the back of the store, Rohan and I pounding after him. We flew down the narrow staircase.

      The grotty beige tiles were painted with bloody, scrawled words. You can’t hide.

      A man had been dumped in a crumpled heap over a stack of cardboard boxes that were dented from his weight. He’d been torn open from navel to sternum, his entrails splattering over his University of Dubrovnik T-shirt. His head, ripped off his body, lay on its side on the dusty floor like a discarded soccer ball, wide eyes frozen open under blood-matted salt-and-pepper hair.

      This hadn’t just been a kill; it had been an enraged slaughter.

      Something metal clattered to the floor in the dark recesses of the room behind some shelving racks.

      Drio flashed out.

      “You found me,” a woman exclaimed, in a lilting voice.

      Rohan froze for a second, before he practically knocked me over in his race to Drio.

      I didn’t recognize her at first because her hair was longer than in the photo I’d seen and because I wasn’t expecting to see a dead person embracing Drio.

      Asha hugged him, her face buried in his chest. She didn’t even reach his shoulder.

      He stood very still, an indecipherable expression on his face, his fingers twitching like he longed to crush her to him, but couldn’t bring himself to touch her.

      “It’s not her,” Rohan said. “It’s Hybris.”

      Asha stepped away from Drio. Her nose ring winked in the faint light. “Desi, I missed you so much.” Oh, right. Drio’s full name was Desiderio. Her voice was melodic, hypnotic, a slight Indian accent flavoring her Southern California drawl.

      Drio flinched like he’d been punched, and emitted a soft grunt.

      I itched to blast the bitch, but Drio was staring at her like she was his redemption and his heart’s desire. How could I hurt Hybris when she was wearing that face? He’d never get over that visual. Never forgive me, even if it wasn’t really her.

      “Desi? Why won’t you touch me?”

      “Don’t call him that,” Rohan growled.

      Asha rolled her gold eyes, eerie twins of Rohan’s. “Gawd, this is just like the time we drove down to Carmel and you wouldn’t let us sit in the back together because you said we’d burn your eyeballs out through the rearview mirror.”

      Ro balled his fists. “You can’t know that.”

      The faintest tendril of doubt that maybe this really was her slid through me. No. It was impossible. She was dead. There was a gravestone and she wouldn’t just be here for us to find.

      Would she?

      Asha’s face crumpled. “The demon hurt me. I was locked up and alone and she tortured me. I waited for you to come. All this time. Why didn’t you come?” She stretched out a hand. “You abandoned me.”

      It wasn’t clear who she was directing this plaintive cry to, but it was mindfucking both the men. Even I was having trouble convincing myself that this wasn’t Asha.

      Rohan’s eyes went obsidian black and dark magic crawled over him. He began to convulse.

      “Rohan?” Asha turned wide, concerned eyes on him.

      “Help him,” Drio snarled at me.

      Rohan dropped to the ground, spasming. A cry tore from his throat.

      I fell to my knees, wrapping him in healing magic and murmuring that I was here. That I loved him.

      Rohan continued to convulse. His eyes rolled back, showing the whites.

      In a blur of motion, Drio grabbed Asha, punching her over and over again, yelling, “Take off her face!”

      He shattered her nose; he broke her teeth. He attempted to decimate the illusion with a savagery that stole my breath. God help us if this was her.

      Asha’s tears mixed with her blood, her ruined face a pulpy mess.

      Ro seized up, his throat muscles contracting but no air getting in. His lips turned blue and the hair on his body charred.

      Drio didn’t stop, his knuckles split and bloody.

      I let out a sob, for Rohan and Drio, both. I was surrounded by violence and death, rocketing toward an ineffable tragedy. I scrubbed my hands over my face. Think. If healing didn’t fix Ro, maybe brute force would. I changed my magic and shocked the shit out of him.

      My electric magic hit Rohan so hard that he bucked off the ground, landing with a thud. He fell still and for one breath, my world crashed down around me. Then dark magic flared bright, rose into the air off of his body, and harmlessly dissipated.

      Rohan’s eyes snapped open, clear and steady gold with no hint of shadows. I felt like I could breathe again for the first time in months.

      But I didn’t get much of a respite as bone crunched and the side of Asha’s head caved in.

      “Rohan, help him,” I pleaded.

      He grabbed Drio who was chanting “die,” and flung him off of her.

      Drio was so lost to the violence, he kept punching, hitting air.

      Rohan knelt over Asha, curled up and limp on the floor. He ran a hand tenderly over her mangled skull.

      Then with a roar, he sliced her open, death by a thousand cuts.

      I was transfixed, helpless, my hand over my mouth, the only sound the wet cut of flesh and Rohan’s breath coming in harsh pants.

      Asha neither moved nor breathed nor reverted to a demon form.

      She should have reverted to demon form.

      Drio scooted over on his knees. He reached for her with a bloody, trembling hand, his expression broken. “No.”

      “Asha?” Rohan bent over her.

      Drio and Rohan stared at her with an anguish so complete, it had smashed into them like a car hitting a brick wall at full speed. Shells of the men they’d been moments before.

      A burbled laugh came out of Asha’s body. She threw them off, transforming into her demon form. This wasn’t the unhinged, half-demon/half-human wreck I’d last seen. She radiated power, strong, whole, and uninjured.

      Hybris daintily licked a speck of blood off from the corner of her thick red lips, with one obsidian-black, scaly, webbed finger. Translucent black wings were folded into her side. “Oh, that was good. I mean, your faces were priceless. Thinking you were avenging her. Delicious.” She shivered and gave them a cruel smile. “Thanks, boys. I needed that infusion. All better now.”

      She saluted us and was gone.

      Drio remained on his knees, covered in blood and viscera. Rohan stared blankly at his own bloodied blades.

      I backed out of the space behind the shelving unit and, hurrying back to the poor man who Hybris had so brutally killed, pulled his wallet out of his back pocket.

      Josip Markovic.

      Hybris had murdered the premier authority on the Ring of Solomon. She must have learned that as a demon she couldn’t use the ring. My heart ached for the poor man.

      Drio flashed out, leaving Rohan and me to handle the situation as best we could. Rohan helped me bring the unfamiliar Rasha to our contact at the crematorium in Vancouver and we burned his body, before returning to the store in Dubrovnik where we set the retail section to rights.

      Rohan thanked me for ridding him of the dark magic. “It’s finally gone,” he said.

      Given that he was still half-catatonic from what had just gone down, the magic may physically have been dealt with but the emotional darkness in him still needed healing.

      Though who was I to talk? I was stuck in auto-replay of Rohan seizing and Asha’s skull caving in, a scream wedged in my throat.

      With my elimination magic, I cleaned up the blood and gore in the basement, then I magically welded Dr. Markovic’s head back on. I clamped my lips together because the scream now threatened to come out and once it did, I wasn’t sure it would stop.

      I took a steadying breath. “Does it look like a heart attack?”

      “I think so.” Rohan closed Dr. Markovic’s eyes.

      “Ujak?” Footsteps clattered down the stairs. “Uncle, I’m back. Thank you for closing up for me tonight.”

      Rohan and I portalled out, but not before I heard the nephew’s cry of distress.

      The next three days were a mess.

      I longed to talk to someone about what had happened, but even if Leo hadn’t gone with her mom to Toronto for a cousin’s wedding, I couldn’t have told her. I didn’t even discuss it with Ari. Drio’s actions, Ro’s actions, weren’t mine to share with anyone.

      Well, almost anyone.

      “Hi, Esther.” I put a rock on the grassy plot that I’d been directed to at the Vancouver Jewish cemetery. “I miss you and I could really use your advice.”

      I sat down on soft, green lawn. “Drio’s M.I.A. Ro is obsessed with finding Hybris to the point of not sleeping, though physically he seems himself again so taking that as one small mercy. The other Rasha are still imprisoned, Mandelbaum might have captured the rabbis for himself, and I had to break the news of Josip’s death to my mom.” I fiddled with a stem of grass. “Raquel’s assured me there’s no change in the rift. She ran into Sienna’s bunch there and entered into an unspoken, wary truce, but they’re unable to seal it, even working together. Which is more than she’s done with the Rasha. Raquel keeps brushing me off, saying things are delicate in the witch community right now and the timing isn’t right to meet with the hunters.”

      I paused, but there was no answer from the great beyond.

      “None of the books at Demon Club have provided any insights on how to stop Satan, and Malik is refusing me entry to his apartment to work on the plan. Then there’s the ring which no one has found yet, but I have to find first so the rabbi can’t control Gog and Magog. My dreams are this fucked up mix of fire and rape and being strapped down on that table, and my magic healing is a dud where these stupid headaches are concerned but I’m scared to let anyone else into my head, even to try and heal me, and no matter how much essential oil I inhale, I can’t get rid of the smell of Ro’s scorched flesh and Asha’s blood…”

      I flung the stem of grass away. “I’m losing my shit.”

      “No kidding.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “Rivka.”

      As elegant as Esther had been prickly, Rivka was as put together as always. Her brown leather shoes were shiny with polish, her white hair was pulled into a sleek bun, and her button-down shirt was ironed in immaculate pleats, but there was a pall of sadness over it all.

      I gave her the bouquet I’d bought her. “Thank you for taking care of my parents. It’s a relief not to worry about their safety on top of everything.”

      “They’re nice people. And my garden has never looked better. Shana is earning her keep.” She sniffed the tiger lilies wrapped in colorful paper. “I always suspected my sister was a touch psychic. As a scientist, she scoffed at the idea.” She dug into her brown clutch and pulled out a familiar silver lighter with a scorched corner and “EG” engraved on it. She tossed it to me. “Here. Happy inheritance.”

      “Thank you?”

      “This isn’t some Bic disposable. You know the Hanukkah story?”

      “I’m not that bad a Jew.” I flicked the lighter. Still worked. “The burning oil is a metaphor.”

      “No, it’s real. Witches have always been keepers of the flame. We supplied the Maccabees with the oil that burned in the First Temple for eight days and nights and allowed the rebels their victory. A small group of witches have tended this same magical batch of fire in one form or another throughout our history. It’s our vow that so long as we keep the fire alive we’ll keep the fight alive, be it against demons, human invaders, or a patriarchy determined to stamp us out. Esther was the last fire-tender and leader in the fight.” She tapped me on the shoulder as if with a wand. “Now, you are.”

      I waved my finger through the bottom of the flame, where it didn’t hurt. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

      “The flame burns brightest in the darkest night.”

      “That’s suitably cryptic.”

      Rivka laughed. “Blame Esther. That was the specific answer I was supposed to give you.”

      My luck, I’d end up on fire. I had this inheritance, but I still didn’t have answers, and the clock ticked down to Rosh Hashanah on September 18.

      As frustrating as this limbo was, I’d wish I’d appreciated the calm. Little did I know I’d have to survive the Night of Fog and Monsters.
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      Tuesday, August 22 started with a call from my mother insisting I have brunch with her at the IHOP located at the mall near Rivka’s house. This was wrong for several reasons. First, my mother was a total foodie, so hearing her say “IHOP” was like hearing a nun say “fuck.” She shouldn’t have known that word. Second of all, my mother despised malls so even if she was suddenly embracing franchise pancakes, it wouldn’t happen there.

      The restaurant was packed. I wove past families with screaming toddlers, seniors arguing for meal substitutions, and a couple of wait staff bitching none-too-quietly by the kitchen.

      Mom sat at a back booth, a combo platter of eggs, sausage, biscuits, and gravy untouched in front of her.

      I slid in across from her. “Are you dying?”

      “Why would I be dying?”

      “We’re in an IHOP at a mall and you are eating…” I poked the puddle of gravy with a fork. “That. Something’s wrong.”

      She glanced around, then slid a matchbook over to me.

      The matchbook was a lurid purple with a photo of a woman in a nun’s habit and pasties. In purple script underneath was written “Heavenly Pleasure Gentleman’s Club.”

      I grabbed a paper napkin and scrubbed at a spot of syrup on the table. “If you and Dad need, uh, help with the uh, intimate parts of your—”

      “Nava. Really.”

      Relieved, I speared a sausage. Mmmmm. I pulled my mother’s plate to me and dug in. “Then what?”

      “It was in an envelope postmarked from Dubrovnik. Mailed eight days ago.”

      My fork clattered to the plate. “Was there anything else in it?”

      “No.”

      I studied the matchbook more closely. The club wasn’t in Croatia. It was here in Vancouver. On the inside front flap, the name “Kyle” was written in spidery blue ink.

      “I called the club,” she said. “Kyle has a shift tonight. He’s working the next few days.”

      “Look at you go, Nancy Drew.”

      “I have my talents.” Mom winked at me. “Your father certainly thinks so.”

      Kill me now. “Nope. Not talking about that ever.”

      After that mildly traumatizing meal, I secured promises from certain people to meet at Vancouver Demon Club through a combination of bribes, blackmail, and outright lying,

      Leo phoned me. “Has the apocalypse started yet?”

      “Still got time. How was your cousin’s wedding?”

      “Surprisingly tasteful, given they line-danced down the aisle to ‘Boot Scootin’ Boogie.’ Whatcha up to tonight?”

      I explained about the meeting.

      “I’m coming over.”

      “That is a bad idea on so many levels,” I said. “You can’t comfortably cross the wards.”

      “It’s a couple hours. I’ll deal. I have to live in this world too, and I’m tired of hiding. These people need to see me as a human first. Some of us are.”

      “Sure, but maybe you could do that one person at a time? Starting with very safe people at a meeting that isn’t already a powder keg?”

      She made a raspberry noise. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “Then let me run something past you.” I outlined my proposition. “What do you think?”

      “Major Hendricks is on the case. Sir!” Leo hung up.

      “No, I did not lust after you for years.” Kane hauled a case of sparkling water into the library. “I’m five years older than you and that would have been creepy. Plus, you were geeky and annoying.”

      “Geeky and annoying until when?” Ari set the deli platter and box of buns on the table.

      “You assume that’s changed.”

      I clapped my hands. “Less cute, more setting out of food. Ace, there’s a couple of fruit platters in the trunk. Grab them please.”

      He saluted me.

      Kane ripped the plastic off the flat of individual sparkling water bottles. “What do you get for the boy who has me?”

      “Huh?”

      “Ari. Our one-month anniversary is coming up and I want to do something special. But he already gets me as his boyfriend, so how do I possibly top that?”

      “Give him the gift receipt that came with you.” Rohan set down the platter of cookies I’d sent him to buy.

      Kane flipped the plastic cover off and snagged a double chocolate chip cookie. “Hush, Ro-Ro. That callous disregard for love is why young babyslay is looking for better options.”

      Rohan stole the cookie and bit into it. “As if.”

      “He’s right, Kane,” I said. “It’s his massive arrogance that keeps me searching.” That last part ended in a shriek as Ro tackled me onto the sofa.

      “We’re still cuter,” Kane trilled and sashayed out of the room.

      I draped my arms around my boyfriend’s neck and kissed him. “Mmm. You taste like cookie.”

      He gave me the rest of the treat, which miraculously hadn’t broken into a million crumbs. “I can’t get that night out of my mind. I keep reliving that moment when I was certain Drio and I had brutally murdered Asha.”

      I sat up, licking chocolate off my finger. “But you didn’t. How’s her song going?”

      The few moments that Rohan wasn’t searching for Hybris, he’d spent on Asha’s song.

      “I’ve gone dark.”

      My pulse spiked. “No. I got that magic out of you.”

      He tapped his head. “Dark up here. When I was convulsing, lost to the shadows, and you shocked me? I saw a white light. I know that’s super cheeseball, but it was what it was. All my attempts at her song, I’ve been too scared to immerse myself in that darkness, that I’d get stuck there again. I’d forgotten that dark only exists in harmony with light, so I’m writing my way back to it.”

      All Rasha lived with some form of PTSD. With the horrors we saw, there was no way around it. But the scars of the past few weeks were different. We’d deal and find a way to approximate a normal life, because there wasn’t any other option, but I wondered if this scar tissue would ever truly scab over, or if it was something we’d take great pains to never examine too closely, trying to fool ourselves into thinking that if we didn’t look at it, then it wasn’t possibly as horrific as we remembered.

      “Is it working?” I said.

      He gave a cautious nod. “Yeah. Creatively the music is flowing and the poison is being drained. I’m getting there.”

      “When you do, it’ll be incredible.”

      “My personal cheerleading section.” His eyes gleamed.

      “Forget it. I don’t own pompoms.”

      Rohan snagged the final piece of cookie. “A guy can dream. How are you doing? What do you need tonight?”

      “Help keep the peace. Leo’s coming. And she’s not hiding who she is anymore.”

      “Wow. We’re still on the ‘go big or go home’ game plan.”

      “Apparently. Let’s hope it works better this time around.”
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        * * *

      

      Baruch, Kane, Ari, Ro, Ms. Clara, and I watched the hands of the clock like the timer of a bomb, each tick dragging us forward to the inevitable explosion.

      I wiped my hands on my jeans for the thirtieth time, my stomach a tight, nauseous mess, though that might have been the sheer number of headache pills that I was popping on a regular basis.

      The sharp rap on the front door at 9:05PM was a relief. Events were in motion.

      “Yo, witch girl!” Danilo, a Filipino Rasha, tatted up and with the cut strength of an MMA fighter, strutted into the room, followed by Bastijn, all dark curls and panty-melting eyes with a long, lean body, and Cisco, chiseled Native American hotness, his hair pulled back in a short ponytail.

      I flung myself at them, squishing them in a fierce hug.

      “Careful, chama.” Bastijn extricated himself, his hand on his ribs.

      Cisco had a black eye and Danilo’s arm was in a cast.

      “What happened to you three?” I said.

      “Oh, not just us.” Cisco slapped Ro on the back.

      “Used up another one of your lives, man?” Ro said.

      “Got two or three left,” Cisco said.

      “Keep it that way,” Ro replied.

      “We had a lead on our missing Rasha.” Pierre hobbled into the room. “Had to check it out.”

      “You have a very weak chin,” Baruch said. “I would grow the beard back.”

      Ms. Clara elbowed him sharply. “You look fine, Pierre.”

      Pierre rubbed his hand over his chin. “The beard was scorched off by a witch.”

      “Glad as I am to see you all, where’s everyone else?” Ari said.

      Danilo piled sliced Havarti and salami onto a Portuguese bun. “Mahmud might be dead. Depends on whether he connected with the tree Raquel flung him at.”

      “You didn’t stick around to check?” I ran to the window.

      “We’re not stupid,” Bastijn said.

      Ari clapped his hand over Kane’s mouth.

      “It’s not sexist when we didn’t know you existed.” Mahmud stomped into the room, tiny twigs stuck in his dark hair and goatee. His exquisitely tailored shirt was ripped under one arm.

      “Had you thought about it for two seconds, you’d have realized the impossibility of only men having magic.” Cartoon steam practically poured out of Raquel’s ears. She wore a short black dress, a couple of shades darker than her skin, and red stilettos that could inflict grievous bodily harm. She rounded on me. “You better have proof that Esther wanted us all to meet, because I have gone way above and beyond bringing these assholes here.”

      “No other witches came?” I said.

      “Gracias a Dios,” Bastijn said, crossing himself.

      Danilo dropped into a chair and swung a foot onto the coffee table, sandwich in hand. “I dunno. I’m game to meet more.” He leered cheerfully at Raquel.

      “Proof,” she snapped.

      I held up Esther’s lighter.

      “Where’d you get that” she said.

      “Esther bequeathed it to me.” Obviously, I intended to live up to Esther’s faith in me, and I was fine playing that card to get Raquel onboard, but I wasn’t sure yet what being a fire-tender meant. It seemed so huge, like I was supposed to be this massive blaze keeping evil at bay, where I felt more like a couple of tiki torches at best.

      “Fuck.” Raquel reached out her hands to throttle me, then threw them up in frustration.

      I snickered. “Now you must obey me.”

      Mahmud dug into his pocket and pulled out his own lighter. “Does this mean you have to obey me, too?”

      Ro shook his head frantically at him.

      Raquel lifted Mahmud off the ground without touching him and fired him toward the window.

      Baruch caught him, inches from the glass. “We need him.”

      He set Mahmud on his feet, then calmly set about making his own panini.

      Mahmud moved away from the window. “I’m not working with this… this…”

      “This what?” Raquel demanded.

      “I’m kind of curious to hear the answer, too,” Ms. Clara said.

      “Et tu, Brute?” Mahmud said, joining Baruch at the food.

      “Back off,” Baruch said in a mild voice.

      Bastijn slapped ten bucks into Cisco’s hand.

      The front door banged open and Drio flashed in. “Where is she?”

      The room sucked in a collective breath.

      Grooming and Drio were no longer on intimate terms and sanity appeared to have done a runner as well. In wrinkled clothing, a bushy dark blond beard covered his face, and his red-rimmed eyes were only slightly less vivid than the purple bags under them.

      “Where? Is? She?”

      “Hybris isn’t actually here.” I yelped and portalled briefly out of the room, sidestepping Drio’s flash-step in my direction.

      I portalled back in. Silver magic crackled over my skin, level four and barely in check. “Stay calm.”

      “Where the hell have you been?” Rohan demanded.

      “Tracking,” Drio said.

      “Funny. Because you look exactly like you did after Asha’s death when you’d been drunk for a week.”

      “Fuck you, Mitra. If you’d killed Hybris like you said you were going to before, we wouldn’t be hanging in the wind now.”

      Ro’s blades shot out.

      A piercing whistle cut through the room.

      “Sit down and shut up.” Leo strolled into the room and shoved Drio down into the chair.

      His eyes bugged out.

      “You aren’t going to find Hybris in that state. Or at each other’s throats.”

      She glared at Rohan until he retracted his blades.

      “Way to make an entrance, pint-size,” Kane said.

      Pretty much everyone except Drio was now helping themselves to food.

      “Who are you?” Cisco asked.

      “Leonie Hendricks.” Leo bowed to the assembled guests and grabbed a cookie. “Private Investigator, half-demon, and Nava’s best friend.”

      Drio tensed up.

      Pierre jabbed a finger at me. “You’re lucky I don’t have to file official reports anymore.”

      I dropped my head into my hands with a groan.

      “Did you know?” Kane said.

      Ari nodded.

      “When?”

      “I found out that night we went to the club and met Malik. I’m sorry. I would have said something, but you know.”

      Kane smirked. “I know that I’m the superior Rasha because I suspected the first time I met her here. She presented the same symptoms of distress as other demons brought behind the wards. That night at the club nailed it for me. Redcap goblin.”

      “Liar. I successfully distracted you that night.” I licked a drop of mustard off my finger.

      “No offense, babyslay, but you’re about as subtle as an asteroid.”

      “You don’t care that I didn’t tell you?” Leo said.

      “Why would I? That’s yours to share as you see fit.”

      “Imagine that,” she said.

      Drio crossed his arms.

      “Did you know?” Baruch asked Ms. Clara.

      “I know everything,” she said primly. “As I keep telling you.”

      Danilo grabbed a carrot stick and jabbed it in the ranch dip. “A PD, huh?”

      Leo rapped Danilo on the knuckles with one of the plastic sparkling water bottles. “Half-demon.”

      “Fucking hell!”

      Raquel laughed. “Nice to meet you, Leonie Hendricks.”

      “Hybris,” Drio said. “Where is she?”

      As everyone ate, I gave the fastest recap of all events involving Rabbi Mandelbaum, the Ring of Solomon, and Josip’s death that I could, my words tumbling out of me as I tried to catch the Rasha up before Drio lost what little patience he was clinging to. While I mentioned that Hybris had killed Josip, I didn’t tell the others about the Asha deception.

      “My mom got this in the mail.” I handed the matchbook to Drio. “We think it’s a concrete link to the ring. Both Mandelbaum’s people and Hybris are looking for it.”

      “I thought she can’t use the ring,” Raquel said.

      “She can’t,” I said.

      “But she’s got vendettas to settle,” Rohan said. “Hybris managed to clear her name as the one who spread those rumors on the demon dark web. Not only is she not being hunted anymore, a number of demons are furious that we made fools of them. They’ve teamed up with her. Mandelbaum, Nava, me, Drio, we’re all active targets right now.”

      “Good.” Drio’s eyes flashed. “I’m coming with you to see this Kyle person.”

      “Excellent, but that’s not why I called this meeting,” I said. “Most of the Rasha are still captive and for the past couple of weeks, no one has been killing demons. Now there are a handful of us free, but it’s not enough.”

      The mood in the room turned grim. Without doubt, the demons loose on earth had taken advantage of our absence. There was no way to assess how much damage they’d done.

      “I’m still trying to find our Rasha or Mandelbaum by tracking the money, but nothing’s popping up, yet,” Kane said. “Until then, we’re limited in how many hunters we have.”

      “No, we’re not,” I said.

      Raquel nibbled on a strawberry. “You want witches to join in?”

      “It’s your job, too,” Mahmud said. That boy liked living dangerously.

      “Witches can kill demons that we’ve failed to because you are more powerful,” Baruch said. “But we’ve got the training most of you no longer have. We pair up. Deploy to the most critical areas.”

      “It’s like with the rift.” I accepted the celery stalk that Rohan offered me. I was eating celery when all I craved were more cookies. If that wasn’t love, I don’t know what was. “We’re all focused on our own thing, patching gaping wounds with band-aids. Have you come up with any solutions?”

      “Not yet,” Raquel said.

      I finished the tasteless vegetable, then took another stalk, because it was the perfect dip delivery shape and I did like my ranch. “Healing that rift is super urgent. You need to figure it out.”

      Before I was forced to let Sienna play peek-a-boo in my brain and possibly doom all the Rasha.

      “Thanks. I got that,” Raquel said.

      “It’s time to pool our resources and pool our strengths. What did Harry say about the intel?” I asked Leo.

      “He’s in. He said this was better than the Mothership and it was about time we all got off our collective asses and got in the fight together.”

      “What about intel?” Pierre said.

      “The Brotherhood had Orwell,” I said. “The demons have the dark web, which, thanks to Leo and Harry, we have access to as well.”

      “The witches must have information systems,” Kane said.

      “Yes, but—” Raquel said.

      “Then pick the women who would be best suited for the job to work with Pierre and me, and let’s build a bigger and better system,” he said.

      “Not all the witches will agree to this,” Raquel said.

      “Not all the Rasha still held captive will either,” Baruch said. “We’ll lose some once they get out and see how the wind is blowing. But we must move forward as a cohesive whole.”

      “We should relocate to Los Angeles,” Cisco said.

      “Find a secure location to establish Command Central,” Ari said.

      “We’ll help,” Danilo said.

      “Will the witches help us track down the rest of the hunters?” I said.

      “I don’t know.” Raquel’s voice held an uncharacteristic defensive edge. “You’re asking for everything all at once.”

      I held up the lighter. “You’re a leader and I need you. Will you fight with me?”

      Maybe that was how I tended this flame. You couldn’t build a fire with one log, it took a pile of them, carefully arranged and kindled. So, Raquel could be the next log on this fire. Fingers crossed.

      “This could lead to civil war among the witches,” she said.

      “It might,” I said. “But our world, our ways of fighting, are deeply and profoundly broken. We need to forge a new path.”

      She sighed. “Fine, Luna. I’m in.”

      I clapped my hands, bouncing up and down. I’d teamed up the witches and Rasha. I allowed myself a moment of smugness and another chocolate chip cookie.

      “Don’t break out the bubbly yet. We need to overcome an eon of misogyny and mistrust.” She pointed at Baruch. “Try and sideline us or relegate us to some kind of touchy-feely healer shit while you take all the good gigs, and we’ll own your asses. Clear?”

      “Clear.”

      Ms. Clara, who had silently been watching the proceedings until now, raised her hand. “Hi. I’m Clara.”

      I gasped. Raquel rocketed to first name privileges and I was stuck at prefix level-friendship?

      “I’ve been an Executive Administrator in the Brotherhood for six years now. I have skills and you need them.”

      Kane covered his mouth in an aside to Raquel. “She’s also a dominatrix. She has skills and you need them.”

      “Got any whips and floggers to co-opt for people who step out of line?” Raquel said.

      “I’ve got all kinds of special resources,” Ms. Clara said.

      “Good,” Raquel said. “Welcome aboard.”

      “Where are we at on the Satan front?” Ari asked.

      “Satan?” Cisco said.

      “It’s not a party until the king of the demons shows up.” I gave the other Rasha a quick recap of the situation, refusing to allow any pitying glances or comments.

      “A friend of ours is decoding a ritual to get Lilith’s magic out of Nava in hopes that gets Satan off her back. It’s slow going but she’s making progress,” Raquel said.

      I continued my update. “One of the things we need is extremely powerful magic blood. Therefore, I’m gonna take care of two problems at once. Kill Satan and use his blood.”

      “I like how you think,” Danilo said.

      “That’s worrisome,” Bastijn said.

      “How will you get close enough to Satan to kill him?” Cisco said.

      “There’s a demon whose interests have aligned with mine for the time being.”

      “Don’t you dare say Malik,” Kane said.

      “Okay, I won’t. Any last questions?”

      Baruch studied the matchbook. “We should leave for the club soon and find this Kyle. Nava, are you going to portal us all?”

      They were all coming? These guys were the best. However, I took an extra moment to sulk in Ms. Clara’s direction.

      “We’ll discuss it,” she said.

      I grinned. “Then we can go.”

      The power cut out, plunging us into shadow.

      The line of windows behind the long wooden table imploded, showering us in a deadly rainfall of a thousand tiny glass daggers. Four black-clad figures on rappel lines swung into the room, machine guns strapped to their backs. They wore some type of modified night vision glasses.

      Baruch flipped the sofa, and pretty much threw Ms. Clara and Leo into the crawl space underneath.

      Bullets scattered like seeds of destruction. Wood chips flew and shredded books shot up into the air like confetti.

      Every bullet made mockery of the ideals of togetherness, loyalty, and inclusivity that I held true. Mandelbaum had come after his own. I clenched my fists, my jaw rigid in the face of this violation. This wasn’t just some Brotherhood base; the chapter house had become my home and now it was being destroyed. My internal fire hissed through my body like poison, screeching for release.

      “Nava!” Raquel froze two of the mercenaries in their tracks.

      Standing shoulder-to-shoulder with her, I dropped them to the ground like garbage.

      Baruch tackled another mercenary, while Drio grabbed the fourth one in a choke hold and Ro sliced the tendons in the man’s wrist.

      His machine gun tumbled to the carpet.

      Tendrils of fog rolled in through the windows. It blanketed the back yard, a sticky mucus that curled around us, dirty and malicious. This was a demon’s work, which meant that the wards had come down. Demons couldn’t breach our property unless a Rasha had broken the wards.

      I took shallow breaths, desperate not to swallow the molecules of gasoline and rancid slaughterhouse that permeated the air.

      More gunfire crackled outside.

      The men leapt over the detritus and jumped out through the empty window frames.

      Raquel jerked her chin at Ms. Clara and Leo. “Want me to get them to safety?”

      Before I could answer yes and dive into the fight, the world went dark, the magic fog sucking out all light.

      Raquel and I tried to illuminate the library, but the fog smothered it.

      There was another long burst of bullets. A red-hot piece of metal grazed my cheek and I dropped to the ground. I called out for my friends, but my words were stolen by the unnatural darkness.

      Into the dense silence came the roar of actual fire. This wasn’t a gentle crackle that slowly built into something more, it was an instant inferno devouring the library. Water poured down over me from the sprinkler system that did nothing to dampen the blaze.

      I broke out coughing and fell to my knees, groping around blindly but I had no idea where anyone was and I couldn’t call out because the smoke was choking me, flames snatching away my words.

      There was a whoosh and a crackling downpour as if I was standing under a waterfall and a beam crashed to the floor by my hand, sparks cascading over me.

      I portalled outside to track down the demon responsible for the blaze and kill it.

      The chapter house was engulfed, a skeleton of flame sailing through the monstrous fog like a ghost ship.

      The skies rained dirty ash. Mercifully, the trees on the property didn’t catch fire, which meant the fire was magic and targeted. The wind picked up, blowing my hair across my face. Behind me came a grunt and a thud. I whipped around, a ball of electricity at the ready.

      Leo, covered in soot and bleeding, grappled with some kind of serpent demon. Its barbed tail caught her across the shoulder. She screamed, purple toxic fingers spreading along her flesh. Leo bashed the creature against the ground and twisted her grasp. The demon shriveled, black fluid pouring over Leo’s arms and legs, until there was nothing more than a papery husk that blew away.

      She sat back on her calves, panting, one hand to the poison on her skin, drawing it out of herself with a pained hiss, and wiping the residue on the grass.

      The greedy fog parted like curtains on a play in my immediate vicinity.

      Before Leo could even catch her breath, she was sucked upward into the air, bent double.

      “You killed my son, had me hunted like a dog.” Hybris stood in our backyard, in her Tia persona, outfitted in leather and studs. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Leo hung suspended about fifty feet in the air.

      Someone shouted from deeper in the backyard; there was an answering unholy howl that sent shivers up my spine.

      “My friends are keeping yours busy,” Hybris said.

      “You still have friends?” I said. “Guess we didn’t fuck your life up hard enough.” I blasted the demon. It wasn’t a killing blow because I still didn’t know her damn sweet spot, but it ripped her torso open from shoulder to waist. The first meaningful physical hit I’d scored on her. “Taste my power, bitch.”

      Hybris fell to the ground in a pool of blood, screeching. Rib bones splintered out of her chest.

      Leo plummeted.

      I flung my magic out like a net to catch her, but she ripped right through.

      Drio flashed onto the lawn.

      “Drio! Help me!”

      He flashed out again, but it wasn’t to catch Leo. He pounced on Hybris.

      “No!” I ran for Leo, doing everything I could to slow down her descent. I opened my magic to ten, my skin burning and my heart alternating between thundering and stopping entirely. Finally, I tangled Leo in enough magic to wrap her, but she continued to plummet, her screams drowning out the sounds of Drio and Hybris’ pitched battle.

      My vision swam in and out of blackness and my muscles spasmed. Digging deeper than I ever had, I poured all my power into making a cushion for Leo to land in. She hit the ground in a gentle bounce as I fell to my knees, pain spiking through me.

      Gunfire echoed off the trees. I dropped to my belly, tasting dirt. The skin on the nape of my neck prickled that any second now I’d be picked off.

      Air rushed away from me in a searing gust. Blackened, twisted beams lurched sideways against piles of ash and rubble. There was one final crackle, one more flare and the blaze winked out, taking all remnants of the mansion with it.

      Demon Club was gone.

      This was the place where I’d learned to become myself, where Rabbi Abrams had fortified the building so that we would be safe, where everything had shape and definition, where goals were clearly outlined. And now it was nothing. My heartbreak was the stabbing bite of broken glass, raw and jagged.

      A shadow fell over me, blood spattering onto my clothes.

      Hybris clutched her side, her eyes wild and furious.

      Liiiiliiiith.

      A gnarled talon brushed the back of my neck and I spun around, chest heaving, aflame with magic for one brilliant moment.

      Hybris peered into the gloom, then, her face pinched with fear, vanished.

      Liiiiiliiiith.

      I pushed to my feet and amped up my magic as high as it could go. I tried to fight the fog, squinting through the ashy streaks on my face and the gloom to find the cow skull demon with the ram’s horns, but it was like taking potshots at a phantom.

      The fog nipped me hard enough to startle me.

      A gift, the demon said.

      The fog coalesced into a mouth poised over a silhouetted figure.

      “No!” I screamed. I couldn’t tell who was friend or foe.

      The fog mouth grew serrated teeth and clamped down on the head, popping it clean off the body. Then the fog convulsed, as if swallowing, and the body fell to the ground.

      I shoved my trembling fist into my mouth.

      Seven more times, it did that, curling around my legs each time to shift me in the direction of the next strike. Laying them out for my viewing pleasure, each assault a strangled scream, the sharp crack of bone, and a wet gobbling noise.

      I bit back a scream. Had that been one of Mandelbaum’s men? My friends? Who? My attacks on the fog did nothing. There was no killing these cannibalistic shadows and I failed to find the evil puppet master controlling them. I was a helpless witness to the murder and mayhem around me.

      Loooooook. Seeeeeeee.

      An icy wind blew the last remnants of fog away.

      Leo cried out.

      Laying on the pool deck was a giant heart made of headless human bodies.

      Satan sends his regards, the demon purred in my ear, and was gone.
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      A yellow and black monarch butterfly glided past, briefly alighting on a crimson flowering plant, a splash of color against the burned-out lawn.

      I pressed my hand against my stomach, focusing on my even inhales and exhales and not the bloody handprint on my clothes. One step for every breath, Leo leaving a trail of black oily footprints beside my white ashy ones.

      Closer and closer to that abomination we drew, the ground seeming to rise and fall beneath my shaky legs.

      Various malformed demon bodies, still twitching, still alive, splayed out from the heart like a shower of flower petals.

      We stepped over them. I forced myself to look at the headless male bodies. There was brown skin, white skin, varying heights. Two had hamsa rings. The others didn’t.

      Those were the mercenaries and I didn’t care about them.

      I ran to the nearest hamsa-wearer, one with brown skin, and ripped the shirt open. No lightning bolt tattoo on his heart. Red dragon tattoos wound around his wrists, so not Mahmud, either. The relief was a sharp shock that seized up my lungs, stealing my breath away for several heartbeats.

      I whirled around seeking confirmation from Leo that the other Rasha wasn’t one of ours.

      She exhaled. “Not Ari. Not Drio.”

      None of Danilo’s tattoos or Kane’s angel wings on the back. No ginger hair on the arms like with Pierre. Too short to be Baruch or Cisco or even Bastijn.

      A disconsolate cry rose out of the woods.

      I sprinted toward the back fence under a cloudless night sky, the birds in the trees resuming their twittering. Leaves danced through the forest on the breeze. I could almost pretend that this was a normal summer night until I reached the source of the cry.

      Kane sat on the ground, cradling Bastijn’s head. A dark stain pooled in the dirt under Bastijn’s skull and his beautiful eyes were closed for the last time.

      “A demon took control of the Rasha who’d summoned the fire. Bastijn tried to stop him. The idiot.” My friend swallowed hard.

      A trail of ants jagged sideways to avoid the blood trickling in a lethargic rivulet and burrowing into the earth.

      Kane continued to speak, but in my shock, his words transformed into a wind sound that was too close to that rasping demon whisper.

      I swayed on my feet. The world warped in and out of view.

      Footsteps crashed through the underbrush and arms came around me.

      “Sparky. Oh fuck. Bastijn.”

      I fought my way back from a deep, sucking darkness, clutching to my human lifeline. Movement, sound, my heart, all kicked back into gear. “I can’t fix him, Ro.” I looked around. I’d lost Leo, but she was alive. “Ari? The others?”

      Rohan jerked a thumb out toward the forest. His neck and part of his shoulder were covered in pus-filled red welts. “With Baruch. Raquel and Ms. Clara are there, too.” He let go of me and I grabbed for his hand, catching air. “I’m right here. I just need to help Kane.”

      Kane couldn’t be helped. That sassy, defiant light that always burned inside my friend had been extinguished, but Ro didn’t see that, or didn’t want to see that. He was busy issuing orders, telling Kane to help him carry Bastijn’s body back to…

      His eyes flicked to our decimated chapter house and an imperceptible muscle jumped in his jaw. Snowflake was gone again and this time, there was no blaming the dark magic. How many times could I lose him before the vulnerable, loving part of him disappeared for good?

      According to mythology, the phoenix was reborn in a glorious fire, emerging once more with its brilliant scarlet and gold plumage to rise renewed. Not everybody got to be a phoenix. Standing in still-smoldering ash, I was surrounded by the wreckage of my home, with my dead friend at my feet and bodies littering the ground, and did not know glory or transformation. This was not rebirth, it was a hardening of my immutable self.

      Mandelbaum’s men, Hybris’ demons, Satan’s minion, all had come to terrorize and weaken me. Burn me down to ash. But I would not be doused. I’d been tempered with fire and I was still standing.

      “Get up, Kane,” I said.

      Kane raised Bastijn’s head to reveal his grip was the only thing keeping the skull together. “I gave him a hard time when he was alive. I can’t leave him like this.”

      I crouched down and touched the halves of Bastijn’s skull, fusing them together, wondering if I’d ever forget the sensation of his brain spilling through my fingers.

      Rohan hefted Bastijn up into his arms. “I’m going to take him back onto the property. I don’t want him left here, exposed.”

      Kane wiped blood onto his jeans. “If my car didn’t burn up, I’ve got salt in the trunk. I’ll use it to repair the wards.” Taking a steadying breath, he left.

      “I’ll get the others and meet you. Third pile of rubble from the right.” I gave my boyfriend a grim smile.

      Rohan leaned into me and kissed my temple. “One breath at a time.”

      He rested his forehead against mine for another moment.

      “Stay in the light, Snowflake.”

      “You be my lighthouse, I’ll be yours.”

      My throat clogged with emotion. He already was in every way that mattered.

      “Deal.” I jogged deeper into the forest.

      My friends weren’t just with Baruch. Ari, Drio, Pierre, Danilo, and Cisco held him down with all their might, red-faced from exertion.

      Raquel knelt over Ms. Clara, laid out on the grass like Sleeping Beauty.

      I yelped and crashed down beside Ms. Clara, careful not to jostle her.

      Mahmud squatted next to Raquel, holding a small silk pouch tied on a ribbon. He put a finger to his lips.

      Raquel took a handful of herbs out of the pouch and sprinkled them over Ms. Clara, silently chanting. She pressed a hand to Ms. Clara’s throat and a hand to her heart. “Her respiratory system needs to heal. I’m leaving her in this magic coma.”

      “The smoke inhalation?” Ari said.

      “There may be damage to her vocal cords, but she’ll live.”

      Raquel wobbled as she got to her feet, and Mahmud leapt to steady her. The heels had broken off her expensive shoes. She kicked them off, leaving them in the dirt. Like the rest of us, she was streaked with soot and burned in a dozen places on her skin and hair.

      Baruch threw my friends off of him. “Thank you,” he said to Raquel, in a voice more gravel-filled than usual.

      Raquel nodded, but didn’t take her arm away from Mahmud. “I cast a ‘nothing to see’ spell so we don’t get any visits from neighbors, cops, or firefighters.”

      “Kane’s fixing the wards,” I said. “We need to get back on the property and figure out what to do next.”

      Ari visibly relaxed at the mention of his boyfriend’s name. Hunters possessed an iron-clad will to see their jobs through before asking about loved ones.

      “Bastijn helping him?” Danilo asked.

      I hesitated too long and Danilo swore softly.

      “Rohan is with Bastijn,” I said. “I’ll take you to him.”

      Baruch gingerly scooped Ms. Clara up. “Lead the way.”

      Our single-file procession to the back gate was cloaked in silence and misery.

      Kane met me there. “My car is toast. There’s nothing to set the wards with.”

      We’d be vigilant, but really, most of our enemies had already come calling.

      Ari put his arm around his boyfriend. Kane’s Porsche had been one of the few things gifted to him by his jerk of a father and came with a lot of complicated emotions.

      Drio sniffed the air. “Smoke?”

      We broke into a run and I braced for whatever new horror I’d find. We’d gotten halfway back across the back lawn, when Ari stopped so suddenly that I barreled into him.

      “What the fuck?” he yelled.

      The demon body garnishes were gone so either Leo, Ro, or both had dispatched them, but the human bodies that had formed the heart were on fire. Black smoke billowed off the heart-shaped pyre on the pool deck, the bodies reeking of burning fat, sulphur, coppery metal, and a musky sweetness.

      Leo and Rohan stood back, watching the blaze in ghastly satisfaction. A red jerry can of gasoline sat at Leo’s feet.

      “Satan sent Nava a gift,” Rohan said.

      “And he didn’t enclose a gift receipt,” Kane said. “What an asshole.”

      I clamped my lips together; the laugh that burst out of me was half-snort.

      Ari snickered, then Leo, then the laughter spread like wildfire. Our hilarity didn’t make the situation funny, but it did make it bearable enough to regroup.

      The general consensus on the night? Hybris had eyes on Mandelbaum and, knowing he was going to attack, piggybacked on it for maximum damage. Neither party had counted on Satan’s little helper being there.

      Raquel insisted on bringing Ms. Clara home with her to keep an eye on our friend until it was time to revive her. Baruch reluctantly agreed. Raquel and Leo exchanged contact information, while from the way the others said good-bye to my bestie, they were fine with her being on the team.

      Most of the Rasha had gone back with Raquel in order to establish our new joint venture and find the rest of the hunters. Added to the list of pressing tasks was storm Mandelbaum’s hideout, round up his men, and rescue the Brotherhood rabbis if they found them. Leo was going to join them after she checked in with Harry.

      Ari, with Cisco’s help, had taken Bastijn’s body to his family in Caracas via shadow transport. They’d join the others in Los Angeles.

      We’d collectively decided that Drio and Rohan would continue to hunt for Hybris, while I was on Malik duty to get a concrete plan for dealing with Satan once and for all and to coordinate with Catalina about the purification ritual.

      “Glad you joined us?” I said.

      Leo and I sat alone at the picnic table, Rohan and Drio off doing one last check of the grounds and discussing their next steps regarding Hybris. She ran her hand over her forearm, checking for any last traces of poison.

      “It’s never a dull moment with you, Nee.”

      “I didn’t get to thank you earlier for getting that demon before it got me.”

      “Eh. No prob.”

      I rubbed my arms briskly. It was well after midnight and I was still in short sleeves and bare feet. “Can I ask one last favor? Satan won’t stop coming for me and the idea of more people getting killed in the crossfire?” I shivered. “You have access to P.I. databases or something, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Malik did a painting of Lilith called ‘Lila: On Waking.’ That might be a way to track down what name she’d been living under. If I can find her home base, maybe there’ll be something I can use to force Malik’s commitment. Anything at this point.”

      “Piece of cake,” Leo said. “I’ll get Harry to help. He’s unearthed a lot of demon aliases. He can find Lilith’s.”

      I squeezed her hand in thanks. “You got somewhere safe to stay?”

      Leo nodded. “Do you?”

      “My parents aren’t home and I could go there, but if there’s a repeat of tonight?” I shook my head. Same thing went for Rohan’s place. Too exposed.

      “I’ve got a place where no one would think to find you.” She gave me the name of a motel, then paused. “You might want to bring plastic tarps.”

      “Gross.”

      “If you want anonymity, you gotta be willing to sacrifice.”

      “You need to talk to Harry about your working conditions. It’s a wonder you haven’t picked up a flesh-eating disease or something from all those skeezy motels.”

      She shrugged. “You learn not to directly touch surfaces. There are some rashes it’s best to avoid.”

      “Some?” I said. “There are ones we are actively seeking?”

      We chuckled, but then my eyes drifted to the gaping nothingness of the chapter house and the sound died on my lips. Mandelbaum had stolen this sanctuary from me and thanks to him, people had died tonight. Bastijn had died and Ms. Clara had come close.

      I let out a strangled howl, punching the table with my fist. The tender roots that had finally taken hold in my life had been savagely ripped up and I was unmoored.

      Leo examined a strand of burned hair. “Tonight wasn’t your fault.”

      “That doesn’t make it easier.”

      Drio approached the picnic table, with Rohan following him. “Hybris got away, but the fight was valuable. I know her kill spot now.”

      “Good for you,” Leo said dully.

      He scrubbed a hand over his ash-streaked beard. “Nava had you.”

      Except I hadn’t. Not when I asked for his help. Leo could have died.

      “Get out of here, Drio,” I said. “Or I won’t be responsible for what I do to you.”

      He nodded a couple times, almost like he’d do the same thing, and flashed out.

      “Christ,” Rohan said. “Leo, let me drive you to Harry’s.”

      Leo agreed. I hugged her hard. Hugged Rohan hard, too, then gave him my car keys.

      While they were gone, I sat there staring at the void where the mansion should have cast a foreboding shadow over me, but there was only the masonry foundation deep in the ground to testify that it had ever existed at all.

      It was so impossible to comprehend that I walked its perimeter to convince myself, flicking the lighter that Esther had left me. Part of me believed that Esther was in that tiny flame and that I was still alive because she’d been here, watching over me. Dying from Lilith’s magic, being tortured, Satan, I’d assumed that each one was the final unthinkable event, but all I got was another stepping stone into darkness.

      In the end, there would be light. I had to believe that, but how many of us would fall victim to this madness before dawn came? I flicked the lighter one last time, taking comfort in the small yet steady glow that had withstood time. Funny, how even this tiny flame caused a swell of hope in my ribcage. Tiny fires, tiny bursts of hope, together they would form that vanquishing blaze.

      Rohan came up beside me. “Leo’s tucked away for the night.”

      I blew out a curl out of my eyes. “I could have happily killed Drio. Even if that wasn’t fair. It’s not that Leo is more important than avenging Asha.”

      “Leo’s alive. For that alone, she’s the priority now.”

      I bent down and picked up a burned lump that might have been the finial from the railing on the back steps. “It’s all gone. My T-shirts. Leo’s print. My beautiful tap shoes.”

      The clothes, the make-up, they didn’t matter, but the personal things, like the print of Neo New York that Leo had given me for my birthday and the customized tap shoes from Ro? My eyes welled with tears and I dashed them away. “Doesn’t matter. Especially not with Bastijn…”

      I hurled the lump as far as I could.

      “They matter,” Rohan said.

      For all that I’d bristled against the command that I had to live at Demon Club, I’d become attached to the old girl. “I don’t have a home anymore, Snowflake.”

      “Yeah, you do. Anywhere I am.”

      “Then take me home.”
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      The Five Star Motel was a study in false advertising. Three of the stars in the neon sign were blown out, the restaurant offered an all-you-could-eat fish buffet that from the parking lot reeked like a salmonella extravaganza, and the pool hosted a thriving community of algae.

      “I would have ponied up for an extra star,” I said, stepping over a broken bottle outside our scratched motel room door.

      Oh, look. The outside was the nice part.

      I eyed the brown, stained bedspread which complemented the water stains running down the stucco walls. “It doesn’t match, but it goes.”

      Rohan smoothed the plastic tarp that we’d purchased on our way over and now covered the bed. “Isn’t this better than a chocolate on the pillow?”

      “I wouldn’t trust that anything we found here was chocolate. You want first crack at the prison shower?”

      Rohan eyed the bathroom dubiously. “Sure?”

      We rinsed off in record speed, doing our best to wash our filthy clothes of death and nightmares. After a quick scarf-down of roasted peanuts, three chocolate bars, and a Coke from the ancient vending machine outside the motel office, with surprisingly recent expiration dates, I yawned and spread out on one side of the plastic-wrapped bed.

      We spooned to fit on the lumpy double mattress. Sleep was a nice idea, if completely elusive. The plastic rustled every time I moved, which was constantly because any little sound had me twitching like I was on speed, while Ro snored softly.

      Exhaustion claimed me at some point because Leo’s text woke me up. She’d sent an address, located on one of the Greek islands.

      I pecked Rohan on the cheek, who mumbled something and rolled over. “Leo found Lilith’s place. I’m going to check it out.”

      He yawned and cracked an eye open. “Want me to come? I can put off working things out with Drio until later.”

      “No. Just don’t kill the angry Italian. And tell him I want to go see Kyle tonight.” I ruffled his hair making it even more bed head. “The fun never stops.”

      “Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, then bliss.” He caught my hand, giving it a tight squeeze.

      “It’s my mantra, baby.”

      “Wait.” He pulled me down for a proper smooch. Throwaway kisses that were dispensed freely because there was an endless supply might beat hot sexy kisses. I’d have to test both thoroughly.

      The address Leo had given me led to a small cottage with colorful wildflowers running riot around the front door. The walls were white plaster and an azure blue sea danced down a hillside dotted with olive trees. I walked around the cottage sensing for wards, then up the flagstone path to the front door. On the third stone from the house, I froze, mid-stride. One more step and I’d unleash the ugly knot of magic warding the front door.

      I had no way of defusing it. I held my hand half an inch from the ward. No change in the magic. I lowered it a bit more, feeling for any disturbances, any awareness of an intruder.

      Slowly, I eased my hand down to the ground, until I touched the ward line. The magic recognized me as its creator. It was a hollow victory, further proof that Lilith and I were inexorably intertwined.

      I strode to the front door and stepped inside.

      While the furnishings were simple, they were of a high-quality craftsmanship.

      There were no photos or personal mementos on the walls. I didn’t find anything useful in the living room, kitchen or bathroom, but when I got into the bedroom, magic tingled my fingertips like dowsing rods. I followed it past the elaborately carved wooden bed frame with four ebony posts and a lavender bed spread flecked with blue and white, capturing all the colors of the sea.

      In the second drawer of Lilith’s art deco vanity, I found a metal box with a slight depression in the lid. When I pressed my thumb to it, the lid popped open.

      Inside was a thin gold hammered circlet. I turned it over once, twice. Huh. Then, like an adult finding a forgotten childhood toy, memories rushed me like the tide. This was—I nearly dropped the circlet, blinking hurriedly.

      Well, damn.

      Two minutes later, Malik let me up to his apartment.

      “You look more like yourself,” I commented, getting comfortable on the low, curved sofa that hugged his floor-to-ceiling windows with its multimillion-dollar view.

      He rubbed a hand over his freshly shaven jaw, covered in dots of paint, his clothes and eyepatch spattered in a rainbow of colors. He picked up a palette from an easel and squirted blue paint from a mostly empty tube onto it, mixing it with his brush into a blob of white. “I feel more like myself. You, however, look like utter shite. Busy night?”

      “Yeah. We were attacked. Everything I own was burned to the ground, a friend died, and one of Satan’s minions made me a heart out of people.”

      Malik chuckled, dabbing color onto his canvas with broad strokes. “That’s quite imaginative for him, actually.”

      I whipped the brittle circlet at him like a ninja throwing star. “If you’d stepped into the role you’d been bred for, then we wouldn’t have the current psychopathic fuck in the role of Satan. Isn’t that right, Shaitan?”

      This knowledge had been dumped into my brain upon first sight of the circlet. I’d also been treated to far more information about what Lilith and Malik had gotten up to on that bed, but I’d added that to my To Do List as “things to cauterize out of my brain,” along with the sinking dread that I was going to end up with all of Lilith’s memories and knowledge, whether I wanted them or not.

      Malik picked up the circlet, running his finger over the edge of the crown. “I was never Shaitan, but yes, I’d been raised with that expectation. Along with dozens of others. All the royal families raised their best to challenge the throne.”

      “‘Malik’ means ‘King of Kings.’ You threw that away.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Unless you never really had a shot.”

      “Any more inanities you’d like to lob my way?”

      “Let’s spend a few more minutes together. I’m sure something will come to me. As soon as I kill Satan, there’s going to be a power vacuum. You need to fill it.”

      “No.” He set the circlet on a nearby table and resumed painting.

      “Why not? Scared you can’t win the throne or toilet bowl or whatever Satan sits on?”

      “I’m a simple marid. I enjoy good wine, painting, and making love. Not looking over my shoulder all the time.”

      “But it’s okay for Lilith to live that way?”

      He peered at me from around the canvas. “Technically, you’re the one living that way. As we’ve established, Lila is gone.”

      “To be clear, you won’t take on the mantle that was expected of you?”

      Malik snapped the circlet in half, strolled over to me, and dumped the pieces in my lap.

      I pulled out a gaudy paper crown from a fast food kid’s meal that Cole had bought for me on our first date and that I’d had rolled in my shorts back pocket, hidden by my T-shirt. I’d quickly swung by my parents’ place to grab it. “Excellent. Since you have no interest in playing by the establishment rules, you’re free to make your own.”

      Standing up, I settled the crown on him with a little pat.

      Malik whipped it off like I’d dumped a batch of lice over him.

      “Ari was raised with an expectation, too,” I said. “You know what came along with that?”

      “I couldn’t begin to imagine.” He returned to his easel.

      “A lifetime of indoctrination. If you spent your life being trained to be the ultimate demon leader, then you spent your life being schooled in rules and etiquette, but you walked away from it.”

      “The politics and constant challenges held no appeal.”

      “Mmm. Perhaps. The demon realm must have freaked out when you didn’t take the throne and went to live on earth. How common.” I widened my eyes. “Were you branded a traitor for turning your back on your destiny? That must have been tough.”

      Malik looked away from his canvas, just long enough to scowl at me. “You pity me? How dare you.”

      Picking up the paper crown, I straightened out the folded-up ruby that adorned it. “When I lost my dance dreams, I figured that my only other option must be being a fuck-up. All or nothing. The Brotherhood maintained that Rashas could only be men or nothing. Life is not all or nothing. Look at me. A demon hunter, a witch. I’m forging my own road and living life on my terms. You could do that.”

      “I am.”

      “No, you’re not. You were born for more and you can have it.” I scooted over to see what he was painting but only caught the edge of thick, vibrant strokes.

      He slapped paint onto the canvas. “Why are you pushing so hard for me to have this power?”

      “Better the devil I know. Literally. You genuinely enjoy earth and humans. Aspects, anyway. That puts you miles ahead of whoever we could end up with.” I set the paper crown on my head at a rakish angle. “One of us is going to have to kill the other. With you as Satan, it’ll give us something to look forward to. Come on. I can’t believe I have to convince you to be the next Dread Pirate Roberts.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      “Or what? You’ll kill me? You and what demon army?”

      Malik was silent for a moment, the swish of his brushstrokes the only sound. “Do you have any idea what’s involved in taking the throne?”

      “No, tell me. Is Satan really that scary? I haven’t heard of him here on earth since Adam and Eve’s time. A lot of temptations are ascribed to him, but I couldn’t find any concrete record of evildoings.” I’d looked him up before the chapter house had burned down.

      “Satan doesn’t leave the demon realm,” Malik said. “He doesn’t need to. He’s the spider in the center of a web, pulling on one thread to arrange a mudslide after an earthquake to wipe out a region, sending whispers along another into the ear of a despot to commit genocide. Vlad the Impaler, Genghis Khan, Hitler.”

      “Hitler was Samson King’s doing.”

      “On whose orders? Nothing happens that he doesn’t have a say in. And it’s not just about Satan. You’d have to kill all his guards.”

      “I’ll have to do that anyway.”

      “They’re the upper echelon of Hell and eat runty little witches like you for breakfast.”

      “Pfft. We time our attack for after I secure the Ring of Solomon. Then I can keep all the demons away from you.”

      Malik shook his head. “That ring has been lost for centuries. Even if you do find it, you’re not bringing it into the demon realm.”

      “You don’t even like most demons. Why do you care?”

      “Don’t test me on this, petal.”

      I snorted. “You won’t hurt me because you won’t hurt Lilith.”

      “I won’t physically hurt you, for now, but hurt comes in a lot of forms and I did swear to rain it down on you. I could have a lot of fun with your brother. Or keep that lovely PD as a toy. I can give Satan the keys to your undoing and I will if that ring gets anywhere near me.”

      With Malik bound, he could never hurt me again. The paper crown turned to ash in my hands. Hmm. Malik’s wrongs towards me personally were pretty minor on the scale of things. Lilith on the other hand…

      Lilith’s magic was dangerous and had to go before I was lost to being some pale shadow of her, living out her hurts and vendettas. The attack on us last night had shaken me to my core. Big bads were crawling out of the woodwork to come after me and mine, but this situation with Lilith was crumbling me from within.

      I brushed the ash off. “You want me to swear some kind of oath that I won’t use the ring on you? I will. A one-time usage then I’ll destroy it, but this is the only way I can take Satan down. I’ll kill myself before I let him use me like that.”

      “One time,” Malik finally said. He crossed the room and picked up the discarded circlet halves. “To bind a demon with the ring, you need to call him by his true name.”

      The ring wasn’t so much a mass exorcismy device as a one-at-a-time tool. There went my fantasies of binding all the demons in existence at once and forcing them to kill each other, game over, buh-bye.

      “Which is what?” I said.

      “I have no idea. You’ll have to pull it from Satan’s memories.”

      “Don’t overwhelm me with useful details or anything. We bind Satan, what then?”

      “You have to keep the throne clear. It’s sentient. The throne. Whichever demon sits on it first must undergo a trial to claim it. If another demon touches the throne before I’ve solidified my claim, I die.” He wiped off a daub of paint that had gotten on one of the circlet halves.

      “What do demons without the benefit of me do?”

      “They have their entire clan at their back.”

      “We can be your family!” I said. “Temporary clan. Who will then probably murder you sometime in the future, but we’re living in the moment.”

      “You’re amusing. Baffling, but amusing.” His expression turned wistful. “Though you’re not as smart as you think you are. This wasn’t my crown. Lilith was supposed to rule with me. My family made it clear that wasn’t an option.”

      “You gave up the throne for Lilith. Now take it for her.”

      Malik brushed his hand over the two halves, making them whole once more, and put on the crown. “All the better to kill you later.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Catalina while I was in the elevator. “It’s a go for Satan’s blood. How much will I need?”

      “A vial should do,” she said. “We’ll mix it with the purified water for your immersion.”

      “What about the mikvah bath?”

      “We’ve already ordered one online that’s in accordance with the laws of Judaism.”

      “The internet is an amazing place.”

      “We have the magic flame,” she said, “so once I’ve decoded the purification ritual, all that remains is a way to seal the mikvah with some kind of resin, so the magic doesn’t eat through it. I haven’t found anything strong enough yet, but I’m working on it.”

      “Could the ritual be modified to dump all traces of Lilith but still leave my enhanced magic?”

      “No. You’re stronger than you were precisely because of the lingering remnants of Lilith inside you amplifying your magic. Do you not want to do it?”

      Was “yes, but no” an acceptable answer? I wanted Lilith gone, no doubts on that score, because I wouldn’t rest easy in my own skin until she was, but after the Night of Fog and Monsters, every bit of enhanced magic had become a security blanket that I took comfort in.

      “Totally committed.” I’d still have my regular witch magic. “Are we sealing me as well? Is the magic going to eat the flesh off my bones?”

      “Highly unlikely.”

      Between that reassuring note and the continual joys of dealing with Malik, I was very glad that my next stop was a training session that Rohan had insisted on before we met up with Kyle. Punching things good.

      We no longer had the Vault, but that didn’t mean I was stuck in a sweaty gym with a bunch of strange men watching and commenting. Rohan had rented a boxing gym out so it was just the two of us, able to train and more importantly, speak freely. The gym walls were crumbling exposed brick and the air smelled like rancid sweat from inside of a boxing glove combined with bruised leather and grubby canvas.

      Ro had already put me through a punishing circuit of pull-ups, squats, the dreaded burpees, jumping on and off low benches, and working with a medicine ball.

      I’d been grossly sweaty, my limbs shaking after that. Then he got me in the ring. Two minutes running around on that canvas and I was panting, my heart booming like a timpani. The padded floor in the ring fatigued my legs much faster than the mats I usually trained on.

      “The challenge is opening a rift to the demon realm so we can go through.” I threw a right hook at Rohan, who easily dodged it.

      He tsked me. “Baruch would weep.”

      “Which is why you’re not going to tell him. I’m just rusty.”

      Ro tapped me with his mitt every time I dropped my guard.

      I worked on the combo he demonstrated. Jab-jab-jab-left hook-right cross. “Think of the wards as a line in the sand with evil, the demon realm, on one side, and good, earth, on the other. Demons have to work at coming through, at crossing that line, hence the use of poison that creates rifts in the fabric of reality. The process is hard and it’s painful, but the wards don’t care about them returning to their own side. That’s a quick portal deal for them. We’re facing the same issue in reverse. We need to reliably open a rift into the demon realm that will allow all of us through.”

      “Too many rifts,” Rohan said. “Call this one something else.”

      “Good point. I dub the one we need to open ‘Hellgate.’”

      Rohan jabbed the side of my rib cage, then hiked up the workout shorts he’d borrowed off Ari. “Open Hellgate and not get injured in the process.”

      “Exactly. Malik is working on how to make that happen. Getting home will be easy enough, because it’ll be a portal and those are a snap.”

      “Provided we’re alive.”

      “Sure, that.”

      “Why doesn’t Malik open a portal for us and bring us all home with him?” Rohan stepped up his attack.

      “Only things with a demon magic signature can return home via a portal. Malik’s gateway would kill you.”

      “But not you?”

      Guess that would depend of how much of Lilith’s dark magic was in me. Shrugging, I drove him back with a flurry of light punches. “Why are you so testy?”

      “I don’t like the plan.”

      It was as simple as possible. Go through Hellgate into the demon realm, jump directly to the court, then split our attack between killing the guards and holding the throne clear for Malik to claim.

      “You don’t like it because you don’t want me using the ring,” I said.

      “That and the entire thing. You’re trusting a demon to not double-cross us.”

      “I don’t trust Malik. I trust his desire for the throne. He was born to this.”

      “Just because you were born to something doesn’t mean you want it or have to take it.” Ro’s hands were too fucking fast. He was a silky menace.

      The boxing ring felt huge and confining at the same time. I couldn’t duck under his fists or slip sideways, couldn’t land a hit. I was trapped, my back against the ropes.

      His punches were battering rams pummeling my ribs and abs. He found every weak link in my defense and struck with surgical precision.

      The harder he came at me, the more I ached to land a punch and solidly connect with muscle, but my first few attempts were wild lashes that got me nowhere.

      Dark, submerged tendrils curled inside me. I held my magic in check, vibrating hard enough to shatter glass. I harnessed the chaos and adrenaline within me, converting it into a fluid motion from my hip to my fist.

      Throwing that punch was fantastic.

      Connecting was orgasmic. A physical, primal thrill that resonated deep in my gut.

      I drove Rohan back until I had him trapped on the other side of the ring, then I slammed a perfect uppercut into his jaw that sent him bouncing off the ropes.

      Chest heaving, I tore my gloves off with a snarl and flung them at him. “What was that?”

      “You gonna wait that long to fight back when you’re facing Satan and the upper echelon of demons?” he said.

      “I was trying to not kill you.”

      “No excuses. You froze. If you can’t use one type of attack you immediately switch to another.”

      My anger melted away. His point had been valid. I couldn’t freeze up when I was facing Satan. “Is it going to be just me?”

      Rohan pulled off his own gloves. “When the other Rasha learn you’re willingly helping a demon become Satan? You could lose the ones you didn’t already drive away when you joined up with the witches.”

      “What about you?”

      “Earth, demon realm, I don’t give a shit where. I always have your back.” His brows furrowed. “Did you really think otherwise?”

      “No, but sometimes I feel like I’m living in this crazy big top, riding on the back of an elephant while spinning plates and juggling balls. And I look out at you, the one person in the audience who I always find, who I always make sure is there, and I wonder if today is the day when you’ll tire of the circus.”

      “Yeah, well, I wonder when you’ll have had enough emo and want some happy pop song.”

      “Is that what you’re trying to write? Happy pop songs?”

      Ro leveled me with a flat stare that was so loaded with how unimpressed he was that I smirked. “I’m trying to find the dimensions in my music,” he said. “In my life. It’s okay if sometimes you’re in the big top, because the circus is also cotton candy, clowns, and adrenaline-packed high wire acts.”

      “That’s deep, Mitra.”

      He grinned. “I am nothing if not profound.”

      “Great,” I said. “Then you can use your profundity to convince the witches and Rasha that taking out the old guard puts us way ahead of where we are now. There’s always going to be a Satan and we know what we’re getting with this one.” I tilted my head. “Or just use your pretty face and charm them.”

      Rohan rubbed his jaw. “Not so pretty now.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Aw, baby. Did I break you?”

      “Yes.” He pouted.

      “Want me to kiss it better?”

      He tipped his bruised jaw up to me and I pressed the gentlest kiss to it.

      “That was a damn good uppercut,” he said.

      “It was, wasn’t it? You know, you bruised me way more. You going to kiss it better?”

      He flipped our positions and backed me up against the ropes. “Hold on and don’t let go.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      Ro dropped to his knees, yanked my dance shorts down to my ankles, and licked Cuntessa. He shot me a lopsided, cocky grin. “That.”

      A ragged moan escaped me and I held on. The rope cut into my sweat-soaked wrist wraps, the woven red strips wound across my palms, over my knuckles, and between my fingers. The boxers in the various fight posters papering the brick walls were two dozen voyeurs too many, so I focused on the top of Rohan’s dark head.

      He ran his fingers up my leg, dipping butterfly kisses closer and closer to Cuntessa, before pulling back and suckling on my right thigh, lighting up all the nerves in that area with his blowing, licking, and kissing.

      I giggled, twisting half-sideways.

      “Ticklish?”

      “A bit. Ohhh.”

      He exhaled, warm air caressing my labia and sending shivers down my legs. He licked Cuntessa slow and gentle in tiny circles. His tongue was warm and soft and I was rapidly becoming a drenched mess.

      His eyes flicked up to mine with a darkly knowing look and I squirmed, my grip on the ropes the only thing holding me upright. Ro let out small moans that vibrated through me, making me even wetter, and then he slipped a finger inside me and I was lost.

      I’d spent so long keeping my walls intact, but with Rohan, I happily let them tumble down. I was a million times stronger giving him my heart and soul than I was when I’d so rigidly guarded myself.

      I thrashed against the ropes, my growing cries echoing off the walls.

      A metal door clanged.

      “That’s the security door downstairs.” Ro’s eyes were alight with mischief. “Stop or go?”

      My heart hammered almost as badly as my clit throbbed.

      I pushed his head between my legs again.

      “Rohan?” The gym manager Hank’s heavy tread of footsteps slowly came up the stairs.

      Ro licked me faster, sloppier, thrusting two fingers in and out of my cunt.

      The lower half of my body clenched, my orgasm building like a tornado.

      Hank’s phone rang. He was practically at the top of the stairs, but he mercifully stayed where he was to chat about some delivery.

      I stuffed a hand in my mouth, my hips bucking.

      Rohan growled against me and that was it. I shattered. And if I had to lose my lazy afterglow to scamper back into my shorts, the sacrifice was well worth it.
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      Ari called me while I was throwing the second-tier clothing that I’d left at my parents’ house for a reason when I’d moved out, into a suitcase. Clothing was a necessity and I’d chanced this quick stop. Luckily, my emergency credit card was still stashed here and I’d put my passport into my folks’ small safe when I’d returned from Los Angeles the last time, so I had some identification and access to money should I need them.

      The good news was that Ms. Clara was awake and was going to be fine. The even better news?

      “Put him on!” I squealed.

      “Navela?” Rabbi Abrams sounded subdued.

      “Rabbi, are you okay? Did Sienna hurt you?”

      “She was very solicitous. We were treated with care and compassion.”

      Rabbis could wield limited magic, such as the ritual spell to induct initiates, but they didn’t have inherent magic, so Sienna wouldn’t have conducted her experiments on them.

      “Did Rabbi Mandelbaum free you? How did you get away from him?”

      “Boris asked me if I’d join his Sanhedrin. I chose not to and he let me leave. You’re okay? I’ll see you soon?”

      “Yes and yes.”

      Ari spoke a few words with the Rabbi and then took the phone back. “Nee. Sienna wiped their memories.”

      “What do you mean? He sounded fine.” I flicked Esther’s lighter, my talisman, the motion soothing.

      “The induction ritual. Kane and I were asking Rabbi Abrams questions and he had no idea what we were talking about. If Sienna has destroyed the archived information about it, then we have no way to make new Rasha.”

      I sparked a hole in the one sweater I still owned that was halfway decent. “What about the ritual I performed on you?”

      “Already asked the witches. It was specific to our connection. There’s one woman here, Sofia, from Milan. She’s sympathetic and promised to suss out what information the witches have, given that it was Lilith who originally created Rasha.”

      The one memory it would be useful to have. It was a point in favor of digging into my brain and finding out what exactly I knew thanks to Lilith.

      I folded the sweater and added it to the suitcase. “Rasha creation was only supposed to be a one-time thing.”

      Great. Now I sounded like Sienna.

      “It is what it is,” Ari said. “Also, it’s true Mandelbaum let Rabbi A go, but he didn’t need him. All the rest of the rabbis threw their lot in with Mandelbaum. They’re onboard for End of Days if it gets them the Mashiach. He has more than enough men for his rabbinic High Council.”

      A world ruled by their Jewish patriarchy was paradise to them, the human cost irrelevant.

      “Listen, Ace. I’m tracking down this Kyle dude tonight, but tomorrow we’ll come to Los Angeles. Gather the troops for a meeting.”

      “On it. Good luck.”

      “You too.”

      As soon as I’d hung up, I lugged the suitcase downstairs and into the carport out back to wait for Rohan, Leo, and Drio. Leo had kindly offered to drive the guys to the mall so they could buy some clothes. I placed a quick call to the Heavenly Pleasure Gentleman’s Club to confirm the start of Kyle’s shift only to be told by a very cagey person that he’d quit.

      “That was sudden. When did this happen?”

      “About two hours ago, eh?” The man on the other end of the phone spoke with such a broad Canadian prairie accent that he’d actually said “aboot.” I could have smacked him for pandering to the worst American stereotypes about us. Then he added a “sorry” for good measure and hung up.

      Leo pulled up. Drio had been banished to the back seat, but he’d shaved. Unabomber hadn’t been a good look on him.

      Ro got out of the passenger seat to throw my suitcase in the trunk. He took advantage of the popped trunk to kiss me, pressing his hard-on against my thigh. “I should have booked the gym for longer.”

      I laughed. “Sucks to be you.”

      A car door slammed.

      “Someone else drive,” Drio demanded, interrupting further kissing.

      “I heard that.” Leo got out of the car and shut the trunk. “I’m a model of good driving.”

      The sound of a car speeding toward us grew louder.

      Unease prickled along the back of my neck. My parents lived in a boring residential area I called “the land without soul.” The biggest danger was distracted drivers, not drive-bys. I peered down the back lane.

      A black van fishtailed around the corner at the far end, veering straight for us. The passenger window lowered and a rifle barrel popped out. The ensuing gunfire wasn’t the chaotic percussion of fireworks. It was single, repetitive cracks with an undertone of bass, bullets expelled in a cloud of powder gases. They embedded in the back bumper of Leo’s car.

      “Va fungul!” Drio wrenched the back door open.

      Leo shoved him and me into the back like a pair of dominos.

      Angry Rasha landed on me with a grunt, which did nothing to improve his mood. He barely got his feet out of the way before Leo slammed the door and hopped into the driver’s seat, Rohan tearing around to leap into the passenger side.

      “Stay down!” She wrenched the engine on and peeled out.

      Drio and I fell sideways. My purse whacked me in the face.

      The van careened toward us, bullets blowing out our back window and spraying Drio and me with glass.

      Mandelbaum must have been saving the very few Rasha he had for more important things. Guns worked just fine to kill us and it could be played as a tragic shooting. With all the gang activity in Vancouver, these things happened and people were caught in the crossfire.

      Drio pushed my head down onto the seat, grabbed his black leather jacket that had fallen onto the floor of the car, and held it over us like a shield, obscuring us as targets. “You’re going to get yourself killed, you stupid demon.”

      “We don’t have time for you to drive like an old lady.” Leo veered wildly, bumping over a curb and taking out two defenseless trash cans before humping back down onto the road with a neck jarring thud.

      “I’m Italian,” he growled. “I can drive.”

      “Yeah, like someone’s nonna.”

      “We’re going to die,” I screeched, grabbing the seat so I didn’t roll off as she fishtailed it down the winding streets. There was a reason I always chauffeured us when Leo and I went out.

      “And not even because we get shot! Because you’re going to NASCAR race us into oblivion—Leonie, that was almost a racoon!”

      The car shuddered, making a horrible grinding noise. White acrid smoke seeped through the vents into the car from the motor overtaxing.

      Bullets flew toward us in slow motion clarity, like a visual effect from an action film.

      I portalled the entire vehicle out in the split second before they riddled the car.

      After a moment of tense scouting to see if we really had escaped, we saw we’d ended up in the lane behind my parents’ house.

      “Those bastards!” Leo stormed out of the car, checking it for damage.

      We all clambered out.

      “You can portal a car?” Rohan said.

      “Apparently?” My legs buckled out from under me and I grabbed the door for support. “Barely.”

      Rohan brushed the glass out of the back seat then ordered me to sit.

      Muttering under her breath, my bestie stomped down the road.

      “Where are you going?” I said.

      “To find them and make them paaaaay.”

      Her voice rose in a shriek as Drio tossed her over his shoulder. He marched back to the car, Leo bouncing, hanging upside down off him, her red hair flying every which way. She squirmed around, trying to get free. A curious look came over Drio’s face.

      “Quit moving.” He dumped her unceremoniously next to me.

      We talked her out of her blood vengeance idea, more or less, and drove the car to a Speedy Glass Repair shop where they promised to replace the windshield in under two hours.

      We used the time to top up our energy with a burger run and a stop at Leo’s to raid her place for undercover supplies. Either Kyle was a demon working for Hybris and skittish after the mass slaughter of his fellow spawn the other night, or he wasn’t a demon, but was skittish because someone or something had threatened him.

      Rohan and Drio were dispatched to pick up Leo’s car.

      I looked at myself in Leo’s bedroom mirror, twisting from side-to-side for the full view.

      “I find this offensive.” Leo frowned at me.

      “I do too.” I’d borrowed her red and black flannel shirt and her “I am Canadian” red toque. “That fact that you own these items is upsetting.”

      “It’s my Canada Day wear. I am a proud Canuck.”

      “Who was trying to bang one of the Molson beer girls the summer after first-year university.”

      She tossed her hair off her shoulder. “A rare failure.”

      “Must have been the lumberjack shirt.”

      Outside, someone leaned on the horn. I looked out the window. “Drio’s getting cranky. If you don’t want him here, say the word and he’s banished.”

      “Exiled to an island?”

      “With only rats to eat and packs of marauding wasps.”

      “I may take you up on that.” Leo ushered me out of her apartment and locked up.

      The Heavenly Pleasure Gentleman’s Club was a lofty name for a third-rate titty bar on the Downtown Eastside. The stoop outside the blacked-out front entrance was sticky and the inside was dim. Onstage, a large-breasted dancer ground listlessly to vapid pop and the air was fragrant with a mix of stale beer and shame.

      Removing all the female staff and the handful of male customers from the equation left me with two options for Kyle: a large Asian bouncer or the gangly bartender in the Metallica T-shirt and a ballcap with the Vancouver Canadians baseball team logo.

      I said a few words under my breath and flicked my fingers, putting to use a trick that Esther had taught me. The air along the side of the bartender’s neck shimmered, indicative of a glamour.

      Ding! We had a winner.

      I bellied up to the bar.

      “What can I get you?” Kyle said.

      “My girlfriend and I were just out and about.” Oot and aboot. I laid my Canadiana on thick. “Someone told us there’s a Cold Beer and Wine place where I could get a two-four.” A twenty-four pack of beer. “But I think they was shittin’ me, eh.”

      “Where you here from?”

      “Guess.”

      When his first three guesses were all Saskatchewan based, I told him I was from Regina and was rewarded with a “Me too, eh!” Rapport established, I tried to further our connection with some lies about going to the University of Regina but this guy went to U.B.C. and was working here because the tips were good and the owner didn’t care if he studied while the bar was slow.

      I asked to bum a dart off him—a smoke—before I went back to my friend. This wasn’t any great deduction on my part. He had the baked-in nicotine funk of a committed two-pack-a-day man. For the record, I’d Googled that inane slang term because we didn’t use it here on the West Coast.

      He replied that he was going on a smoke break and I should come.

      I followed him into the surprisingly clean alley, where he immediately bolted.

      “Running north toward Alexandra,” I said into the tiny mic that Leo had provided. “Demon.”

      By the time I caught up to Kyle, Rohan had him pinned to an alley wall.

      “Don’t kill me. I’m just a student. I’ve never hurt anyone.”

      “Shut up, demon,” Drio said.

      “Only a quarter.” Kyle struggled hard, but Ro and Drio held him tight.

      I showed Kyle the matchbook. “How do you know Dr. Markovic?”

      His pupils went so dilated with fear that only the thinnest sliver of green showed.

      “Hey, look at me. It’s okay.” Leo stepped directly in front of the quarter-demon. “I’m half. Answer the questions, and you’ll be fine.”

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “Redcap goblin. You?”

      “Lesny. But I’m not like them. I wouldn’t. I’m human.” He clutched Rohan’s sleeve. “You have to believe me.”

      “I do,” Rohan said.

      Leo flashed him a grateful smile before turning back to Kyle. “Your mom is a half-lesny? I didn’t think there were females of those.”

      Kyle slumped against the wall. “You really didn’t know? You didn’t hurt him?”

      “What are you talking about?” Rohan said.

      “My mom is human.”

      Drio edged in close to Kyle’s face. “You’re lying. He would have disappeared when he died. That was a human body we found.”

      Kyle notched his chin up and met Drio’s eyes. “No. It wasn’t.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself, rocking back on my heels, while Leo clapped a hand over her mouth. We’d found what appeared to be a human body because Dr. Markovic hadn’t been dead when we found him.

      Ro released Kyle, his expression stricken. “We didn’t know.”

      “My cousin…” Kyle started shaking.

      Drio flashed out, returning a moment later with a new bottle of bourbon he’d swiped from somewhere. He cracked the cap and pressed it into Kyle’s hand. “Drink.”

      Leo sucked on her lip, watching Drio through narrowed eyes.

      Kyle took a few swigs and wiped his mouth with his hand. “The blood runs through my cousin as well. He had to… put my father to rest.”

      “Oh fuck,” Ro said.

      My ignorance didn’t excuse that I’d left Kyle’s father suffering in terrible agony and compounded things by making Kyle fear for his own life now. I wanted to apologize profusely and leave him to his grief, but Josip had sent us to him and we still needed answers. I just didn’t know how to broach the topic with Kyle standing there crushed by loss, his gaze vacant.

      Leo snatched the precariously dangling bottle away from him.

      “Kyle. Listen to me.” Drio gripped his shoulders. “I know who killed your dad. She killed my girlfriend. His cousin.”

      Kyle looked to Rohan who nodded.

      “I swear to you that we will find her and destroy her, but you have to help us. Do you know anything about Hybris?”

      Kyle’s face crumpled. He took off his ballcap, squeezing the brim tightly. “No. Nothing about her. All I know is the message Otac gave me.”

      “Tell us,” Leo said. “Please.”

      “May the…” Kyle waited expectantly.

      The rest of us exchanged puzzled glances.

      “Force be with you?” Rohan said.

      Kyle jammed the ballcap on his head.

      “I have to go back to work,” he muttered and loped off.

      What was the rest of the phrase? Would my mom know?

      Mom. Of course.

      I cut across the street, slamming the hood of the car who braked hard, and darted inside the club.

      Kyle was behind the bar, slicing limes on a cutting board.

      “May the flop be with you,” I said.

      “Flop?” Leo was right behind me, with Ro and Drio on her heels.

      “It’s a Texas Hold’em thing. Mom and Dad used to play it all the time when I was younger and Mom played it with her colleagues at conferences. Right?”

      “Right,” he confirmed.

      “Was that the message?” Rohan asked.

      “No.” Kyle swept the limes into a small bowl. “‘The End Zone.’”

      “Like a hockey reference?” I said.

      “Or football?” Rohan said.

      “A place, maybe?” Leo pulled out her phone. “Damn. There’re tons of them. All sports bars.”

      “Does it mean anything to you?” I said.

      Kyle shook his head. “But it’s important. Otac got really excited about something a couple of months ago. He wouldn’t say what, then he started getting paranoid about others finding out. When I spoke to him right before he…” Kyle swallowed. “He was burning his research on whatever he’d learned.” Kyle lowered his voice, even though the bar was mostly-empty. “He told me to give you that message because he trusted your mother.”

      Kyle lined up five shot glasses on the bar, expertly filling each with a shot of whiskey. “You’ll get Hybris?”

      “One hundred percent,” Drio said.

      Kyle nodded and held up his glass. “To my father.”

      We clinked glasses, echoing the toast, and shot back our drinks.

      “Who’s the executor of your dad’s estate?” Drio said.

      “I am. There’s not really any money.”

      “Not for that,” Drio said. “Hybris has been after this ring for a while. She might have approached him before this. Maybe there’s something in a calendar or his papers about her. Something that wasn’t directly connected to the research he burned but would still provide a lead.”

      Kyle gave permission for Drio and Ro to go to Josip’s place in Dubrovnik.

      I was turning The End Zone problem over and coming up blank. “Anything else you can tell us about the Ring of Solomon? Like, have you ever heard of Gog and Magog? Can the ring bind them?”

      Kyle removed the empty shot glasses. “The boogeymen locked up behind the gates? No idea if the ring could control them.”

      “You know about the gates?” Drio said.

      “They’re like the demon version of the haunted house on the hill. You know, demons dare each other to touch it, but no one has the guts to actually go inside. Or in this case, cross the many wards that have all but buried the gates.”

      “How come you know about this and I don’t?” Leo huffed.

      “Because I lived near them. Count yourself lucky you never had to,” Kyle said. “That place isn’t kind to people like us.”

      “What place?” I asked.

      “The demon realm.”
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      All of us were subdued as we walked back to Leo’s car. I was busy assembling a list of questions for Malik. If the demons kept the Gates of Alexander sealed behind wards, Mandelbaum would have his work cut out for him finding and opening them. Unless he made a deal with the devil.

      Oy vey.

      “Portal us to Markovic’s apartment,” Drio demanded.

      “I’m wrung out and starving,” I said.

      “You can eat after.”

      I’d dealt with Malik, learned my beloved Rabbi A had been memory wiped, and that we’d left Dr. Markovic alive and suffering because we hadn’t recognized that he was a half-demon. I swallowed the bile at the back of my throat.

      “I’m not your fucking Uber, Drio. I’m done for today.”

      “We could all do with a change of scenery,” Rohan said.

      “Sure. Take a night off,” Drio said. “What does Asha matter?”

      Ro slammed Drio up against the side of Leo’s car, his blade to Drio’s throat. “Say that again.”

      I muscled in between them. “How about we grab a bite, decompress from the constant nightmare of the past couple days, and relax?”

      “Great idea!” Leo’s voice was chirpy, but she was white-knuckling the strap of her purse. “What did you have in mind?”

      “The Richmond Night Market. Largest night market in North America, bitches! Fun times ahead.” I man-handled Drio into the car.

      Fun suffered a bigtime setback right off the bat. My brilliant proposal to share local culture and cuisine had failed to account for an accident on the Oak Street Bridge that doubled our journey time from about half an hour to just over an hour.

      Leo’s half-demon metabolism required constant food, which we didn’t have, and her hunger levels were becoming dangerous to those of us trapped in this vehicle with her.

      Drio bitched about my stupid ideas and Rohan told him to back off and lose the attitude. That escalated to Drio elaborating on all the ways Rohan was now pussy-whipped, while Rohan stared out the window, refusing to engage, which goaded Drio more.

      From my vantage point in the backseat with him, Ro was barely holding himself in check. His fingers were digging into his thighs, his lips pressed together.

      Leo and Drio might as well have been in separate cars for their pointed lack of interaction.

      My stomach was a twisted mess. Just as I was considering portalling out and everyone else be damned, we hit the line-up for the turn-off onto the road to the parking lot. Not even the parking lot itself.

      The car came to a complete stop.

      Leo lasted all of five minutes before she pulled an impressive U-Turn, barely missing plowing into a truck hauling Porta-Potties. Yelling at me to find another way in or the nearest SkyTrain, she rage-drove through the streets of Richmond.

      Flustered, I attempted to find the nearest SkyTrain station on my phone. My first three attempts led us back to that same turn-off, Leo’s driving becoming more and more aggressive, and Drio’s muttered sniping and Rohan’s pointed disinterest fraying my last nerves.

      We pulled into the Aberdeen Mall with its awesomely cheesy musical fountain, excellent Japanese dollar store, and enormous Asian food court. I’d have gladly eaten there, but all the stalls were already closed. Google Maps showed me a twenty-minute walk back to the Night Market, which I gamely shared with Leo, aware I was taking my life into my hands.

      She snapped a “fine” at me, but luckily, about a block away from our parking spot, we found a SkyTrain station.

      We stood in separate spots on the platform. Leo was starving and homicidal, while Drio shot daggers at Ro whose “I’m so unaffected” smirk was so irritating that even I was tempted to wipe it off his face. Mostly, I tried to make myself invisible.

      None of us spoke for the one-stop ride to the market.

      We stepped out of the train car with the rest of the market-bound crowd, making our way along the final two blocks. The trip was still salvageable. It was a beautiful September night and good food beckoned.

      A drop of rain hit my face. I stepped up my pace and hoped the others hadn’t noticed.

      Once past the casino, the approach to the market was through an enormous dirt parking lot. Scratchy loudspeakers hawked all the fabulous wares that we absolutely had to check out, while smoke and the smell of grilled seafood hung over everything.

      The rain picked up. By the time we’d made it through the winding dirt path for the line-up and in through the front gates, my hair was plastered to my scalp and water was running down my back.

      People were squished five-deep in the open mouth (complete with pointy teeth) of the life-sized plastic T-Rex head that was a selfie spot, trying to stay dry. A growl worthy of any demon rolled out of that bunch when we got too close seeking shelter.

      Why did the Night Market have a dinosaur theme? Why had it had a duck pirate theme in previous years? It was the Night Market. You rolled with it.

      A gust of wind lashed the rain across our faces.

      “Great idea,” Drio snarked. “I’m feeling so relaxed right now. We should have done the downpour tour weeks ago.”

      “Fuck off.” I jumped a puddle, hurrying after Leo who looked like she might eat someone.

      We passed the myriad of stalls selling socks, cell phone cases, plush onesies, beauty products, cheaply produced T-shirts with images of celebs like Justin Timberlake, Trump, Obama, or Taylor Swift, and the military surplus booth selling knives and bear spray.

      After we cleared the retail area, we arrived at the food stalls.

      Fake palm trees with fronds outlined in neon green and pink LEDs winked in the rain, and a sad bouncy castle quietly deflated in one corner, brought low by the deluge.

      I followed Leo past dessert stands with fried dough, cinnamon, and sugar in various forms and cut-fruit kebabs, impressed by the hardcore determination of the soaked crowd to get their Asian food fix.

      The rain was now pelting down so hard, you could taste its electric tang.

      We’d lost the guys. I figured they weren’t going to turn Gremlin, so I stayed on Leo. At the first food stand with no line-up, I yanked her up to the cash and ordered squid on a stick. It was literally grilled squid legs sticking out higgledy piggledy from a thin wooden skewer. Higgledy piggledy was not a term I used lightly.

      Leo downed it in a blink, followed by an order of takoyaki—octopus balls—which I ordered whenever possible for the name alone. I parked her in a shipping container which housed an ATM and ran over to a Korean fried chicken place where Rohan was in line. We stocked up on the hot nubbins of chili-sweet crispy chicken.

      “This is not ideal,” he said. “It’s chaos in here.”

      “It’s an adventure.”

      That didn’t win me any points.

      Hands full of our steam-laden orders, we elbowed our way back into the now-packed shipping container to fall on our chicken like ravenous wolves.

      I blew on a nugget before popping it in my mouth. “Any ideas on what End Zone means?”

      Neither Leo, now fed and able to think clearly, nor Rohan had any brilliant realizations.

      Leo stuck her hand out of the shipping container. “The rain’s let up. Let’s go browse.”

      “Sure,” Ro said.

      “What about Drio?” I said.

      “If you want to find him, feel free,” Leo said, in a tone of voice that made it clear I would totally be taking sides and my betrayal would not be forgotten.

      I looked to my boyfriend for help.

      “Drio’s being a dick right now.”

      Not wrong, but still. He was our dick. I could chase after someone who didn’t even want me around or I could stay with my friends and keep the peace. I rubbed my thumb over the lighter in my pocket. I was a fire-tender, wasn’t I?

      And Drio was one of my logs.

      Grrr.

      I stomped off after the errant Rasha.

      There was no sign of Drio anywhere in the food section. Nor was he at the balloon pop and ball toss games attempting to win a knock-off anime character stuffie. Despite everyone being drenched, there was still an oddly festive carnival atmosphere and the rest of the crowd was having a great time.

      I found Broody standing under a giant inflatable crab with about forty other people, listening to tinny K-Pop.

      As soon as he saw me, he marched off, but I kept pace.

      Impossibly, the sky opened up once more and it rained even harder, dumping down on us.

      “Look.” I pointed at the giant plastic balls in a pool of water that people were rolling around in. “We could go in the giant balls.”

      “It would be drier.” Drio stepped over a cable lying in a deep puddle. “Hope the electrical is up to code.”

      I jumped as the animatronic velociraptor next to me let out an asthmatic wheeze, putting an extra kick in my step to catch up with Drio. I placed my hand on his shoulder. “Remember when we used to be friends?”

      “No.”

      I steered him toward a covered area with a tropical backdrop and shoved him into one of the two plastic beach chairs set up for selfies. “You risked Mandelbaum to come get me. You totally care about me.”

      “You were a necessary evil to get Rohan back.”

      I glared at a giggling young couple who were casting meaningful glances at our chairs until they slunk away. “Despite your best efforts, I care about you too, which is why I’m going to give you some tough love.” I boffed the top of his head.

      He smacked my hands away. “What is with everyone hitting?”

      “You’re hittable. You’re also mad at Rohan because he’s happy and mad at yourself because you’re not.”

      “Porco Dio. It’s my turn.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I wrung out my sopping toque and lumberjack shirt, as best I could.

      “You gave Kane your little talk and now he and Ari are together. Go natter at Baruch.”

      “What am I, nuts? Tree Trunk is very big and he does that scary eye thing. So, you’re the lucky recipient of my wisdom,” I said. “Here goes: you’re allowed to love other people.”

      “Great. When I find one I want to love, I’ll send you a postcard.”

      “You were awful to Asha, Ro was awful to Asha, and ultimately, neither of you were responsible for her death.” I grabbed his soggy shirtfront. “Even believing it was your fault, you pushed hard for me to treat Rohan right before we were even together, but now that you actually see him being happy, you can’t stand it, and you want to know why?”

      “Let me guess. I like Leonie and I’m mad at myself that I’m betraying Asha.” He pushed my hands off him. “I’m not some Hollywood cliché.”

      “You’re not mad about the betrayal, you’re terrified to care about someone, again. No, scratch that. Scared shitless because you do and that’s what you’re so mad about.”

      “Yeah, you’ve got me pegged.” He blew all his sarcasm points with how tensely he held himself.

      “There’s no way you didn’t know she was a half-demon,” I said. “So, why’d you lose it when you found out? Did you need plausible deniability? Because that’s a pretty fucking shaky defense.”

      He stiffened for a brief second. “You’re talking out your ass.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I got up in his space. “You were hoping to bury your head in the sand and deny what was really going on, justifying it to yourself that Leo was a PD and didn’t matter.”

      He balled his hands into fists, his expression fiercer than I’d ever seen it. “She mattered, okay? Are you satisfied? Leonie mattered. And I hate myself for it because Asha’s lying cold and dead in the ground and my anger is all I had left of her.” His voice cracked. “I couldn’t even remember her voice until Hybris…”

      I caught his sleeve but he shook me off, his hands up, and disappeared into the crowd.

      I stood there numb and full of regret for pushing him, until the giggling couple returned, and I forced myself to move. I pushed my worry down into a tight anxious knot, and went to make sure I didn’t fuck things up with Leonie and Rohan.

      Getting Leo to forgive me cost me twenty-four dollars in dessert items, another thirty-three bucks humiliating myself at the balloon pop game with only a Pokémon-esque charm bracelet to show for it, and a burst of embarrassing photos of me posing in a dinosaur egg that immediately got posted to multiple social media channels. It also helped that I’d apparently totally failed with Drio and I groveled profusely.

      “I forgive you, but you’re on probation with my love.” She accepted the cotton candy with flashing pink LEDs embedded in it that I’d bought her like it was her royal birthright and flounced off toward the Pretty Nails stall, her faux-Pokémon bracelet jingling.

      “I’m out of cash,” I told Rohan. “Can I buy forgiveness in blow jobs?”

      “That’s… tawdry.” Rohan sounded even more affronted than when I used the “sidekick” designation.

      “You’re right.” I sighed, glancing around for any sign of Drio, worried about him wandering around this place, broken and alone.

      “Hey, Sparky?” Rohan mimed shooting me in the heart, fingers cocked like a gun.

      I pressed a hand against my chest, stumbling back with a theatrical groan.

      He caught my hand, swinging me into his chest. “I love you. And I love that you care enough about your friends to make sure they’re okay.” He kissed me.

      “You’d better,” I mumbled when I came up for air, but I rewarded him with another kiss for his honesty.

      “I’m still taking the blow jobs, though.” Winking, he slapped me on the butt and went after Leo.

      I could live with that.

      Shockingly, Drio waited for us by Leo’s car when we got there a couple of hours later. He stuck out his hand. “Sorry, man.”

      Ro shook it. “All good.”

      “I’m sorry, too, Drio,” I said. “Honestly.”

      “Forget it,” he said.

      There was no contact between Drio and Leo, but baby steps. I sat in the front seat with my bestie and cranked the heat to dry out.

      The rain had stopped, but rolling dark clouds imparted a claustrophobic tension to the night, the slick streets amplifying the whir of tires on concrete. Even Vancouver’s lights as we drove home over the Oak Street bridge were muted.

      “If I’m ever not-dead and headless, promise me you’ll put me out of my misery, Nee,” Leo said. “I’ll even anoint you in gold dust for your good deed.”

      “You think it’s funny?” Drio snapped.

      Leo honked at the slow driver in front of us and swerved into the next lane. “Yeah, I think me having to plan around that possible fate is pretty fucking hilarious. Besides, he was a PD. What do you care?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You really see the dark side of things, don’t you?” Ro asked her.

      She glanced back at him in the rearview mirror. “Sometimes I feel like I exist slightly off-center from everyone else. I might be at the beach and it’s this gorgeous day and I’m having fun, but on some level I’m aware of the dark cracks that run through the world. There’s not a lot of behavior that surprises me.”

      “Do all demons feel this?” I said.

      “I don’t know. I’ve always wondered if I see light and dark at all times because that’s what I am.”

      “Light and dark!” I grabbed the dashboard, causing Leo to swerve into the next lane.

      “What is wrong with you?” she said, wrenching the wheel and straightening the car out.

      I phoned Sienna, using the number that she’d called Ro’s phone from. “The wards.” I didn’t even give her a chance to say hello. “Magic is finite, but we’ve had it all wrong. Rasha aren’t the problem.”

      “Are you still defending—”

      “Shut up! Rasha don’t matter because they have witch magic. The wards are the balance between witch magic and demon magic, but then Lilith and who knows how many others dipped into dark magic, stealing from the pool of magic at large. Including demon magic. Every time any witch with dark magic fortified the wards, she was actually weakening them.” I scrubbed my hand over my face. “Yes, Rasha made it worse because they only had a fraction of witches’ magic to fight the demons and so more demons got through, pouring more poison into the wards. But they’re not the threat and you need to release them. The real reason the wards need to be reset is because magic needs to be reset. Our wards, our world is out of balance because of you. You and every single woman who worshipped at the cult of Lilith.”

      “Us,” Sienna said pointedly.

      “What?”

      “Your magic comes from Lilith, the biggest dark magic hoarder of us all. It’s just as problematic.”

      My hand drifted to the lighter in my pocket. “You’re right. I’m part of this problem as well, but I’m willing to get rid of any trace of dark magic that I have. Are you?”

      Sienna hung up on me.

      I texted my revelation to Raquel.

      “That’s troubling,” Leo said.

      Rohan leaned forward between the seats. “You sure about this?”

      “I’ll verify later. Go into the Zone, but yeah.”

      “Go into the right headspace?” Drio said.

      “No. The Zone. It’s what witches call the dimension or whatever where the wards—Holy crap. The End Zone.”

      “Is there a physical place the wards end?” Leo merged into the flow of cars on Southwest Marine Drive.

      “I dunno, but the other witches should.”

      Drio, Ro, and I parted ways with Leo at my parents’ place. I couldn’t stay at that disgusting motel again, especially not after the day I’d had. I’d risk it. The plan was to get a good night’s sleep, then I’d portal Ro and Drio to Dr. Markovic’s tomorrow, before coming back for Leo to take her to Los Angeles.

      The witches needed to pony up some answers.

      Ro’s bedtime routine took longer than mine, so I was flaked out on my mattress by the time he was ready.

      “You paying up tonight?” he said. “Oh. Nope. You’re drooling.”

      “Mmmmggghhhgbbh.”

      He climbed under the blankets with me, and might have said good-night, but sleep dragged me backward into its sticky embrace and I was out.

      Rohan was still asleep when I woke up, a curl of foreboding snaking through me. My dream danced just out of memory, but it hadn’t been pleasant. His breathing was even and slow, his long lashes a dusky sweep against his dark skin.

      I nuzzled his neck and he rolled over, throwing an arm over me. That simple touch unfurled inside me like a silk ribbon, blowing away all worry. His chest rose and fell under my cheek, our legs tangled together.

      Dawn melted away, the pink and orange glow through the slit in the curtains mellowing into filtered sunlight.

      We made quick work of breakfast and hit the road. I deposited Drio and Ro in Dr. Markovic’s apartment, which was a floor-to-ceiling clutter of books and papers.

      “My last driver provided bottles of water,” Drio said. “You’re getting one star.”

      “Ha. Ha. I’ll be back as soon as the meeting is over.” I kissed Ro. “Good luck getting through all this.”

      “Good luck to you, too.”

      I portalled directly into Leo’s apartment. After dragging her out of bed by one leg, I lured her into her galley kitchen with the lattes and muffins I’d brought, keeping a safe distance until the beast had been fed.

      “Remember that time we went camping at Hicks Lake, got really high, ate our entire stash of food, then found out we had a flat that stranded us for almost twenty-four hours?” I said.

      Leo stuffed some muffin into her mouth. “I still have nightmares about it,” she said, spraying crumbs.

      “How close was I to being eaten?”

      She leveled me with a serious look. “You don’t want to know.”

      One thing about Leo, she got ready in no time flat. I’d barely finished my latte before she was flitting around her living room, putting on the last of her funky silver jewelry over her flirty polka dot sundress. “Alrighty, Jeeves. I’m ready.”

      “Still not an Uber.”

      Leo snickered. “I’m getting you one of those ‘Take Transit Home’ T-shirts.”

      “Enjoy the ride.” I picked up my suitcase that Leo had brought in from her car.

      “Mind the gap and enjoy the ride.” She jumped on me, piggyback style. “Move out.”

      The Rasha and witches who’d agreed to work with us had set up shop in a private boarding school in Brentwood, California that had gone under several years ago. The once wide lawns and neat rows of raised flower beds on the small campus were now scraggly weeds providing hiding holes for local wildlife.

      We waited at the front gates as directed.

      Ari let us in. “Stick to the pavement. There are magical booby traps all over the place.” He gave Leo a thin leather bracelet with distinct green beads woven into it.

      “Are we going steady?” She put it on, next to the fake Pokémon bracelet that I’d won for her. “Ooh. Can I tell Kane?”

      Ari rolled his eyes. “It’s from Raquel. The place is warded up, but this will let you stay here without any bad effects.”

      Leo blinked, like she was caught off-guard by the kindness. “I’ll have to thank her.”

      Rasha and witches patrolled the grounds in pairs, making no effort to be subtle about their presence. They’d also fixed the school’s security system, training cameras all over the property. Anyone attempting to enter the grounds who shouldn’t be there would regret it.

      “Any attacks yet?” I said.

      “Not on us,” my brother said. “Sienna took out some of Mandelbaum’s mercenaries in retribution for him stealing the rabbis.”

      “Someone’s bound to come knocking soon,” Leo said.

      Ari took my suitcase, grabbed me by the elbow and hauled me up the drive. “Guess who reached out to me?”

      I grabbed Leo’s hand, both of us jogging to keep up with him. “AT&T?”

      Leo snorted.

      Ari gave me a flat stare. “Malik. He had a little problem to work on with me. How to combine chemistry and magic and open a rift into the demon realm for witches and Rasha to get through. Sound familiar?”

      “Hypothetically, yes. And we’re calling it Hellgate. Any progress?”

      Geeking out trumped annoyance. “Two of the witches here are chemists who’ve done a lot of research into the intersection of chemistry and magic, so I asked the women to spearhead this initiative.”

      Poor Baruch. Seems he’d lost his fanboy to the witches.

      “Getting off on it so hard, you giant dork,” Leo said fondly.

      “What about using the existing giant rift that the demons are trying to open into our world?” I said.

      “The one crawling with demons? No, thanks,” Ari said. “It’s best to draw as little attention as possible to ourselves when we cross.”

      The graffiti-tagged main building had plywood boarding up about a third of the windows, and water stains running liberally down the outside walls. Had there been no available crack houses to move into?

      “In thanks for bringing you together with your fellow magic science tribe,” I said, “you may buy me no less than three waffle breakfasts at Stacked.”

      Ari made a pfft sound. “I deserve all the breakfasts. Working with Malik to put him on the throne? Seriously?”

      “Yes. It’s the smartest course of action, but if I’d known he was going to reach out, I’d have given you a heads-up. I’m sorry he surprised you.”

      “I’m not the one whose forgiveness you need.”

      Kane stalked out the front door of the boarding school and pointed at me. “You’re dead to me.”

      “Malik only wants him for his mind,” I said.

      Kane shot me a look dripping with disbelief.

      “Malik can’t compel Ari unless he kisses him, so how about a little trust for your boyfriend?” Leo said.

      Kane looked chagrined. Damn straight.

      Surprisingly, or maybe not, given the sheer number of magic-wielding women, the insides were pristine and the school was filled with the smell of baking cookies.

      Wait. I only knew one person who could make cookies that smelled that good. I ran down the freshly painted corridor.

      “Other way,” Ari called out.

      I pivoted, ran back the way I’d come, and hit a dead end.

      “They’re for everyone,” Ms. Clara said, in her breathy voice that was tinged with steel.

      A whip cracked, and some guy yelped. I sped around a corner and skidded into the kitchen, hoping to find her and Baruch in some kind of kinky disciplinary power play.

      White tiles gleamed behind Baruch, who sat on the stainless-steel counter blinking, his equivalent of smirking, at Wangombe, the Rasha from Kenya.

      Wangombe rubbed the back of his hand against his blue AFC Leopards football club jersey, as Ms. Clara wound the whip back up and placed it on the counter.

      “She warned you,” Bao, one of the Vietnamese Rasha, said. He wore a fitted white T-shirt and gray sweat pants with his signature bright red runners, while his brother, An, was his spiffy self in a moss green linen shirt and rust-colored linen pants.

      “My people!” I jumped into the middle of everyone, dispensing hugs.

      Ms. Clara got the longest one.

      I held her out at arm’s length. “Are you okay?”

      “Right as rain, doll.” She handed me a cookie. Then reconsidered and added a second one.

      “That is unfair and unjust,” Wangombe pronounced.

      “When you have to dethrone Satan, you can have two.” Ms. Clara winked at me.

      “Oh goody. Everyone knows.” Well, it would save me having to tell them.

      “Quelle bêtise as-tu faite la?” Pierre stomped into the room.

      “It’s not stupid. It’s practical,” I said. “C’est pas si tant pire. You get to kill a lot of demons and we install someone who wants our continued existence.”

      Cisco poked his head into the kitchen. “Hey, kiddo. It’s meeting time. You’re up.”
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      I pulled back the stage curtain and peeked out.

      That night at the compound, there’d been almost forty men fighting alongside me. They’d initially escaped with Ari, but now there were barely twenty-five, along with about a hundred witches. The room was depressingly empty.

      Were these the only women Raquel trusted, or the only ones who’d answered the call to arms?

      “Where are the rest of our Rasha?” I said.

      “Sienna recaptured five of them. The rest?” Cisco shrugged. “They weren’t man enough to handle joining up with witches or couldn’t stomach working with a demon.”

      Ms. Clara carried her laptop with the whip coiled on top of the closed cover and sat down in the front row, presumably to take minutes.

      Some of the Rasha and witches around her glanced uneasily at the whip. Ha.

      Rivka, Catalina, Elena, and Shivani sat in a group. My refuge if the crowd turned on me. Not a hair of Shivani’s white bob was out of place, and her pink sweater looked very soft and very pricy. Elena had taken out her Monroe piercing, but she’d shaved more of her head which worked with her latest steampunk getup.

      I let the curtain fall back into place. “Did we lose those Rasha she didn’t capture to Mandelbaum?”

      “Connor, Mason, and Luca said they weren’t getting involved one way or the other,” Cisco said. “The other seven defected to the rabbi’s side.”

      “Damn it.”

      Rabbi Abrams shuffled backstage. “Navela.”

      I hugged him as tightly as possible without causing bodily harm. He was more wrinkles, beard, and old man knuckles than anything else, but otherwise appeared healthy. “Are you staying here?”

      “No. I’m going home. I’m on my way to the airport now, but I wanted to see you first.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “Who can say? But I’m an old man and I want the familiar around me now.” He patted my cheek. “The first time I saw you, Navela, I thought you were the worst thing to happen to the Brotherhood.”

      I winced. Wow, way to drop that truth bomb on me right before I had to take center stage, Rabbi A. “There are those who would still make that argument.”

      “I admit there were growing pains. Many growing pains.” Rabbi Abrams winked at me. “But we came out of them stronger. You were exactly what we needed. I’m proud to have had a hand in your development as an adult. You’ve done remarkable things, and if other people disagree then they’re fools. You’re quite possibly the best thing to happen to us.”

      The grin on my face was a mile wide.

      “Now,” he said, giving my cheek another pat, “you just need to keep going.”

      “Can do,” I said. Maybe I could pull this crazy thing off after all. Maybe—

      “We talking or letting our asses go numb?” Danilo called out.

      Cisco pushed me out onto the stage. Yeah, no. I wasn’t about to stand up there like the principal. I sat down on the edge, my legs dangling over the side.

      “Hi. I’m Nava.” I held up Esther’s lighter, the blue flame small but strong. A murmur rippled through the crowd. “This was left to me by Dr. Esther Gelman. It’s part of the magical fire that certain witches have always kept alive. In the same way they’ve kept the fight alive.” I closed the cap of the lighter. “I don’t know that I’m worthy of her faith in me yet, but I’m trying and I hope that all of you will keep the fight alive with me, because this is a team effort. You can’t have a bonfire without the logs fueling it to blaze high, and Danilo, if you make an inappropriate wood joke, I’ll smack you.”

      He snapped his mouth shut.

      I gestured at the audience. “Take a moment to look around, because seriously? This is historic. For the first time, we’ve got witches and Rasha working together. A pretty great mix of logs.”

      It was historic, but it was also weird for me. It had taken a lot for me to trust even those in my inner circle and here I was inviting people in that I didn’t yet know. There wasn’t hope without faith and trust, and here was my moment of throwing down and believing that these were the people that would make sure we won.

      “We’ve also got half-demons who choose Team Human,” Leo called out, raising her fist in solidarity.

      “That’s Leonie,” I said. “She’s been my best friend since I was thirteen. I didn’t know she was a half-demon and she didn’t know I was a witch. Though to be fair, I didn’t know I was a witch either. The point is, we were free to be two people, two friends, without history and preconceptions clouding our judgment of each other. That’s probably not going to be the case here, because we’re all aware of the lines drawn between us, but maybe this is the start of a different world.” I surveyed the crowd. Still with me. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about me—”

      “Plenty,” Raquel called out.

      Laughter rippled over the crowd.

      “You’re Ground Zero,” a wiry Rasha with tightly cropped red hair said. He’d fought with us back at the compound, but I didn’t remember the waves of hostility toward me then. I dug around for his name. Grigory.

      “I prefer to think of it as being a girl with her finger on the pulse of many things.” I placed my hand on my heart. “And I’m grateful you’re here.”

      “With this mess you got us into, it’s the safest place to be,” Grigory said.

      I bit back my retort. He’d been imprisoned and Sienna had attempted to take his magic. I wasn’t going to fight with him, though I was happy to see Mahmud go over and speak to him in a low voice.

      “What’s our team name?” Danilo cracked his knuckles, defusing the tension. “Something good like Night Stalkers or Wild Crew.”

      “Could you be more testosterone-laden?” Elena said.

      Danilo shrugged. “I’m easy.”

      “And cheap,” Cisco piped up.

      Danilo crossed his arms. “What’s your suggestion?”

      Much as he had a knack for being the “dude most likely to get punched in the throat,” he also broke the ice. People started shouting out suggestions.

      A whip whistled through the air, ending in a sharp crack.

      The room went silent.

      “Hex Factor.” Ms. Clara sat back down, whip at her feet, ready and waiting to take more minutes.

      Leo snorted into her sleeve, while I pictured dead bunnies so I wouldn’t burst out laughing because Baruch was frozen halfway between horror and indulgence, which had the rest of the Rasha staring at him like he’d grown a second head. The witches just looked confused.

      “Hex Factor it is. Moving on,” I said. “I’ll recap everything that I know, so we’re all on the same page. Bear with me if you’ve already heard this, and if you haven’t, well, brace yourselves.”

      I spoke steadily for close to an hour, starting with Sienna taking all of the Rasha prisoners because she was trying to remove their magic, restore balance in the magic universe, and in so doing, close the massive rift that the demons had opened and return the wards between earth and the demon realm to their original strength.

      The main proposal that was floated involved gathering every single non-dark magic witch in the world together, something never before accomplished, to project a concentrated stream of healing magic into the wards, for as long as it took. More debate ensued about whether even that could fix them, so long as any of the witches possessed dark magic. Could we convince Sienna’s crew to give their dark magic up?

      Next, I moved on to the topic of Rabbi Mandelbaum, the Ring of Solomon, and his plans for opening the Gates of Alexander and ushering in the End of Days on Rosh Hashanah.

      “If the rabbi gets his hands on the Ring of Solomon before we do? What then?” A young witch with a number of facial piercings stood up. “He could bind Satan and make him open the gates.”

      “That’s not an option,” I said. “We must find the ring first and destroy it. Anyone ever heard of the End Zone? That’s the message I was given by a King Solomon scholar about the ring.”

      The crowd looked blank.

      “Okay, well, if you think of anything, let me know. I do, however, have another line of defense against the rabbi.” I told them that I’d formed an alliance with Malik, a very ancient and powerful demon. “In case you have any doubts about the insanity of removing one enemy from the throne, only to help another claim it,” I said, “know this. The Gates of Alexander are in the demon realm. Both Satan and Mandelbaum have a high tolerance for the expendability of humans in order to further their own agendas. Malik, however, believes in the continued existence of humanity.”

      “Sure, to feed off,” another witch said.

      “He’s a demon, not a saint. Look, we have no way to seal those wards up for good. Our best hope is restoring balance and tempering the damage that demons do. That includes putting Malik on the throne and keeping the Gates of Alexander firmly closed.”

      “Gog and Magog are so terrifying and deadly that the demons themselves have barricaded them behind warded-up gates,” Leo said. “Think about it. These are the demons that scare other demons.”

      “In the spirit of full disclosure, there’s another reason why I want Malik on the throne.” I clarified my situation with Lilith and Satan’s line of super-demons.

      There was a lot of sympathy in the room for me.

      “Getting the ring is my best shot to trap and kill Satan.”

      “How are we supposed to charge in to the demon realm and not freeze up?” A witch in a red hoodie asked.

      “Through as much exposure to demons as we can give you.” Baruch outlined the buddy system he and Raquel had refined, pairing up Rasha and witches to deploy them to cities most in need of help right now. It was accompanied by a punishing training program.

      “Training starts this afternoon,” Raquel said.

      The women groaned. One asked if it was too late to change her mind.

      “This is war, people, and we’ll do what we have to,” Raquel said.

      I tamped down on my smile because I didn’t want to undermine her, but Raquel was fierce. She was going to be a great leader.

      “Remember,” I said. “We’re not taking on every demon in the realm. It’s a huge place. Once we cross Hellgate, we’ll jump directly to court for a surprise attack on the demons there. Which admittedly are super powerful, old guard who’ve helped keep Satan on the throne for a thousand years, but there should be more of us than of them.”

      Baruch stood up. “Hunting is in your blood. You have more power than Rasha do. It feels like you’re starting from scratch, but you’re not. Between training and practical experience, I will have you ready. For the assault itself, everyone will be assigned to a group and given a specific objective. Mahmud and I will interview you to determine your strengths and weaknesses.”

      Mahmud waved to the women so they’d know who he was.

      More than a few faces lit up.

      Raquel rolled her eyes. “Fatima, we’ve got about a month. Is that enough time to create Hellgate on-demand and enter the realm?”

      A plump, middle-aged woman in a hijab consulted with a no-nonsense looking Chinese witch in a smart blazer.

      “We will meet that deadline,” Fatima said. “But what can we expect to face in the realm when we storm the throne?”

      I described the leathery winged demons that had attacked me the first time Satan had come after me, and the cow skull demon of Night of Fog and Monsters fame. “We’ll meet these ones for sure.”

      “The first ones you mention, the winged ones, are ashut,” Wangombe said. “But I have never heard of the other demons you describe.”

      “Get us all the information you remember on ashut,” Raquel said.

      “Their kill spot is in the membrane between their wing bones,” I said.

      “We’ll prioritize this for the information system we’re compiling,” Pierre said. “Everyone will have access. Kane, Leo, and I are building this. We could use all the help we can get.”

      “Coders especially welcome,” Kane said.

      Elena raised her hand. “There are old stories in Romania of demons that sound like that other one you described. Zire demons.”

      “Rasha, do you know of this?” Baruch said.

      The hunters shook their heads.

      “Our fight is more effective together than apart,” he said. “Can you find out more and give Pierre or Kane anything that will give us a tactical advantage, no matter how small the detail?”

      “I’ll call my grandmother,” Elena said. “She’ll know.”

      “I’d like to volunteer myself and Shivani to work on the information system with you,” Rivka said. “We’re too old to fight on a regular basis, but we know stories of demons and our history of magic. All knowledge is useful knowledge. We can comb through our combined intelligence for any clues to the ring’s whereabouts.”

      “Bien sûr,” Pierre said.

      I jumped off the stage. “I guess that’s everything.”

      “I have one more question.” It was Facial Piercing Witch again.

      I bet you do.

      “You have Lilith’s magic, which means there’s dark magic in you, too. If demons can’t use the ring, how can you?”

      “I still have my witch magic. I’m light and dark and I’m human.”

      A loud debate broke out.

      “Hey!” I held up my hands for silence. “I’ll test that I can use it on some demon before I go into the realm and if I can’t, I’ll work with someone I trust and they can bind Satan.” I had to pull Satan’s true name out of him, but I didn’t have to be the one who used the ring.

      I just really, really wanted to be. Losing my enhanced magic, not wielding the ring, I was feeling less and less relevant.

      Ms. Clara shot me a concerned look and stood up. “I’ve arranged for lunch. You can begin the interviews and break into your groups after.”

      The meeting broke up. There was still a lot of chatter, but on the whole, it seemed positive. I’d lost my appetite, so I portalled to Dr. Markovic’s place.

      Ro and Drio were in the middle of an animated exchange, but Ro broke it off to grab me and swing me around. “Durukti!”

      “Uh, mazel tov?”

      Drio righted a stack of papers on Dr. Markovic’s desk about to topple over. “She’s a Hindu demon born of anger and violence.”

      “She sounds fascinating,” I said. “Let’s have her over to our first dinner party, babe.”

      Ro grinned. “She and Hybris were best friends until Hybris fucked her over royally and tried to sleep with her husband.”

      “Demon Housewives of Hell? I’d binge watch all three thousand seasons. Did Dr. Markovic happen to write this down?”

      “Dr. Markovic may have been a noted Solomon scholar here on earth, but in the demon realm he was an ‘official biographer.’” Drio did the quotes on that.

      “Ah. One of those prized, low-paying, under-pain-of-death jobs. Kind of like my initial work with the Brotherhood.”

      “And look how well that worked out for them,” Ro said.

      Drio squatted down, running his finger along one of the many overflowing bookshelves. “Yeah, well, let’s hope this works out, because I’ve had it with this bitch slipping through our fingers. I haven’t had this much trouble tracking since that gig in the Sahara. Fucking sandstorms.” He pulled out a thin book bound in a red wrinkly cover with the word “Durukti” embossed in white. “Markovic’s got dozens of other volumes like this scattered around here. Entire books blowing smoke up demons’ asses about how great they are.”

      “Tell me that’s leather.” I said.

      “Leather from the skin of baby ertu demons.”

      “Babies?”

      “They’re vicious little maggots,” Drio said. “The bravest demons compete to trap and kill them.”

      “He’s talking shit, right?”

      “Often,” Ro said. “But not on this.”

      Drio laughed. Aw, buddy, when was the last time I’d heard that sound from you?

      I flipped the book open. It was chock full of the most over-the-top, suck-up language about Durukti’s greatness, from her ferocity of appearance to the nobility of her lineage and her exquisite love for her husband/brother Kali. Ewwww. I shoved the book back at Drio.

      “Any sense of the research Dr. Markovic had been working on that he burned?” I said.

      “We found a scrap with some note about Solomon’s assassins,” Rohan said. “Could have been something around that.”

      “Let’s talk to Shivani,” Drio said.

      “She’s a devout Hindu,” Rohan explained, “and may know where to find Durukti.”

      I made a train whistle noise. “Now leaving for Hex Factor HQ.”

      “Rohan, “Drio said. “Tell your girlfriend that name is the worst of her terrible ideas.”

      “Tell Drio to A) shove it up his bunghole and B) tell Baruch that Ms. Clara’s suggestions are crap.”

      Ro nudged Drio. “Go on. I dare you.”

      Drio bared his teeth at me. “I still blame you.”

      I got a warm fuzzy feeling because that was almost normal behavior for him.

      We portalled to the gates of the boarding school.

      A body was impaled on one of the iron spiked fence posts, his head lolling down. Sunlight winked off his hamsa ring and caught the strands of his red hair.

      Grigory.

      I ripped off the note that was pinned to his shirt. “‘If you’re not with us, you’re against us. Betray the Brotherhood at your peril.’”

      Drio gripped the fence posts. “This is how we end.”

      Before I could take my life in my hands and comfort him, Drio kicked the gate open.

      “You gonna help get Grigory down?” Ro said.

      “No.” Drio started up the drive.

      “What is wrong with you?” I nudged Ro aside to levitate the deceased Rasha off the post and into Rohan’s arms. “How can you be so callous?”

      “I’ll take him inside.” Rohan carried his murdered comrade up to the school.

      Drio stopped, his shoulders a rigid line, and slowly turned around to face me. “What do you propose? We all stop and mourn? Have a little memorial service? No. We bury him and we move on. You want to beat these bastards? Strip away everything that detracts from the fight. That includes caring.”

      “You cared when Hybris pretended to be Asha.”

      “Yeah, and I made her stronger. Gave her more power over me. Won’t happen again.”

      “It already did.” I curled my hands into fists. “She went after Leo.”

      “Who is fine, and thanks to that, I discovered the demon’s kill spot. My point stands. Emotion is a weakness we can’t afford in this fight.”

      “Strip away emotion and you strip away our humanity.”

      “Was it humane when you took a life for a life after your mentor was murdered? Was it merely your humanity that night in the compound that drove you to unleash Lilith’s full power?” Drio said. “Your emotions have led you farther and farther down a path of destruction. You act like we’re in the revenge business, but we’re not.”

      “Killing Hybris—” I began.

      “Is justice.” Drio resumed walking. “She’s a dangerous demon who has to be stopped and that’s my job. She killed the woman I loved and I tried to stay out of it so it wouldn’t get me and who knows who else killed because I was hopped up on emotion. I slipped up in Dubrovnik exactly like I was afraid of. Luckily, the situation didn’t get any worse. But ultimately, I’m Rasha and this is my fight, so I’m fighting to right the wrongs.”

      “Justice, vengeance, what does it matter so long as we stop the bad guys and win?”

      “You don’t think Mandelbaum uses the same justifications about us? He’s trying to avenge all these perceived slights against how Jews have been treated and what the Brotherhood is due, all wrapped up in a noble bow.”

      “I’m not Mandelbaum.”

      “Not yet.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ve brought together two groups of people who never should have been allies. They trust you and look to you for leadership.” He pointed at me. “Keep fighting like this and you’ll destroy them.”

      “I won’t. I care about these people.”

      “You may care, but vengeance doesn’t, and at some point, if it comes to the people you love or your endgame, the endgame will win.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Drio stopped and turned to me with the most serious expression I’d ever seen on him. “Grigory was Mandelbaum’s son.”
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      Baruch had ripped the school’s front door off its hinges. He clutched it so hard that the wood warped and splintered. Ms. Clara was speaking softly to him about Grigory, but when she saw me, she motioned for me to use another entrance.

      I asked around until I was directed to the makeshift morgue that Rohan helped Elena set up in the industrial pantry in the basement. Metal shelving racks were stacked with dry goods, toilet paper, and soaps, courtesy of Ms. Clara’s efficiency.

      Ro had wrapped Grigory in a drop cloth and was carrying him into a stainless steel, walk-in freezer. Good thing we had another freezer in the kitchen upstairs. Separate kosher refrigeration for milk and meat was one thing, but food and corpses was a whole other ballgame.

      “Did you know who he was?” I hovered in the doorway, rubbing my arms against the icy draft.

      “Not until Baruch raged out. Ms. Clara said their relationship was kept need to know so Grigory wouldn’t get any preferential treatment.”

      “We don’t have the ability to prepare him for a Jewish burial,” Elena said. She directed Rohan to place the body on the top shelf of the metal rack that lined one wall. How many more of us would fill those shelves before this was over? “Apparently he didn’t have any other family. Ms. Clara is tracking down who his next of kin would be.”

      Elena emerged from the freezer and shut the heavy steel door. “I’m going to call my grandmother.”

      I brushed a lock of hair out of Ro’s eyes. “Did you know him?”

      “Not well.” He buried his face in my neck and sighed. “Having you here helps.”

      “Same. What did I do to deserve you?” I said.

      “Do you? Or I am just a very charitable dude?”

      “I’m your charity case?” I did a quick scan out the door. All was quiet, so I dropped to my knees on the concrete floor, scooting under the island in the empty space usually reserved for garbage and recycling bins. Totally hidden from view.

      I unzipped Ro’s jeans.

      “Sparky,” he warned.

      “If I’m a charity case, I have to earn my keep.” I snapped my teeth a couple of times. “Okay, I think I’ve got the hang of this.”

      “Uh, no thanks, Bitey.” Ro wrestled me for control of his jeans, but I zapped his hands away and pulled out his dick.

      “I take back the charity comment. My lovely wonderful girlfriend.” The corners of his eyes were strained in apprehension.

      “Yeah, yeah.” I flicked my tongue to the tip of his soft cock, slowly taking him into my throat, luxuriating in the feel of him hardening.

      He threaded his fingers through my hair.

      “Hands on the counter, buddy.”

      I swirled my tongue around the tip, licking my way down his shaft, and sucked his balls into my mouth.

      They tightened and jerked upward, like he’d been shocked by a live wire.

      Rohan watched the doorway, but when his gaze flicked down to me, they sparked a dangerous gold lava.

      Cuntessa throbbed. I pressed my legs together, hot and aching and inhaled his musky scent. I poured my heat and lust down the shaft of his cock with my lips and tongue, my magic buzzing against his velvet hardness.

      There had been a wariness to Rohan since he’d returned. He’d had flashes of letting himself go, but this wasn’t the boyfriend who had always been one hundred percent present and open around me. Sex was one place I could always get through to him, and if that was what it took to convince him that, with me, at least, he could drop that last wall and relax all the time, I’d do it.

      It was an exhausting way to live, for him and for me. We needed to be that place for each other where we could take a full, deep breath, completely at ease.

      Ro snapped his hips in a furious staccato. His fingers squeezed the edge of the island counter top while his mutterings were part begging for more and part exaltations that sent electric shivers through me.

      I shoved my hand down the front of my shorts, rubbing Cuntessa furiously.

      “Fuuck.” Rohan grabbed my shoulders, a predatory gleam in his eyes.

      “Yo, Rohan.” Footsteps pounded into the room.

      “Drio.” Ro sounded calm, but behind the counter, out of view, he tried to push me off him. “What’s up?”

      I deep-throated his length, holding his hips still with one hand while still getting myself off. If Drio came around the island, he’d find us. My nipples stiffened into peaks.

      “Got Durukti’s location,” Drio said. “Shivani is going to portal us to India and check for wards, since Nava’s gotten so testy about transporting us.”

      Still on my knees, hidden from view, I raised my middle finger.

      Rohan caught my hand, putting it on his iron-hard dick, his hand over mine, stroking himself. His expression remained calm but from the waist down, he was one long line of rigidity. “Great. Be there in ten.”

      “More like three. And for fuck’s sake, don’t let the witches see your cum face. It’s disturbing. Madonna Mia, the shit I have to deal with.” Drio stomped out.

      I snorted my laughter.

      Ro tried to disentangle himself from me. “He’s right. We can’t do this here.”

      “We can do it in a park, we can do it in the dark. We can do it in a ring, we can do most anything.” Still on my knees, I widened my stance, stroking my clit, my eyes not leaving his. “But it’s your call.”

      With a groan, he tangled his fingers in my hair and pulled me to him, thrusting into my mouth.

      Grinning, I clamped down on his thighs with a vise-grip and gave him a virtuoso blow job, sucking him off harder and faster.

      I ground my hips, my clit a sensitive bundle of nerves, and my fingers a slippery mess. Silver magic crackled off my skin, its brilliance reflected in the golden depths of his eyes.

      His cock thickened. I sucked on the head and with a growl that vibrated out of him, Rohan shuddered and came hard, pushing me into my own intense orgasm with a wanton moan.

      I swallowed every drop, then sat back on my calves, and daintily wiped the corner of my mouth off with my pinky.

      Chest heaving, he stared down at me, wild and disheveled, then he grabbed me by the shoulders, hauled me to my feet, and gave me a bruising kiss.

      Eagerly meeting his lips, I flung my arms around his neck, our tongues tangling.

      “I can taste myself on you.” He bit my lower lip.

      I squirmed against him, wanting him to bite me all over. “How long will you be gone?”

      Rohan shrugged, a flash of resignation in his eyes. “Not sure.” He pulled off the new hoodie he’d bought that had a cool blocky graphic design on it. “Here.” He draped the sweater over my shoulders. “My blue one you always wore burned up in the fire.”

      The fabric was the softest cotton. I stuffed my arms through the sleeves and rubbed my cheek against it. It already smelled like Ro, all iron and musk. I wanted to grab him and hide him away. I’d just gotten him back. What if this time, he didn’t return?

      But I couldn’t and I wouldn’t. He didn’t need to be worrying about my headspace when he was off to find a demon.

      I pressed a sweet kiss to his lips. “Stay safe. I’ll miss you.”

      He tucked a curl behind my ear. “I was wrong about the bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, then bliss. Bliss isn’t my end goal—it’s my every moment with you.”

      My chest swelled with the love and promise in those words. He’d be back. The bullshit wasn’t over, but neither was the bliss. Not by a long shot. “Rohan Liam Mitra, I kinda adore you.”

      He ducked his head, his lashes an inky smudge along his cheek, and a shy half-grin quirking his lips. “I kinda adore you, too.”

      “I’m leaving!” Drio yelled.

      Rohan caressed my cheek and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Sheket!” Baruch clapped his hands together to get everyone in the auditorium to be quiet. “Interviews are concluded and we’ve got your groups. Leaders will be Rasha or witches with experience killing demons.”

      Next to Baruch, Mahmud consulted a clipboard. “Any witch with fight training from their regular life is being paired with less experienced women.”

      Kind of like dance captains. Let them mentor the nervous or uncertain ones.

      Mahmud called out the groups and I crossed my fingers that I wasn’t stuck with Facial Piercing Witch, otherwise known as Jezebel. No, that wasn’t me being a bitch, it was her preferred name.

      “Nava,” he said. “You’re with Hua, Alice, Catriona, and Isleen.”

      We were one of the first groups in the training room and it became quickly apparent when I asked them to show me how they threw a punch that I hadn’t gotten the experienced witches. Hua, the Chinese woman working on the Hellgate problem was a committed pacifist who was uncomfortable with violence even toward demons, and the other three, middle-aged triplets from Ireland, just giggled.

      Oy vey.

      My stupid twin found my frustrations hilarious.

      I took a sip from the water fountain, having called a break after forty-five minutes of pointlessness. “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s a bit funny. You’re acting like a drill sergeant.” Ari glanced in the room at the four women huddled in one corner. “They look miserable.”

      “I was trying to motivate them.” I snapped my ponytail tight.

      “To do what? Self-medicate?”

      “Go away and harass your own group.”

      Telling them all the ways they could die if they didn’t commit to this training was not the way to go. I’d go with my forte—humor. Amazing how humiliating myself with the story of when my magic kicked in broke the ice. I followed it up by telling of my paralyzing fear with the half-demon that had come after me, and how if Ari hadn’t been there, I would have died.

      “I’m not going to lie and say you’ll never be scared, but I want to make sure you never freeze up. Demon hunting is your new reality. Will you help me to help you to stay alive and fight another day?”

      It worked. Even Hua agreed to follow the training regime that Baruch had detailed for us.

      Training had gotten off to a clunky start, but when we found our footing? We were unstoppable.

      About a week after my group had gotten onboard, Catalina came breathlessly running up to me, her hair flying free from its usual neat bun.

      A council of eight Rasha and witches was being set up to oversee all concerns moving forward. Raquel and Baruch were appointed as the first two seats. If we could make Hex Factor work, we’d have a better shot of convincing the rest of the witch community to get involved, which, let’s face it, they’d have to do eventually. As would the other Rasha once we found where Sienna had them imprisoned. When Catalina wasn’t busy with her group, led by Cisco, she was helping Baruch and Raquel out.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      She pulled a piece of folded paper out of her dress and pressed it into my hand. “The purification ritual to purge Lilith’s magic from you. I figured it out.”

      I unfolded the paper and read the words to be chanted. We had the magic flame and I was working on getting Satan’s blood. “What about the resin for the mikvah? Did you solve that problem?”

      Catalina pulled out her elastic and, deftly rewinding her bun tight, spoke a few words.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”
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        * * *

      

      The cavernous room hewn into the base of the Mule Mountains in southern Arizona dripped with condensation, infusing the air with a fetid vegetative rot. Row upon row of demons slumbered in the shadows. The demons were dead-ringers for the Grinch, green, fuzzy and standing on two legs, except they had curved scorpion tails. Muted sun slashed the space, all hard edges, creating a path barely wide enough for someone to navigate sideways through the sleeping spawn.

      Making sure no part of me touched the shadows, which would instantly wake the scorpion demons, I crossed the room, sucking in my gut at a particularly narrow part of the sunlit path. A demon’s skinny frame was an inch from my nose, his sleeping face trapped in a sly smile, and his segmented tail curving up behind him.

      The hunger of these unnatural beings rolled off them. They pulsed with the desire to feed and kill, a tangible yearning that I had to navigate as much as the shadows. These demons gathered here twice a year, extracting copper from the mountain range and synthesizing it to produce their venom. They would then fan out over other remote mountainous regions and find unwitting human prey.

      The easy thing would have been to kill all of them except the leader, who produced the most concentrated venom which would form the basis of the resin to seal the mikvah bath, but easy was not in the cards. The damn creatures were all linked like those root systems of weeds that grew in between sidewalk tiles, and if I took out the hordes, the leader would die and I’d be out of luck.

      I may have been super powerful, but these fuckers were terrifying on a deep, primal level and there were hundreds of them jammed in here with me. Every tiptoed footfall sounded like a sledgehammer in this eerie silence, my senses heightened with the forbidding weirdness of being the only one awake, knowing that if I disturbed them, hundreds of eyes would snap open and rush me.

      I touched my lighter talisman for luck.

      Slowly, torturously, I pressed forward, despite the fact that my head throbbed so badly I’d have drilled a hole in my skull for relief. I had a slew of extremely capable magic people whom I could have asked for help, but I wasn’t yet ready or able to make myself vulnerable while someone had access to my mind. These headaches were a weakness I couldn’t afford, not with everything I faced and I’d have to seek assistance. Soon. When the thought didn’t make me break out in a cold sweat, swamped by the memory of not knowing what was real.

      Meantime, I sucked it up and forced one foot in front of the other, until I stood in front of the leader.

      Main Grinch was broader and wider than the rest. Instead of a downy pelt, his green body was a thick crustaceous shell. The bulbous chamber on the end of his tail was so heavy with venom that it curved over to bob at my shoulder height.

      The venom pouch was in direct sunlight, but with the shifting sunlight, I only had a couple of minutes to drain it before it would be in shadow and my opportunity would be lost. If I touched the pouch at that point, the demon would wake up, as would all the others, and I’d be fighting all of them in order to get the venom.

      I was milking a scorpion demon like some kind of ruddy farming wench. A new low.

      Catalina had provided me with magic-coated protective gloves, which ran from my fingertips to my shoulder. I uncapped the leather wine bladder hanging on a rope around my neck and positioned the container under the tip of the scorpion’s tail. Tamping down on my desire to run screaming, I squeezed the venom bulb, producing a few drops of a clear secretion.

      Oddly, the secretion smelled like mint.

      I kept one eye on sunlight and the other on the bladder.

      As I drained the sac, the demon’s pulsing hunger mellowed out. A familiar musky aroma teased my senses. The demon bulb became engorged, the secretion turned milky.

      Dear lord, I was giving a demon a hand job. Again. Nope. This was my all-time low. Catalina should have prepared me for this client like a good pimp. The bulb jerked in my hand and I shuddered. That’s it. Next time I had to jerk off a demon, I was getting an hourly wage. High-end escort pay, not “will blow for spare change.”

      Only the tip of the venom bulb remained in sunshine. Just the tip, ma’am. It throbbed in my hand, then with a convulsion, gooshed all over my arm. I strangled my hysteric laughter.

      The magic coating on my protective gloves flared, fighting the venom with a sizzle that stank of burned rubber.

      The entire demon was now in shadow. Problematic since my glove, dripping with toxic demon cum, still gripped his limp bulb.

      His eyes snapped open, a bright red fire swirling over them.

      I portalled the fuck out, back to the school, where I cleansed the outside of the bladder of venom and tossed the gloves. I’d just helped a scorpion demon to a happy ending, which was bound to scar psychologically, but I had two of the three ritual ingredients.

      It was a much-needed win and not the only one I experienced. The witches’ confidence was blooming on all fronts.

      My group had been herded to the computer lab. These women knew their histories and old demon lore, and in sharing that, they found a renewed sense of purpose, ownership, and connection to their foremothers in this fight.

      Pierre grabbed a slice of questionably-fresh pepperoni pizza from the mound of boxes on a table, his phone pressed to his ear. “Left or right?”

      I peered over his shoulder.

      “Elena’s grandmother,” he mouthed at me.

      He typed “zire kill spot left side base of horn” into the new demon database. Originally called “Orwell 2.0,” all had agreed the name needed to be scrapped. Leo ended up christening the information system “Ada” after Ada Lovelace, Lord Byron’s daughter and the computer science pioneer from the 1800s, and it stuck.

      “Ladies, with me, please.” Leo beckoned my group over. She had volunteered to fight but also recognized that going into the demon realm might produce a less-than-desirable effect on her, so she’d committed herself to getting Ada off the ground, determining that’s where she would be of most use.

      She set my group up in front of monitors with detailed questionnaires on the screens pertaining to various aspects of witch lore about demons and magic history.

      I dragged a chair over to Kane, by himself at a desk in the corner, and sat down. “Working on Ada?”

      “No.” He swore under his breath and deleted a series of commands. “Mandelbaum keeps his group constantly on the move. There’s no pattern to his relocations, and my money trail investigation is stuck one step behind him.”

      “Sucks.”

      There’d been no success finding the imprisoned Rasha either. Sienna had someone on her side who was just as talented a hacker as Kane and, as we learned to our chagrin, was deliberately creating intricate false money trails.

      I patted his shoulder. “If anyone can find them, you will.”

      “Obviously, babyslay. It’s me and my genius at work.”

      We stuck to our schedules until a few days later, when Mahmud’s group destroyed a nest of demons fouling a critical water supply in Bangladesh. Hex Factor’s first big win.

      Rasha had a good sense of the hot spots for demon activity and adding access to the demon dark web into our tracking gave us both a clearer picture of what certain demons were up to and where to find them. This streamlined the hunting process.

      There was a big party that night at the boarding school in celebration where I actually got to spend time with Ari, who I’d seen precious little of. He looked tired, but he sounded really happy.

      We all dined together as much as possible, the entire place run like a well-oiled machine by Ms. Clara. Raquel, that monster, used her name whenever possible around me, since I had yet to be given permission to just call her Clara.

      The next morning, Hua approached me. “We want to step up our hunting. Put our training into action on more dangerous demons.”

      The triplets nodded eagerly.

      “Yay! Since I’m most familiar with Vancouver, I put together a map of potential demon hotspots for just this occasion.” I showed them the areas I’d identified and let the women decide where to hunt.

      They were beautifully kickass. Together, we took out some kravel demons that had been living in Stanley Park in downtown Vancouver and preying on the homeless. The women were pumped and ready for more.

      I asked Baruch for permission to follow up some leads on the Ring of Solomon that Rivka and Shivani had provided. None of them panned out, though my group saw some combat action with Mandelbaum’s men and experienced another aspect of this fight. With the first lead we’d investigated, we ran into some Rasha who’d formerly been on our side and switched allegiances to Mandelbaum. It happened a few more times, no matter how stealthy we were.

      We were being tracked, but no one could figure out how.

      There were skirmishes, but no real injuries, and none of us found the ring.

      Despite these setbacks, these were three amazing weeks, even if I missed Ro like crazy and my headaches continued. I was impatient to move on and step up the battle to win the war.

      Too bad I forgot about that pesky “careful what you wish for” rule.
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      I’d never been particularly superstitious about Friday the 13th and saw no reason to start when it rolled around this September. The bond between the Rasha and the witches had cemented over these past few weeks, confidence was at an all-time high, and Mandelbaum and Sienna had been quiet.

      Our idyll was too good to last.

      The day started with a barrage of increasingly annoyed texts from Malik. Texting seemed so mundane for the demon, but part of me couldn’t wait to get him on the throne so I could have Satan in my contacts. The contact photo possibilities alone were priceless.

      Malik demanded an update on the ring and Hellgate. In person. I agreed to meet with him later, after my all-important reunion.

      Rohan and Drio came home with a location where they’d be sure to find Hybris in three days. Wearing his Torture Time smile, Drio said that Durukti had “shared” that Hybris had been methodically hunting down the demons that had gone after her for the rumors we’d planted on the demon dark web. That’s why she’d been so hard to find. She’d given up human pursuits for demon ones and, in three days, she planned to complete her final demon vendetta.

      Most witches returned to their homes and their families at night. The Rasha, however, stayed on the premises, and with the boarding school as our hub, during the day it was abuzz with activity. So when the guys arrived back at the school, the number of people waiting to greet them was huge. By this point, everyone knew what killing Hybris meant to Drio and Ro and they were besieged by friends wanting updates.

      Unable to wait patiently a second longer and entirely uncaring of how girly and undignified it was, I ran at my boyfriend, jumping on him and kissing him. Rohan planted an awesome smack on me, to a soundtrack of hooting and whistling. His kisses ranked second-to-none, but even better was that first hug, when I was lost in his musky iron scent with his arms circling me like the haven they were.

      “I missed you,” he murmured into my hair.

      I tightened my arms around him, pressing my face into the crook of his neck and inhaling deeply. As busy and happy as I’d been while he was gone, having him back made the world a little brighter. My boyfriend and I had gotten very creative with FaceTime whenever he was in range in India, but it wasn’t the same as having him with me.

      “Guess what?” he said.

      I slid off him. “What?”

      “I finished Asha’s song. The album is written.”

      “Ohmigod!” I did a fancy high-five that left him laughing and staring at me like I was a goofball. “I’m so proud of you. What about things with your mom?”

      He made a so-so motion with his hand. “We’re keeping our conversations to scheduling the rest of our studio time. We’ll get there. Dealing with my fears around the dark magic, finding peace with Asha’s death, that was the hard stuff, but I tackled it.”

      “Because you’re amazing.”

      He winked at me. “That too. But also because I had you in my corner, and it’s ‘fate of the world’ time. Being anything less than a hundred percent for this battle? It’s not who I want to be.”

      It wasn’t who I wanted to be either. I kissed my boyfriend. “I have to go see a witch about a headache.”

      I veered through the clusters of people making their way through the corridor on their way to training or back from hunting and meeting to debrief, finding Rivka with Shivani and Jezebel in the computer lab, discussing some archival note in the database.

      I discreetly wiped off my sweaty palms, my pulse racing, and my entire body wanting to flee. My headache had reached epic proportions, between the memories flying fast and furious of having Lilith inside me, the yawning nothingness I’d endured in the Tomb of Endless Night, and my time with Mandelbaum that had left me losing my grip on reality. Even with all that, part of me was still rationalizing that I could tough it out and keep my head off-limits. I dug my nails into my palms, forcing myself to croak out the words.

      “I need help.” The three witches looked up at me. I explained about the ongoing headaches that defied both magic and medicine.

      “How long have you been suffering?” Shivani asked in her posh British accent.

      “Weeks. And I was wondering…” I swallowed. “If, Rivka, you could check me out.”

      She wasn’t Esther and she’d never hold the same importance as Esther had for me, but Rivka was her sister, and she’d become an ally and a friend of sorts. I’d trusted her with my parents, now I had to trust her with myself.

      My headache pulsed more insistently, like it was weighing in.

      Dizzy, I braced a hand against the wall.

      “Maybe you should wait until the pain lessens a bit,” Jezebel said.

      Rivka nodded. “Even the magic to examine you could make things worse.”

      “There’s never going to be an ideal time to do this, and I want to be at my strongest for the fight ahead.” I’d dealt with my demons in making this choice; I’d handle any pain.

      The three of them escorted me to my second-floor dorm room. Now that I’d made my decision, it was as if the last bit of my reserves snapped. The pain became so overwhelming that the tiniest bit of light was a red-hot needle piercing my skull. I kept my eyes shut and let them lead me. I couldn’t even muster the energy to be annoyed at Jezebel practically breathing down my neck as we walked.

      “Nava,” Shivani said. “We may have caught a break with that End Zone message. There is no start or end to the Zone. However, we’ve unearthed a very old tale of an unfinished corner of creation. A dark and barren place of earthquakes and bitter cold that God left unmade to challenge anyone who asserted that they were divine. The message may well refer to that.”

      “Doubting it’s on Google Maps,” I said.

      “The belief is that it was originally part of the Zone but early witches buried it in a kind of subsection,” Jezebel said. “No one knows for sure. We’re trying to verify it.”

      Rivka was already going to examine my head. We could do a more thorough poking around and see if I had Lilith’s memories.

      I took a deep breath and trusted: in Rivka, in the universe, and most of all, in my own ability to stay strong in the face of all this. I wasn’t at anyone’s mercy. This was my choice.

      “My brain is your brain and may also have echoes of Lilith’s brain. See if you can find any memories of hers,” I said, cracking an eye to see their reactions.

      The women exchanged a glance.

      Jezebel pursed her lips. “I’m surprised you’re volunteering. You didn’t strike me as willing to die for the cause.”

      You and I are never going to be friends, lady. “It’s war. I’m doing what has to be done. Which, FYI, does not include dying.”

      Rivka sat me down and told me to keep my eyes closed. There was silence and then some rustling and the sound of the door shutting.

      “It’s just you and me now,” she said. “Can you open your eyes?”

      The room was dark. It helped. Kind of.

      Four iron frame bunk beds flanked the single, wide window, now covered with an ugly curtain. Three of the beds were stripped bare, but I’d claimed a lower bunk. A poster of Taylor Swift hung by a single corner of tape above the scratched desk, a remnant of a former student, and one wall was covered in quotes written in black marker, like “We never really move on. We just get used to the pain.”

      Emo Snowflake would love it.

      “Lie down and get comfortable,” Rivka said

      Comfortable was relative on the thin mattress. I’d named every lump in this bed after sleeping on it for almost a month, but I found a position that worked.

      She spoke in a low, gentle voice, guiding me through a series of relaxation techniques to ease the examination. Should that prove successful, she’d attempt to pull out any memories Lilith had of the ring.

      I yawned a lot, but I also fixated on whether all the magic fuckery in my life was going to end in a brain aneurism.

      “You’re not relaxing.”

      I shook my head and then gagged. Note to self. Don’t move.

      Rivka sent a warm, comforting pulse of magic into me.

      I screamed, a cross-hatch of ward lines inside my skull flaring like exposed nerve endings. They burned against my cerebellum and if they took root, my brain would be redrawn, irrevocably fractured.

      Dimly, I heard her call for help.

      Ready to go scorched earth, I coaxed my internal flame into an inferno to eradicate the wards before they could rearrange my synapses. While my fire didn’t hurt me, the ward lines hissed, burrowing faster and deeper in response, so I extinguished the flames.

      The ward lines retracted, pulsing faintly.

      I had all my motor functions, could think clearly, and didn’t appear to be missing any memories, but I had freaking wards in my brain. Why? How?

      I opened my eyes to find Rivka, Catalina, Raquel, Elena, and Shivani hovering over me. No Jezebel, thankfully. The headache had subsided, but my anxiety hadn’t. “Seriously? Wards?”

      Rivka nodded grimly.

      “Can you get them out?”

      “I think so, but we’re going to have to induce a magic coma,” Catalina said.

      “And if you’re wrong?” I twisted the blanket. “Will I be a vegetable?”

      “We won’t be.”

      My apprehension must have shown, because Shivani lightly touched my arm.

      “Do you want me to get Rohan?” she said.

      “Please.”

      Raquel sent me into the old, creaky shower to wash with unscented products and remove any trace of hair gel or make-up.

      Clean and slightly damp, I returned to the dorm room to find Rohan waiting for me on my bunk.

      I snuggled into the crook of his arm. “Welcome home.” I started laughing, then winced because my headache flared for a second. “I’m broken.”

      “That’s not really a new development though, is it,” he said.

      I laughed again and then swatted him. “Ow. Quit it.”

      Ro moved over and sat on the floor next to the bed. He held my hand as I assumed my relaxation position on the mattress and Raquel put me under. There were no dreams, no fire. I woke up, certain it had failed.

      The women were gone and the smudgy rays of dawn streaked the sky.

      Rohan was slumped against the mattress asleep, still holding my hand.

      “Ro?”

      He yawned. “How do you feel?”

      “Exactly the same.”

      “Wait here.” He scrambled to his feet and hurried out of the room.

      I sat up gingerly, but nothing hurt. I prodded my skull and swore because a patch of hair over each ear had been shaved off.

      “We required bare skin to work with.” Catalina said. She was followed by my witchy healers.

      “Did you fix it?”

      “Yes and no,” Raquel said.

      “We removed the wards.” Rivka ran her hand over my head. “They were like a net cast over your brain. Underneath we found a veil of sorts.”

      “Is that veil hiding Lilith’s memories? Did Lilith put it there? Did she place the wards?”

      “It doesn’t seem like either were placed recently. Both the wards and the veil are so entrenched that they’ve probably been with you your whole life,” Rivka said.

      “We won’t know what’s under the veil until we dispense with it,” Elena said. “We want you awake so you can speak or cry out if you’re in distress.”

      Frustration simmered in Raquel’s eyes. “Why is everything about you so difficult?”

      “Just lucky.” I pulled my knees into my chest.

      Ro crossed his arms. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Rohan.” Shivani said a few words to him in Hindi.

      “No. She’s been through enough.”

      Removing the veil might reveal key information to finding the Ring of Solomon via Lilith’s memories. It might also unleash them, flooding me and destroying any sense of myself.

      It was a testament to how nuts my reality had become, that my fears about Lilith’s memories overtaking my own weren’t even my biggest concern. What if some knowledge, some part of me had been kept from me my entire life? There was no way it would be something good like a genius-level I.Q. You know what got warded up because they were too scary for the light of day? Monsters like Gog and Magog.

      Is that what I was?

      I could be happy not knowing. I just wouldn’t have the stupid ring. I finally had a life I wanted, why would I fuck with that?

      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      “Do it,” I said.

      Rivka ordered me into the center of the room.

      Rohan kept a respectful distance but stayed in visual contact with me.

      The women linked hands and settled them on my head. Elena said a few words in Romanian, and they pulled their hands away with a snap, like they were pulling a tablecloth off a table without disturbing the dishes.

      The veil shriveled into a black wisp of smoke, curling upwards inside me before exploding into flame, hot and violent, on the cusp of burning me to ash exactly like in my dreams. A rushing noise filled my ears.

      Magic welled up inside me, rushing out from newly formed cracks to fill me up, washing away my headache. It buzzed behind my eyes, in my toes, in my gut, humming with a familiarity born of homecoming. My fingers twitched, longing to dip into that endless pool. I braced myself for the razor-sharp edge of dread and anxiety, for my body to shut down in the wake of all this glorious power, but the magic settled into place with a feeling of irrevocable rightness. The rush was sweeter than the night in the compound when I’d tasted Lilith’s power, because this was mine, a gorgeous gold color.

      I waved my hand and a shower of jewel-toned flowers fell from the ceiling, their crushed petals releasing a sweet perfume.

      A pink cloud wove and bobbed in the early morning sky in a dance too languid for the normal human eye to follow and the sun twinkled at me with a private smile.

      “Eema.” I pressed my fist to my mouth with a gasp, images flooding my brain.

      “You want your mother?” Rivka said. It was a reasonable question since I’d called for her in Hebrew.

      “Yes.” I caught her wrist when she pulled out her phone. “No, not my mom. My mother.”

      “You’re not making sense,” Elena said.

      “My name is Nava Liron Katz and I am a direct descendent of the first Liron.”

      “Who was her mother?” Shivani said.

      “Oh no,” Rohan said. “No fucking way.”

      I nodded. “Lilith.”

      “I don’t suppose you mean some other Lilith?” Raquel sighed. “No? Oh well, worth a shot.”

      “Explain,” Rivka demanded.

      “Lilith stole King Solomon’s ring because it was too dangerous, too powerful for one man to possess,” I said. “Given how his father had stolen the magic to make more Rasha, she wasn’t feeling particularly charitable towards him.”

      “No kidding,” Rohan said.

      “The king was furious and sent a team of his most skilled assassins after her.”

      “Hold up,” Rohan said. “This was the research that Markovic burned. It’s dangerous.”

      “Why? Because people might come after me? That ship has sailed,” I said.

      Rohan glowered at me. “Or the magic is too dangerous.”

      “All magic is dangerous. Your concerns are noted. May I continue with the story?”

      “By all means,” he said sarcastically.

      “Lilith returned the assassins to him in pieces, but coincidentally, she also learned she was pregnant.”

      “She suppressed the baby’s magic so no one would go after it?” Rivka said.

      “Yes. She put these wards in Liron’s brain so no one would know she was a witch of immense power and then she gave her to a wet nurse to raise.” I sank into a chair; the pain of a thousand years of loss swamped me. “Lilith sang her song of sorrow into the wards so the story, like the suppression, would became part of our genetic make-up. She was doomed to watch generation after generation of her line move through the world with no awareness of their true legacy. Who they were and what they were capable of.”

      An entire future unfurled itself in front of me.

      “I don’t buy it,” Rohan said.

      Don’t harsh my buzz, dude. “Do I register as Lilith anymore?”

      The witches shook their heads.

      “There you go,” I said. “Irrevocable proof that this is my natural birthright. I don’t feel her anymore. I don’t feel that sense of wrongness, that echo. She’s gone.”

      “These wards didn’t make their presence known during Ari’s induction or when you did the ritual to get him his magic,” Ro said. “You even had an MRI during your dance rehab and nothing odd showed up. Was it a coincidence that they found them today or did Lilith realize who you were when she was trapped in you and this was set in motion weeks ago?”

      “Or something was knocked loose between being in the Tomb and the torture,” I retorted. “It would explain the headaches, too. Damage or exposure of the wards after everything I endured, brought on the head trauma. That’s why there was no sign of them before. You heard Rivka. These wards are old.”

      “Like Lilith couldn’t fake that?” Rohan said. “If you stay alive, she’s alive, right? This doesn’t make sense.”

      I laughed. “What else is new? I didn’t make sense to the Rasha when I got my initial magic either.”

      Rohan sat with his elbows braced on his thighs, literally biting his lip to keep from speaking.

      “I’m not making light of this,” I said. “My magic has come into my life in fits and starts and for the first time, it’s complete. I’m complete. You want me to discount that feeling?”

      “No,” Shivani said. “Just consider all the ramifications of this new manifestation before you make any final decisions, including whether or not to proceed with the ritual.”

      “Lilith is gone. There is nothing to purge and you’re not ripping this magic, my magic, out of me.”

      “If we can’t remove it, we can suppress it once more,” Elena said.

      I pushed off the bed. “You’re acting like I got a terminal diagnosis instead of feeling one hundred percent myself. Think of all the good I could do. I know where the ring is, that’s part of the story too, and I can stop Mandelbaum no problem. Be the one to take on Satan and not risk anyone else. This might be the best thing that’s happened for the war against evil.”

      “You can’t keep dark magic,” Raquel said.

      “The wards, I know. Then test it. I’ve had dark magic, from Lilith’s power to my boosted magic. I know what it feels like. This isn’t it, but if you want to make sure, test my magic signature. Any dark magic and it’ll be purple. The ritual goes ahead as planned. But if it’s red, you accept it as the natural witch magic it is. Deal?”

      “Fatima will have Hawkweed,” Elena said and portalled out.

      The others sat there emanating varying degrees of suspicion and disbelief. Whatever.

      It was crazy how Zen I felt, sitting there in the wake of this momentous change, but like the phoenix, I had been reborn and it was a magical, beautiful thing. My entire relationship with Lilith had been one step forward, two steps back, but the journey was worth it because I’d claimed my prize. My final transformation. Lilith was gone and I had an insane amount of magic. Let my enemies come for me and see who they were dealing with.

      My body, my people, my world, I would keep all of it safe.

      Elena returned. She set the glass with the Hawkweed and water on the floor. From her pocket she removed a small paintbrush and a banana.

      I infused the fruit with my magic and then she did the signature spell. The banana cycled through a variety of colors, before pulsing consistently gold.

      “Not purple,” I said. “Or demon blue.”

      “Not red either,” Rohan said.

      “Something unknown,” Catalina said. “Which doesn’t mean it’s bad, but we should still be prepared to do the purification ritual, just in case.”

      “If it’ll—” Shut you all up. “Put your concerns to rest, we proceed as planned. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a ring to go get.”

      And a marid to placate.

      The concierge in Malik’s apartment building waved me over to the elevators. Nice to know we’d dispensed with the inanity of the demon pretending my visits weren’t the highlight of his day.

      Malik flung the door open and slammed me up against the wall. He edged his face close to mine, his brows furrowed. “What’s happened to Lilith?”

      “Yes, I am off to get the ring, thanks for asking.”

      “Nava,” he growled. Whoa, I wasn’t “petal.” He was serious. “You have two minutes to explain why I don’t sense Lilith.” Malik strode into his kitchen, with me jogging at his heels. He opened the fridge and pulled out an already opened bottle of wine. His hand tightened on it, then he shoved it back in and slammed the door.

      “The baby? The wards?” I said.

      “I literally have no idea what you are babbling about.”

      My brows drew together. I sank into a tall chair at the kitchen island and told him what had happened.

      He leaned across the counter from me. “Lilith and I were… estranged for a long time after David. This baby could have been born, and all you say be true, but I didn’t know about it.”

      “But you two were close again at some point, right?”

      “We were. There is no one I’ve been closer to and I’d like to believe the same of her.”

      Then why hadn’t she ever told him? Did she worry he’d go after Liron? Was this magic my birthright or was it, in fact, another trick?

      “Speak.” Malik fished an orange out of a fruit bowl on the table and peeled it with his long, elegant fingers. “You make me nervous when you get quiet.”

      “Nothing with Lilith is ever as it seems. Why am I so ready to throw aside everyone’s concerns? Is it because I’ve finally stepped into my true destiny and on some primal level I understand and embrace that or is this more of Lilith overriding me?”

      Malik offered me half of the orange. “Lilith never bothered with introspection.”

      The orange was sweet and slightly tart. I ate another piece. “My life has morphed into a giant Snakes and Ladders game. Have I climbed way up toward the person I was supposed to be, or slid down to the bottom of the board as more of my essential self vanished? Am I a queen or a pawn?”

      Say “queen.” Come on.

      Malik’s lips quirked. “You’re mixing metaphors, petal.”

      “What do you think? You knew her best. Did I misunderstand her final words to me? Did Lilith know that I was her descendent and that this gold magic was inside me? It makes sense, right? If I stayed alive, she does stay alive through this legacy.”

      “What do your instincts tell you?”

      I placed my hands on my ribcage, reaching for the gold magic inside me. Learning the shape of it and testing it against my gut feelings. “This is the real deal.”

      “Then stop listening to all the other chatter. Lilith spent her life surrounded by people who doubted her and belittled her.” A wistful expression crossed his face. “Who failed to see her true worth. It profoundly affected her.” He brushed the discarded orange peels into his hand and walked it over to the trash. “You are not her.”

      “You’re not very concerned about my threatdom.”

      “Your careless disregard for the English language certainly pains me.” Malik licked a drop of juice off his index finger. “However, I won’t dispose of you just yet. You are going to get me what I want.”

      “Aha. You admit you want the throne.”

      Malik smiled enigmatically. “Chances are, you’ll live longer with this magic. Are you prepared for that?”

      “Death can kiss my tight ass.”

      “And will you be as enthusiastically cavalier watching people you love grow old and die when you hardly age?”

      Rohan. I imagined him gray and wrinkled, feeble, until his last breath fell away. I’d still love him. Of course, I would.

      Wouldn’t I?

      The demon’s expression turned pensive. “I often wondered what living that long did to her sense of self. It became harder for her to remember what being human was like.”

      Would I lose my humanity and end up distancing myself from the very world I longed to protect? “That’s a pretty honest insight. I didn’t expect it of you.”

      His one good eye, when it met mine, was wearier than I’d ever seen it. “It would appear you are all I have left of her.”

      “I’m taken.”

      Malik shuddered. “Not like that.”

      “Alright. Dial down the revulsion. I’m a catch.” I pushed the chair back and stood up. “I have a ring to get.”

      He tilted his head in acknowledgment, then undermined his gesture with a snarky “about time.”

      “Malik. Fun times as always.”

      “Nava.” He rose and gave me an oddly formal bow. “A witch putting a demon on the throne. You certainly get things done once you put your mind to it.”

      “I’m fairly unstoppable.”

      “You will keep your end of the deal? One-time use and then you destroy the ring, correct?”

      “Correct. How many times do I have to promise this?”

      “I don’t trust you.” He grabbed me by the collar and pushed me out of the room. “In that regard, you’re exactly like Lilith.”

      Humaaaan.

      “Ahh!” I flung my hands up, whacking Malik in the nose.

      The zire demon stood in the living room in his blue robe with the black star. He wasn’t much taller than me, but he stamped the space with unassailable evil.

      Malik was highly paranoid, and nothing should have been able to cross his wards without his permission.

      The zire leaned in and inhaled. Lilith no longer. What have you done with her? Our master is displeased.

      I tossed my hair. “Yeah? Well, I was displeased by your master’s courting gifts. Life is disappointment. Lilith is gone and I’ve got her magic. Tell Satan I’ll come see him when I’m good and ready.”

      Sometime between now and Rosh Hashanah, next week.

      The zire gaped at me. Backtalk was obviously not a thing in his reality.

      You come now. His whispered words sliced against my skin, his fangs flashing against all that gray gum.

      “No.”

      I’d come across a lot of eye blinks in my short but eventful life. Baruch’s displeased ones, for example, made me sad and want to do better. This demon’s made me clench up so I didn’t lose control of my bladder.

      Shit. Think, Nava.

      “I’m… unclean.” I stared meaningfully at the zire, who completely failed to get it. Wow. Really, buddy? I ran a hand along my body. “Satan needs me, uh, ripe. For breeding.”

      The zire seized my arm. We will wait in the demon realm.

      “And insult Satan by forcing her impurity on him? Are you mad? Give us—” Malik threw me a questioning glance.

      The zire’s fingers tightened on my flesh.

      “Two days,” I ground out.

      He released me. You will bring her. His tone brooked no room for dissent.

      Malik nodded and the zire vanished, leaving a murky black stain on the floor.

      I let out a low whistle. “Better call a carpet cleaner or that shit’ll set right in.”

      “It’s stamped concrete, petal.” Malik rubbed a hand over his hair. “Bit of a schedule adjustment.”

      Two days. We had our timeline. Now the question was, were we going to be ready?
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      Fun fact: the North Pole is located in the middle of the freaking Arctic Ocean and is numbingly cold even in August. I may have been Canadian, but I lived in Vancouver, which was very much “one of these things is not like the others” when it came to winter in our country. I had zero tolerance for cold. Rain for 100 days in our city? A bit gloomy, but no problem. Snow, if we got it, lasted a week tops, which was good because Vancouverites tended to explode in panic at having to drive in slush, and freezing temperatures were thankfully not the norm.

      I was layered to the teeth in a down ski jacket, fur-lined boots, a massive fleece scarf wound around my neck up to my eyes, and fat ski gloves, all courtesy of the one year I’d tried snowboarding. It had been an unmitigated disaster.

      The crisp cold seared the inside of my mouth and nose, but my breath didn’t freeze in pretty icy puffs. Nope, encased in the scarf as I was, every breath was grossly warm and moist.

      Portalling onto shifting sea ice had been a bitch, but it was fairly stunning out here. The sea was a soup of snow and stark white slabs of ice that glowed green underwater, darkening to black as they sank down into the depths. Birdsong trilled, and a fat walrus lazily sunned itself.

      There was no “X marks the spot” to the unfinished corner of creation, but I didn’t need it. The ground pulsed through my feet like a game of “cold, cold, hot,” directing my path. I crunched through the snow until the throbbing was so strong, it was as if I stood inside Mother Nature’s heartbeat.

      I shifted into the Zone, which displayed the normal overlay with the ward lines. Following the pulsing ground, I shifted deeper, down a level of the Zone. Sunlight and dazzling snow were replaced by a dark and barren wasteland. The ground rumbled continuously under my feet and I threw my arms out wide to keep my balance as I precariously made my way to a rocky outcropping.

      The tremors increased the closer I got to the ring here in the End Zone. By the end, I was crawling on all fours, the rolling of the ground changing to sharp, shaking jolts that rattled my skull.

      I grabbed onto the rock and pulled off my ski glove, running my fingertips over the rough surface, inch by careful inch. I hit a nub and pulled myself onto my knees, swearing as the latest tremor caused me to whack my elbow on the rock.

      The ring was inside this little nub; the certainty of it shimmered deep in my bones. Elimination magic failed to draw it out and the rock was impervious to blasting. I lay my hand on it and sang it Lilith’s song of sorrow.

      I wish I could have said that my singing swayed the heavens, bringing rays of sunlight and small magical creatures to dance at my feet, but it was more a rusty braying. When I’d finished, the ground fell still and the air was pregnant with expectation.

      The nub cracked and a ring fell into my palm. Made of tarnished brass, it was nothing to write home about: a squarish man’s pinky ring engraved with the Star of David. Magic didn’t thrum off it; in fact, it was almost conspicuous in how ordinary it was.

      The tremors began again, faster, more furious, the wind shrieking like a banshee, lashing at me. I shoved the ring into my zippered jacket pocket, and jumped out of the End Zone, blinking against the light.

      I slid my phone from my jacket pocket. What had felt like perhaps thirty minutes had been seven hours. I stuffed it away, jamming my cold hand once more into the glove.

      A Zodiac, a small, inflatable motorized boat, floated not ten feet in front of my largish ice floe. One of the figures encased in winter wear, face obscured, moved his hands.

      A wave of magic knocked me to the ground, pinning my arms and legs to the snow. Let me rephrase. A wave of puny hunter magic attempted to pin me. I let the Rasha think he’d been successful.

      Six figures jumped onto the ice floe.

      “Do you have the ring?” The voice compelled me to answer.

      Jeez. Not my friendly neighborhood Rasha torturer again.

      I wanted to whip the ring out, wave it in front of him and do the moonwalk in victory, but that would be childish and give them valuable intel about the ring’s current whereabouts. I started singing “Let It Go” loudly and phonetically. Suck on that.

      My lack of answers—or my singing—displeased them because the next Rasha brought out the big guns, uprooted a small ice floe with a loud groan and hurled it at me.

      I held up a hand; the ice floe hung in mid-air for a second. Then I twirled my finger. The floe spun and walloped all the Rasha into the icy water.

      They came up sputtering.

      “Give Rabbi Mandelbaum a message for me.” I shot them the finger. A puffy glove finger but they got the gist.

      Nava, out.
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        * * *

      

      The boarding school was bursting with activity.

      I peeked in the door to the science lab. A beaker on a Bunsen burner flamed high and then the glass exploded.

      “So much for calcinated diatom granulate,” Fatima said.

      They all laughed, until they saw me in the doorway. Fatima murmured something about me being directly descended from Lilith to Hua, who regarded me with a wariness that hadn’t been there all the time we’d trained and fought together.

      I hoped these feelings didn’t last long because if I didn’t present myself by Satan’s deadline, he’d send his minions to drag me in by myself. My only hope of both putting Malik on the throne, and my very survival, was having my allies with me.

      “Hey, Nee.” Ari swept up the glass. “What’s up?”

      “Satan humbly requests my presence in two days, so we’re going to get the jump on him and go tomorrow. Will Hellgate be ready?”

      The witches’ faces gleamed with the fervor of the very brainy presented with a near-impossible task.

      “It’s the stabilization factor tripping us up,” Fatima said. “What if we bypass it?”

      “It’s risky,” Ari said. “Then again, it’ll only take a second to go through Hellgate.”

      “Calculate the point of collapse,” Hua opened a cupboard. “I’ll get another specimen.”

      “Excellent. I’ll leave you geniuses to—ack!” I jumped back.

      Inside the cupboard were gerbil cages, each one containing an araculum, a kitten-sized spider demon. I’d never get used to those abominations.

      My brother laughed and took the araculum from Hua, dangling it in front of me. Like he’d done with house spiders far too many times during our childhood.

      “Too many legs!” I flattened myself against the wall, but my dumb twin showed no mercy.

      I slid the Ring of Solomon onto my finger. There was no pain and I didn’t go up in flame, so another point in favor of me being dark magic-free.

      And yes, it went against what I’d told Malik, but I preferred to think of it as bending that one-time use promise, not breaking it. I had to know if I could use the ring.

      Did these demons have actual names or would calling it by its species type work since araculum were fairly simplistic creatures? One way to find out.

      “Araculum,” I whispered, “jump on Ari’s face.”

      Testing, testing, one, two, three.

      The demon wrenched out of Ari’s grasp and lunged, plastering itself full on his face.

      Ari’s startled, high-pitched shriek was a gift I’d treasure always. Namely because I’d just recorded it and was going to make it his personal ringtone.

      “Sit on the counter,” I said.

      The araculum jumped off my twin.

      I slipped the ring off my finger and patted my brother’s shoulder. He was valiantly trying to get his freak-out under control, while Hua and Fatima giggled at him. “You’ve waggled your last spider at me, brother mine.”

      Then I moonwalked out the door.

      I called a war council with my inner circle Hex Factor members, pacing like a tiger in a cage as we ripped the plan open from every angle, punching holes in it.

      We finally deemed our plan sound, but without a Hellgate that we could open on command, it was also useless. I wound tighter with each tick of the second hand.

      During dinner, arranged by Ms. Clara like all our meals, Catalina presented the vial in which to collect Satan’s blood for the ritual to expel Lilith. She folded my fingers over it. “Just in case.”

      Easier not to argue.

      Leo staggered into the large dining hall, bleary-eyed. “Food,” she cried out.

      I accompanied her to the buffet spread out over three long tables at one end, intent on round two of steak and mashed potatoes drenched in gravy.

      Leo elbowed Kane and Pierre, hissing “slave drivers” at them.

      “The integrated intelligence system is going to streamline things immensely,” Pierre said.

      “Yes.” Kane tossed his head. “My coding is a work of genius.”

      “As was everyone else’s contribution, Mr. Man. Ada rocks!” Leo crammed half a roll in her mouth.

      Ari showed up close to midnight, by which point I’d practically worn a hole in the floor from my pacing. He had blue goo smeared on one cheek and a nasty burn along his jaw, but his triumphant grin lit up the room. “Good to go.”

      The text alert system that Ms. Clara had set up went out to our witches. We assembled in the auditorium from all corners of the earth in record time. One day, we’d have all the witches and Rasha with us, and this room wouldn’t be big enough. I looked forward to it.

      I held up the ring. “Behold the Ring of Solomon.”

      Everyone broke out in whistles and applause. There wasn’t a single Rasha or witch expressing doubt or disapproval. I’d proven myself and I belonged, unconditionally. I glowed, happiness sparkling inside me.

      “Let’s get the bastards,” Danilo.

      “Which ones?” Cisco retorted.

      “We’ve got our pick of them, that’s for sure,” I said. “I hate to kill your buzz, but Satan has given me an ultimatum to present myself in two days. Therefore, we’re going to use the element of surprise and strike tomorrow to put Malik on the demon throne as our last line of defense against the Gates of Alexander being opened.”

      The witches protested that they weren’t ready. The Rasha sat there, grim but determined.

      “What do you need us for?” A witch called out. One of Jezebel’s friends. “You have your shiny new magic, Liron.”

      Her bitterness was mirrored on the faces of several other witches.

      “It’s a definite asset, but even with it, I can’t take on Satan and the old guard by myself, never mind all the other moving pieces. I know I’m asking a lot, but I need you. You’ve got this.” I grinned at them. “Besides, you’ll be able to lord over all the other witches that you took down Satan. How cool is that? Are you in?”

      There was a tense moment of doubt but in the end, everyone stayed.

      Baruch had a brief discussion with Mahmud, then rose to his feet. “Report to your team leaders who will go over the operation in detail. The stronger fighters will hold the perimeter of the throne for Malik, the rest will ward the court doors in case other demons show up. We move out at zero two hundred hours.”

      My friends were Team Alpha. Kill the old guard. Naturally, I demanded the right to kill Satan myself. If he intended to make this him or me, then I’d show him exactly who he was dealing with.
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        * * *

      

      My witch team had been reassigned to Raquel, since they wouldn’t be fighting Satan with me. Meantime, I called Malik and gave him the location to meet up with us.

      Fatima, Hua, and Ari had deemed this one ward spot in Bavaria our best bet to cross through in terms of a whole bunch of sciencey things that made me glaze over. I armored up with a few well-chosen and hidden emergency items, made sure I had my lucky lighter, and away we went.

      The location was fairly nondescript: a mossy stump in a German forest that we’d easily portalled to.

      Rohan placed his hand on my back. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Malik arrived immediately after us, accompanied by a platoon of ashut, those leathery winged monsters I’d fought when Satan had first come after me. He was really selling the idea of him being Team Satan, but he also knew we needed to conserve our magic for the throne room, so what was his plan to disarm these demons?

      “Attack,” Malik commanded with a wave of his hand.

      Say what? This was not the plan.

      “Fucker!” Rohan lunged for Malik but was ambushed by two ashut.

      “Team leaders, regroup,” Baruch yelled, charging the demons.

      “Go for the wing membranes!” Had I been by myself, I could have gotten most of them with one strike, but that would hit my own team.

      Bad enough Malik had set the ashut on us, he then grabbed me by the shoulders, blowing my perfect shot on one of the demons. “Satan’s calling.”

      The shocked faces of my team were the last thing I saw before Malik opened a portal and tossed me in.

      I was buffeted by the electric storm that raged within its confines. Impossible to say how long I tumbled around like laundry in a dryer as the storm scanned me for my right to cross. Except I didn’t have dark magic or a demon signature.

      I couldn’t get free, couldn’t help my friends.

      This sentience at the heart of the storm reached deep inside me and ripped me apart atom by atom. The pain seared through me in an endless current, electrocuting me. Time receded into a confused jumble with every part of me that dissolved away. With my last sliver of awareness, I grabbed hold of all my bits, meticulously gathering each molecule, and carefully binding it to myself. It was like playing a cosmic game of Pac-Man, scurrying to stay ahead of ghosts eating me up.

      What are you? The storm asked me.

      It opened two portals: one back to the forest and one to the demon realm.

      “Nava Liron Katz,” I yelled into the void. “Let me through.”

      The forest side rushed toward me and I screamed in frustration.

      “I demand passage or you’ll answer to Satan himself!”

      The storm paused, leaving me hanging suspended, then it spat me out onto a white, marble floor.

      Malik jerked me to my feet. “Satan, we have come.”

      He dragged me through the vast, airy space of the demon court, past blue-and-gold tiled fountains burbling next to beds of strangely beautiful spiky blood-red flowers as big as basketballs. The reddish wooden ceiling was a dizzying carving of whorls and swirls, a match to the forty-foot doors behind us.

      Trees hung heavy with dark purple fruit that perfumed the air with blackberry, yet failed to hide the pervasive foul reek, born of evil, that all demons exuded. It was the first time I’d ever smelled that and I could have lived without that new perception.

      There were no demon courtiers, whispering and tittering, trying to capture their liege’s favor. The place was empty, save for a dozen zire demons who flanked the throne in dispassionate silence. They exhaled malevolence with every breath, an innate fact of their existence.

      My attempt to look upon the collective glory of their evil got no farther than their twisted and hunched shoulders. Individually, they were menacing, together they were a hive of deep, ancient, and unyielding malice held barely in check.

      With one word, they would blot out any goodness in my soul. I feared that if I met their eyes, I’d be lost.

      Malik halted our progress about twenty feet from the throne. Made of white wood, the throne had a two-foot high base, simple to the point of unassuming.

      In contrast to the other demons, Satan was a mishmash. His body was the fire of the universe in an astonishingly chiseled six-pack. His pitch-black raven’s head was the portent of death, topped with the same heavy ram’s horns as the zire.

      None of his parts fit together properly, and the overall effect might have been almost comical, had it not been for his eyes.

      A trickle of pee ran down my leg. He was the darkness that devoured, the wellspring of all evil, and dark lord of his dominion. I was an insignificant speck who existed at his pleasure.

      “Lilith-no-more.” He narrowed those terrifying eyes on me like a laser. “You have power. But will it suit my purposes?” His gaze flayed me open.

      I clawed at my cheek, dragging my fingers down. My breath came in rasps and gulps.

      What is your pronouncement, master? The zire spoke as one.

      “She’ll do.” Satan snapped his fingers.

      A wedding chuppah appeared, adorned with those spikey, blood-red flowers.

      My clothes were replaced by a diaphanous wedding dress, shot through with gold threads that resembled serpents, the world visible through the filmy gauze of a wedding veil.

      One of the zire, now wearing a black rose boutonniere, produced a chalice made of black glass and wrapped it in a black cloth which he set before the chuppah.

      “I understand my gifts were not to your liking,” Satan said. “I hope our wedding fulfills your dreams, my bride.”

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I fought the hysterical laughter that rose up inside me. Satan wasn’t going to simply rape me and breed me, he meant to thrust this grotesque parody upon me, a perversion of my love for Rohan. I’d dreamed of having two ceremonies, where Ro would break the glass to the happy cries of our friends and family for the Jewish one, and in the Hindu one where we’d circle seven times around the fire, pledging ourselves to each other before having a reception that went on for hours with tons of laughter and great food and dancing.

      My heartbeat thrashed in my ears and I was paralyzed by the purest instance of terror I’d ever experienced.

      I fumbled for Malik, seeking comfort or assurance.

      “Sorry, petal.”

      My brief spurt of hope died as Malik forced me closer to that vortex of evil. “My lord, you must know the truth.”

      Satan’s guard pressed in on us, but Satan raised his hand and they stopped in a loose semi-circle around us, waiting.

      “This is Nava Katz,” Malik said. “The perversion who seeks to kill you. I left the witches and Rasha she brought with her a welcome party, and I offer you their corpses as a token of my loyalty. I also offer you this.” He held up a familiar bronze ring, a pained expression on his face from handling it. “The Ring of Solomon, which I have divested her of. It will no longer trouble our kind.”

      “Destroy it,” Satan commanded.

      “No!” I shot at both Malik and Satan’s wood throne, but the marid avoided my blow and the throne didn’t burst into flame. My magic bounced off an invisible ward around the base and decimated one of the trees.

      Malik melted the ring down to a bronze lump.

      Power rolling off my skin, I rushed him. Two zire caught me and drove their magic into me, piercing me with a vile toxin that ate my magic with the same snapping teeth as the fog that horrible night. They forced me to my knees, the wedding veil getting wrenched off. Strands of my hair were snarled in the comb.

      Satan tsked me, that quiet sound a deadly promise of retribution that left me quaking.

      “This human deceived us all.” Malik spat contempt. “She imprisoned Lilith inside her body and stole her magic, obliterating Lilith entirely. Now she dares wield her power against you.”

      Malik’s face suffused with hate. “I loved Lila and you killed her.” He bowed before his king. “Use her, break her, but I implore you, Satan, let me be the one to end her after an eternity of horror.”

      Still on my knees, I struggled against the magic pinning me in place. “You wouldn’t let Lilith’s magic be used like that.”

      “You were quite outspoken against the idea initially.” Satan produced an eyeball, the match to Malik’s. He rolled it back and forth along the arm of the throne under his fingers.

      Malik flinched and I relished the cruelty he’d suffered.

      “I thought Lilith lived.” He kicked me in the ribs and I doubled over. “You and your grandiose ideas of saving the world. I want you to know exactly what you’ve unleashed onto your precious humans.”

      I broke free for one spectacular moment, determined to take out anyone I could. I made it as far as the ward line at the foot of the throne before one of the demon guard stepped on me, holding me captive under his long, bony foot.

      “She’s pitiful. And a lot of trouble.” Satan turned his glower from me to Malik. “You should have spoken up sooner about her.”

      Malik scuttled back a step, his hands raised in supplication. “There is a ritual. A cleansing. With half a dozen drops of your blood, I can remove all trace of the human, leaving nothing but Lilith’s essence, Lilith’s magic, in this shell for you to use as you see fit.”

      “I don’t have her magic,” I snarled.

      Satan considered our words. “There is no sense of Lilith. How do you know this will work?”

      “The magic the human now possesses was passed from Lilith to her daughter. This one is a direct descendent, and as such, you can breed her with the same results. Your succession will be assured by the greatest demon progeny of all time. Allow the ritual and you won’t be inconvenienced by the human while you carry out your will.”

      Satan eyed me. “Half a dozen drops?”

      “Yes, master. Barely anything. We could perform it here and now. I could instruct one of your trusted guard through the process.”

      Satan motioned for a zire to hand him an empty chalice. He elongated his nail and slashed his palm. Six fat red drops plopped into the cup which he handed to Malik. “Release her.”

      The zire stepped off me.

      I glanced at the monstrosity of a chuppah one last time. So much had been taken from me: dance, a normal life as a Rasha, Rohan, the list went on. But I would not let them take this, would not let them twist the one good thing I’d found and hoped for into something vile.

      I unsheathed the small iron knife I’d hidden in my boot.

      “Fuck you,” I said, and slashed my throat.
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      A drizzly rain spat down on us.

      Blades slick with demon blood, I scouted the perimeter of the forest, satisfying myself there were no more ambushes. The uneven forest ground was treacherous now that my left thigh had been ripped open like ground beef. I let the pain of each step sing, joining the howl of rage that had bounced inside me since the moment Malik had taken Nava.

      I limped over to Ari and the witches he’d been working with, veering around one of our fifteen dead. Their blood stained the rich earth, drenching all other forest smells in a coppery bite that caught at the back of my throat. I added that note to the discordant melody in my head.

      “Why the delay?”

      Ari lay a thin wire around a pile of mulch. “We need to recalibrate. Malik opening the portal made something happen to the Hellgate set-up.”

      I laughed bitterly.

      Nava had happened. Why should the set-up be spared? She had this way of making everything sound so logical. Team up with Malik to take out Satan. No really, Snowflake, it’ll be fine. Sweeping me up in her certainty. Like an idiot, I went along with her every time, because that girlfriend of mine always landed on her feet somehow. Impossibly coming out on top. Constantly bending this world into her vision of what could be.

      Except one day her luck, her will, wouldn’t hold and I’d lose her.

      “Fix it,” I said.

      “It’s delicate,” Ari said. “Give us a minute.”

      “I appreciate the precision instruments, but we don’t have time. Nava’s in there unaided. She’s facing Satan alone.”

      Shadows wove and danced around Ari. “Nava’s my twin. She’s been life-or-death important to me for years before you even knew she existed. We’re doing this right so that we don’t fuck up and lose our one chance of getting to her. Got it?”

      Kane muscled between us and jerked a thumb from me to Raquel. “Get that leg healed. Babyslay needs you at full strength.”

      Ari turned coldly away to focus on his task.

      Favoring my right leg, I hobbled over to Raquel, one of the witches healing those of us who’d survived.

      A shaft of sunlight pierced the cloud cover, filtering through the fir tree branches, but it was weak and cold, taunting us to take it as a beacon of hope.

      Jezebel closed the eyes of a dead friend. “We should turn back now. Leave Nava to her fate before more of us die. This isn’t our problem.”

      Raquel had to pin me in place with her magic. “Stay still,” she snapped, healing my thigh.

      I leveled a furious scowl at Jezebel. “I’m so fucking sick and tired of your whining. Every single thing we face is your problem as much as it’s ours. As much as it’s Nava’s. Unlike her, you were born with your magic and you turned your back on your obligations. Nava was thrown into all this and has fought for what’s right every step of the way. You witches have just sat with your thumbs up your asses.”

      I didn’t give a shit that she could blow me up six times over.

      Raquel prodded my leg and pulled her magic out of me. “Stop it. We don’t need to fight amongst ourselves.”

      “Come on, paesano.” Drio led me away. His green shirt was stained black with demon innards. “You think it’ll help?”

      I tested my weight. My jeans were still ripped up, but my thigh was solid. “She’s alive. Of course, going through will help.”

      “I meant,” he said, crushing a twig under his boot heel, “killing Hybris.”

      “No.”

      “Great talk. Grazie.”

      A pair of fuzzy rabbits hopped past and my first instinct was to find Nava to show her. I looked blankly around the forest for a moment before reality kicked in and everything inside me hardened.

      Drio watched me.

      “I asked Nava that same question after she killed Oskar,” I said, picking up the threads of the conversation. “She said it had for a second, but it didn’t give her closure. Didn’t bring Esther back.”

      “Killing Hybris is supposed to quiet this.” Drio tapped his head. “Sort me out.”

      “Dude, fuck your survivor’s guilt.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “You’re shit at cheering someone up.”

      I glanced over at Ari. “Try me later.”

      “Nava isn’t dead. She’s like a cockroach.” Drio raised his hands against my glower. “I never meant it as an insult. She’s hard to kill. That chick is a survivor.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “She didn’t understand what I meant when I told her the cockroach thing. I should have…” He pushed my shoulder. “Don’t fuck it up.”

      “How am I fucking it up?”

      “You’re very rigid and your girlfriend just got mad power.”

      “I’ve never had a problem with her power.”

      “She’s known you as her leader, her babysitter, and a rock star. She’s had more magic but you’ve had higher status in all these other ways that mattered. Now you don’t and you’re gonna have to be chill about all this.”

      “Like you’ve learned to be chill about your happiness?”

      Drio gave me the Italian “up yours” salute.

      Ari yelled that it was time to move out.

      We were through in the blink of an eye, standing in an underground cavern, hewed out like the ant tunnel to end all ant tunnels. It was crammed with demons as far as the eye could see.

      I swear I heard a record scratch as, in unison, they fell silent, staring at us.

      The world swung sideways with a sickening lurch as Ari threw us all into the EC. His mastery of shadow transport was impressive. He bundled us through at light speed, the world a blur, his movements confident and his direction sure.

      He brought us out into an enormous throne room, all marble and fountains. Water burbled in a soothing refrain.

      The knot inside my chest loosened.

      Nava was alive.

      But instead of combat gear, she was dressed in a wedding gown. I never realized how much I wanted to see her like that until my gut twisted at the wrongness of her dressed that way for someone else. I was choked with a hot, tight possessiveness that warred with my revulsion at the entire spectacle.

      At the far end of the room was a throne on which some supremely messed-up looking demon, presumably Satan, handed a gold, jewel-encrusted goblet to Malik.

      This wedding would happen over my dead body. I broke into a run.

      Nava glanced at the ugly-ass chuppah and brandished a small knife.

      “Fuck you,” she said, and slashed her throat.

      “Nooooo!” I roared, a half-sob catching in my chest. The world fell silent, all music gone. The universe couldn’t be this fucking cruel, giving me the ability to finally avenge one woman, only to kill the other one who mattered right in front of me.

      Satan half-rose off his throne, yelling orders to his guards.

      Magic met magic, waves spilling through the room.

      I pushed through everyone, blades out, slashing a path to Nava.

      Malik was on his knees, his hand around her throat to staunch the blood squirting from it.

      I grabbed him by the shirtfront and pressed a blade to his throat. “You’re dead.”

      “No, babe. We need him.” Nava winked at me, tugging a tiny rubber pouch from under her arm.

      She’d deliberately let me live my worst nightmare? I battled the urge to recoil.

      Blithely uncaring of the hell she’d rained upon me, Nava grabbed the overturned chalice next to her and, scattering the drops of Satan’s blood on the floor, smeared her thumb through them.

      There was a loud rip and the glamour on this room fell away. The demon court wasn’t light and airy, it was a dank cavern filled with smoky pits and dark rat-like creatures that flickered in and out of the shadows.

      “I challenge you!” Malik roared and jumped on the throne.

      Satan flamed higher, while the throne morphed from a white chair to the worst Hollywood cliché of bones and skulls. Their hundreds of red eyes tracked us, their toothless mouths leering.

      Nava grinned. “Showtime.”

      What the fuck had all this been? Had Nava and Malik been toying with us? My blood boiled. I jumped a zire, losing myself to the violence swirling in the aftermath of my misplaced fears.

      It felt fan-fucking-tastic.
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      Damn it. Snowflake was gone again, replaced by a very angry killing machine. Provided we all lived through this, I looked forward to fighting with him. Make-up sex was the best.

      Satan and Malik were grappling on the throne, black tendrils seeping from the creepy skulls to wind around the demons. Satan looked unconcerned, but Malik recoiled every time the magic touched him.

      “Fight, children,” Satan called out. “Slaughter each other and lay your bones at my feet.”

      I could almost taste the swell of bloodlust as the battle amped up in a frenzy at his command.

      “Malik!” At his quick glance, I made a plucking motion.

      He yanked out one of Satan’s raven feathers and I jumped up to catch it.

      Thanks to Malik’s heads up on Satan’s abilities, some crones in the witch community had been able to provide some antidotes.

      Using the same smear of Satan’s blood on my thumb that had allowed me to break the ward around the throne, I rubbed it on the feather and fired it like a javelin into the barely visible walls at the very far end of this chamber. A sound barrier fell over everyone, good and bad alike, buffering them from Satan’s words.

      His look of shock was priceless. Satan may have been ancient and powerful, but like lots of old entitled dudes, he’d gotten complacent and hadn’t expected me to strike back.

      In order to get close to Satan, I was stuck on the wrong side of the barrier. I girded myself with a magic mental shield, then ripped off the silicon prosthetic that I’d bought at a make-up FX store in Hollywood, because it itched. The skin-like flap on my neck concealed a thin tube that ran into my shirt leading to a blood reservoir taped under my arm that I’d simply pumped to squirt blood after I’d “slashed” my throat with the prop knife.

      All the ways that this could have gone sideways were staggering. Even though Satan only needed to buy my death for a second, that second still had to be convincing. And I’d had to time it to my friends’ arrival so they would be there to witness it.

      Malik and Satan were two enormous flames, weaving and bobbing around each other.

      The throne’s magic had eased off, hovering behind them as if waiting to see who to attack.

      Satan got the upper hand and devoured a chunk of Malik, who sputtered, his flame dying down.

      I fired my gold magic over Malik into Satan’s fiery form, turning my power into claws that pierced the heart of him. With him firmly in my clutches, I swung him off that ridiculous throne.

      Malik’s fire engulfed the throne for a second and then he winked out, taking the black cloud of throne magic with him.

      Oookay. Hopefully, that was part of the claiming process. The skulls lit up like a pinball machine, the light bouncing around crazily. Trusting all was well, I forced Satan away from the throne and the heated battle.

      Witches moved in to hold a perimeter around the throne, taking on the rat demons that swarmed them as if killing demons down in the realm was just another workday for them.

      I was so proud.

      Now for the tricky part. No one knew where Satan’s kill spot was and magically, even with my new strength, I was no match for him.

      He slipped my hold. A long, malevolent shadow slipped free from his fire form, undulating toward me like a tsunami.

      I threw up a shield. The shadow crashed up against it, eating my magic in acidic spots that spread like spores. I fought my base instincts to patch my shield, allowing the acid to eat away at it, and bided my time. In the split second before my magic failed to be mine and I was at Satan’s mercy, I flung everything back at him.

      The acid magic clamped down on him. Satan’s fire form crackled, hissed, and then was snuffed out, leaving Satan back in his muscled frame.

      He rushed me, grabbing me and spearing me with fire.

      I burned like a marshmallow in a fraction of a second, the smell of my charred flesh barely penetrating the searing agony that stole my breath. My body was yellow and black, the blistering skin burned to a crisp, flaking and curling, exposing the bone beneath.

      The cavern swum around me. I panted through the pain, my pulse a weak flutter as it became harder and harder to breathe.

      I barely had enough strength to slap one charred hand to the side of his raven’s head and pull Satan’s true name from his memories. Thankfully his name was at the forefront of the morass of evil in his brain, because there was no wading through that and coming out sane.

      I slid the real Ring of Solomon onto my left hand. At least, I hoped it was the real ring. If Malik had screwed up and melted the wrong one before passing me this ring while he’d been pretending to stop my throat from bleeding, we were supremely effed.

      “Rimazios. I call you.”

      Satan flinched and I wrenched free, a blackened husk swaying precariously on my feet, clinging to the wave of magic working lightning-fast inside me to heal me.

      “Rimazios, I bind you.”

      He froze in his tracks.

      “Rimazios, I command you to bare your kill spot.”

      The demon cawed balefully at me, then tilted his head, exposing a single band of green on one of his feathers.

      “Awesome. Thanks.”

      Then I killed Satan.

      Not gonna lie, that was crazy satisfying.

      The chamber was empty. No demons, no Rasha, no witches.

      No stupid wedding dress either. My normal clothing had been restored. I stuffed the ring in a pocket.

      The skull-and-bone throne stopped flashing. Malik, in his fire form, slithered out of one of the mouths like a snake, then turned back into his human body and collapsed on the seat.

      He wore the thin, gold circlet.

      The court morphed back to its previous, charming incarnation.

      As did Malik. Hearty, hale, and immaculately groomed as always, he even had two eyes, I was pleased to note.

      “Looking a little rough there.” Malik looked down his nose at me. He didn’t inspire the same terror in me that the former Satan had. Not yet anyway.

      I primped my curls. The dry hair broke and showered at my feet. My skin had sealed up over the exposed bone but that was about as pretty as I got. My healing magic was working as fast as it could, given how exhausted I was. “I look delightful.”

      Malik snorted.

      “Where are my friends?”

      “Not here.”

      I planted my hands on my hips and flinched. I’d read somewhere that third degree burns were supposed to come with nerve damage that numbed the pain. How’d I get that part wrong?

      “I threw them out,” he said.

      I saluted him. “Lovely visit, but I’m off. You’re welcome, by the way, Malik.”

      “Shaitan,” he corrected.

      “Like I’m ever gonna call you that.” The air was like knives against my burned flesh.

      He leaned forward. “Get out of here before I kill you.”

      “Good luck. I still have the real ring.”

      Malik glared at me.

      “Which I would never use on you, o Imperious Evil One.”

      “Which you could never use because you don’t know my true name and never will.”

      I tapped my head. “Unless I do.”

      “I told you, I didn’t trust her.”

      I gasped. “You never told the woman you loved your real name? That’s stone cold, dude.”

      “‘Dude’ me once more. Please.”

      I grinned at him. “We’re going to have such fun.”

      “Go destroy the ring.”

      “Will do. Later… dude.”
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      I emerged from the portal into the shadows of the German forest.

      How much loss was acceptable for the victory we’d achieved? One person? Twenty? Or the thirty-three who’d died fighting because I’d asked them to? Was putting Malik on the throne the right decision, even in hindsight? Yes. But everyone who’d died had been a friend, a family member, and now there were holes in all those communities because of me. It was almost worse that none of the dead were my inner circle. Don’t get me wrong, I was beyond thankful that my people had made it, but it didn’t feel right. Why did I get to keep the ones I loved?

      Catriona, one of the triplets who had been in my group, chanted an invocation in an ancient language, circling the body of one of our fallen. The words were unfamiliar; the intention was not. Catriona cycled through the five stages of grief, each section accompanied by a precise movement: the harsh tones of anger with foot stomps, the supplication of bargaining with her hands thrown wide to the stars. With acceptance, her voice fell to a hush. Crouching down, she scooped up a handful of leaves and sprinkled it over her friend.

      From another part of the forest, another witch chanted over another lost comrade. Then Raquel did it for Henri, a Rasha for whom Mahmud clearly grieved. Again and again, the women chanted until every single one of our dead had been claimed and mourned.

      Little by little, the night sky lightened, almost as if these invocations were banishing the darkness and infusing our world with color: faint pinks and purples that crescendoed with the last of the chants until we stood in the hush of sunlight.

      That’s when I was noticed, standing by myself at the back, thankfully no longer a crispy freak show.

      Hex Factor looked at me expectantly.

      I stood on a stump. “Somebody once told me that to win this fight, I had to strip away all emotion. I wish I could, I really do, because every single loss fucking hurts. What’s the plan here? Why does the universe require a balance of good and evil instead of being able to just stamp it out once and for all?”

      Something crackled. Fire leaked out the bottom of my shoes, licking at my ankles. I wasn’t sure it was real until Bao kicked dirt at my feet.

      I tamped down my rage and scrubbed a hand over my face. “It would be nice to face each new adversity believing that the ends justify the means. That the end matters, because the human race matters. Doing whatever it takes to keep evil at bay from the rest of humanity is our duty. I believe that with every fiber of my being, but I don’t want to diminish in any way what you’ve done here or what those who died, sacrificed to protect. Thank you doesn’t begin to cover it.”

      Witches held hands, Rasha slung arms around each other’s shoulders. Everyone was grouped together in solidarity, looking to me to give them hope, when all I wanted to do was hide under a blanket.

      I lifted my chin and gave them the comfort they deserved.

      “This feels like a hollow victory. Maybe those are the only ones there truly are, I don’t know, but what we did mattered and these people didn’t die in vain.” I gave an awkward little half-bow, unsure of how to wrap this up.

      Rohan’s rich whiskey baritone rang out with the first line of Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah” that k.d. lang had sang so beautifully at the 2010 Vancouver Olympics. When he got to the first chorus of “hallelujahs,” everyone joined in and so it went for the entire song, Rohan singing the verses with all of us accompanying him for the choruses.

      I’m not a religious person, and until this moment, I wouldn’t have said I was particularly spiritual, but singing in that forest after all we’d won and all we’d lost, this new and fragile community lifting their voices in unison, it was a moment touched by the divine.

      The song finished and I sought Ro out, my eyes meeting his across the woods. The heart of my heart, he’d known exactly how to bolster me.

      The love of my life broke our connection and spoke a few words to Ari. My brother replied, but at Ro’s insistent head shake, glanced back at me with a helpless shrug. The two of them stepped into the shadows and vanished.

      Raquel asked for help in bringing the bodies back home to their families. I should have volunteered, but all I could think was, “Okay, Rohan. We’re doing this.”

      “Is there an itemized list of things you’re pissed about right now,” I said, walking into our dorm room, “or did you just want to wing your grievances?”

      He tugged off his shirt, rooting around in a drawer for a new one. “You failed to mention that Malik was going to ambush us.”

      “Because I didn’t know that part. Give me some credit. I would never have withheld that from you.”

      “Really.” He pulled off the shirt.

      “Great, let’s get to what this is really about.” I scanned his body for visible wounds, but while he was bruised, there was nothing serious.

      “I had to watch you die. You couldn’t have maybe warned me about that?” He threw the desk chair against the wall, splintering a leg.

      Greater good, Nava.

      “Your reaction had to be real.” Which was probably the exact reasoning Malik had used for not telling me about the ambush. Fuck. “The only way we stood any chance of Satan believing us was to make it seem like Malik had betrayed us and I’d slit my throat. A sleight-of-hand to distract Satan so he wouldn’t notice I was on the ward line to his throne and we had his blood to cut through it. I couldn’t let that strategy be common knowledge beforehand.”

      “I’m ‘common knowledge?’” He did the quotes.

      “No. You’re the person that means the most to me and out of everyone your reaction to my death had to be genuine. Satan had been keeping tabs on me. You think he didn’t know about us?”

      He pulled on his shirt, not noticing or caring it was inside out. “I’d had years and years of stage practice. I could have faked it.”

      I unclenched my jaw. “I had one second to convince the demon that had held the throne for a thousand years that I’d just killed myself and I wasn’t sure if he could sense my life force or not. That left me with one shot, your utter and absolute grief. I am truly sorry for putting you through that, but Malik is on the throne. He actually gives a damn about whether humans continue to exist, and he’s tripled the guards on the Gates of Alexander. We achieved our goal, so I won’t apologize for my strategy and I wouldn’t expect you to, either.”

      “Tell yourself what you need to, sweetheart,” Ro sneered.

      I balled up my fists. “Genuine emotion sells the moment. Drio was very clear about that.” That’s what I’d banked on. And that’s what had worked.

      I just hadn’t counted on it costing so much.

      “For the record,” I continued, “you were the one who made me promise to take your magic, even if it killed you, in order to keep humanity safe. ‘No matter the cost.’” I air-quoted right back at him.

      “Don’t make me into some kind of hypocrite.” Rohan fired his dirty shirt into the makeshift garbage bag hamper like it was a grenade. “Yeah, I told you to do it. But we discussed it together. This was you, once again, making a unilateral decision.”

      “What if I did? Men are raised to have it all, but let the little lady dare to be the final word?” I waved my hands around like that was a scary concept. “Suck it up, Rohan, because this is the new reality. I’ve got this power and that means I’m going to have a lot of tough decisions in my future.”

      “Do you even hear yourself? What you’ve accomplished is nothing short of miraculous. You fought the odds and centuries of prejudice to bring Rasha and witches together and create a new community. You made an enormous difference. It’s your legacy and it’s a damn good one. But suddenly, you’re talking about tough decisions and acting like a general commanding her troops, deciding who gets what information. Not because you earned it through years of experience, but because of some unknown, unquantifiable magic.”

      “You’re being irrational. And selfish.”

      “I’m selfish because I want to spend my life with the woman I love and not with the self-proclaimed Queen of the Universe? Jesus, Nava, I don’t trust anything inherited from Lilith and neither should you. Less than a day with this magic and it’s changed you.”

      Our yells bounced off the walls. Even the Taylor Swift poster fell onto the ground.

      “Damn straight it’s changed me. Esther said my flame was supposed to burn brightest and here I am, the goddamned sun, baby.” I picked up the poster and stuck it back to the wall, reining in my anger. “And for the record, I agonized over the decision to make you watch me die.”

      “Yet you did.”

      “The second you realized my death was a fake-out for the mission, you should have gotten over your anger and understood the why of it.” I took a deep breath. “You need help. Professional help because you’re stuck in the same script and it’s not something you can write a song about and move past. I love you beyond anything, but your emotional health can’t keep being this giant landmine we have to tiptoe around.”

      A muscle in his jaw jumped. “Fuck you.” He stalked out of the room.

      “Don’t walk out on me.” I ran into the hallway. “Stop!”

      Rohan froze. Not of his own free will. He struggled to move but his feet were rooted to the ground. His back muscles tightened, straining and rigid but immovable.

      That’s right. I’ll tell you when we’re fini—

      I stumbled back, wrapped my arms around my body, and slammed my magic off. “I’m so sorry. You’re free.”

      He overbalanced from the force of his effort to move, then caught himself and turned around slowly, his expression carved from granite. “How big of you.”

      “I need to manage it better, I get that, but I would never hurt someone I love.”

      He stared at me.

      “Intentionally hurt.” The words sounded as hollow as they felt. This wasn’t the same as me faking my death for the greater good. I’d used my magic like a child having a tantrum. Was this the beginning of the slippery slope of me throwing my power around to get my way?

      No, I wasn’t that person. I couldn’t be.

      “After all the bad things you’ve experienced,” I said, “you got your music back. I will never have my dancing back, not the way you do, and that’s okay because I’ve worked so hard to become this amazing witch. I’ve changed and I’ve suffered and I’ve grown. So why haven’t I earned this magic? Are you really asking me to jettison a part of myself that could add real value to the world?”

      “Not if this magic is on the level. I love you too much to do that to you. I want you to be truly happy. Truly yourself. But my gut is screaming at me that this is wrong.” Rohan raked a hand through his hair. “Maybe I do need help, but when it comes to us, I can’t be emotionally blindsided and all the therapy in the world isn’t going to change that. I can’t be put through the wringer because you deem it necessary for some higher purpose. It’ll break me.” His sad smile broke my heart. “But I will find a way to handle it, if you tell me how you see yourself fitting in with the new council.”

      “I’ll work with them.”

      “How? Are you going to lobby for a seat?”

      Why was he hounding this point? “I don’t need to be on it.”

      “Then what? You’ll march in and demand they do as you see fit? Will you force them if they don’t? Freeze them until they comply?”

      “That was an accident,” I said.

      “Was it? Or was it the effects of too much power, a perversion of magic, just like the ring?”

      “You think I need to be destroyed?” My quiet words shook with unspoken forcefulness.

      Rohan took a step back, a flash of fear crossing his face.

      “No, Rohan. That’s not… Please. You promised me everything. This is everything. You and the power. You fucking lied to me if you can’t handle this.” My voice cracked.

      A whisper of awareness brushed across my senses, a new ability to sense disturbance in the universe. My nostrils flared against the stench of rot.

      Demon. Behind me.

      I didn’t even think, flicking out a ball of flame to destroy the spawn.

      Horror crossed my boyfriend’s face.

      I whipped around. I’d incinerated the concrete floor, turning it to blackened ash.

      On the edge of the charred circle lay a faux-Pokémon bracelet.

      Farther down the corridor, Drio held Leo, shielding her from me with his body. His shirt was scorched away, a nasty burn running down his ribs.

      Leo peeked out from behind him, shaking.

      Drio shifted, blocking her from my view, his steely stare daring me to try something.

      I glanced at Rohan.

      “Ro?” My voice was too small.

      He held up a hand to cut off anything else I might say and walked away.

      I forced myself to face Leo, not sure how to find the words to apologize, but needing her to know that she didn’t have to be scared of me.

      But it didn’t matter.

      She and Drio were gone.
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      I was raw and flayed open, the physical and emotional fuckery of the past twenty-four hours laying me low. Add jumping time zones and realms, and I gave into my urge to hide under the covers.

      “Nava?” My mom stepped into her darkened hallway outside our bedrooms.

      My hand flew to my heart. “Mom. I thought you were still at Rivka’s.”

      “She had to be in L.A., and I had fall classes starting.” She shrugged. “Your father and I came home.”

      Dad snored softly in their bedroom.

      “What’s wrong?” she said.

      “Nothing.” I sifted through the blankets in the linen closet until I found my old ratty Wonder Woman blanket, wrapped it around myself, and lurched into my dark room, where I flung myself on my mattress.

      She sat down beside me. “If you’ve brought out the big guns, things are really bad.”

      I stuffed my head onto her lap and told her everything that had happened up to my fight with Rohan. Mom didn’t know Leo was a half-demon, so I couldn’t tell her that part.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      “I like my power and I want to make an indelible mark on the world,” I said. “No one ever questions a man’s right to be the most he can be, so why am I being punished for the same thing?”

      Mom stroked my hair. “Can we get back to this insane power for a minute? You’re sure it’s genuine and not a way for Lilith to control you?”

      “Stop being such a mom. I’m sure.”

      “Do you think I have it?”

      I sat up, taken aback by her words. “I dunno. Do you want magic? Aren’t you happy?”

      “I have a fulfilling career and a wonderful family. What does magic have to do with being happy?”

      I opened my mouth and shut it again.

      “Were you happy when you were dancing?” she said.

      “Yes.” There was no hesitation in my answer.

      “Do you look back on those days and think you were some lesser version of yourself?”

      “No, but I didn’t know what I was capable of.”

      Mom’s eyebrows creased in confusion. “What are you capable of now that you weren’t last month?”

      “I killed Satan.”

      She propped a pillow behind her back and settled herself against my headboard. “Yes, dear, and that’s disturbing. But you killed Satan with the ring and a team of people to help. Say you kill Gog and Magog and you become the top demon assassin, will you be happier than when you were dancing?”

      “That’s not fair. I couldn’t save Esther, but this magic is a game-changer. I have an obligation to use it.”

      “You were using it.”

      “Not to the same degree.”

      She shrugged. “Semantics. What about your obligations to yourself? What you’re proposing sounds like a very lonely life. Do you remember when April Addison came to your studio to work with the elite dancers, when you were about fourteen? You were so excited because here was this tap legend that you got to study with?”

      “Ugh. She was a slave driver. We weren’t allowed to talk or goof off, and she droned on about all the sacrifices it took to get to the top. All the fun was sucked out and… Very clever, Mom.”

      She nudged my leg. “You came into your own the day you put on your first set of tap shoes, my girl. You had some setbacks, but you’ve found yourself again and it’s had nothing to do with magic. You found purpose, friends, and a rich, full life.”

      “Shana,” Dad called out sleepily. “Come back to bed.”

      “I may not be the foremost authority on King David, but I’m still in the top five percent and I still have time for the people I love. That was my choice and I never felt like I sacrificed anything. If being our greatest warrior is going to make you truly happy, keep the magic. Just be certain.” Mom kissed me, leaving me alone.

      I was no longer certain of anything. That was the problem. If I got the blood for the purification ritual, where would that leave me? This gold magic was a curveball, because it seemed to be the sum total of my magic. It wasn’t enhancing or blending with my regular electric magic. If I did the ritual, would I be reduced to my previous levels of power? Lose my magic altogether? I fumbled for the lamp switch, the reassuring glow calming my racing heart.

      I toyed with the lighter, remembering first dating Rohan, the early days of my magic, and fighting alongside my friends. Before I’d ever met Lilith. That was the happiest I’d been in a long time. Recently, my happiness had come from training the witches. I’d had such joy being connected to all of them.

      I’d lied to my mom, but in the face of all this lighter symbolized, I couldn’t lie to myself.

      When I’d frozen Rohan, before the revulsion had kicked in, I’d reveled in my power. That moment was my confirmation that I was untouchable, physically, and emotionally. This wasn’t about legacy or altruism. It was about being the safest I’d felt since Mandelbaum had spirited me away in the Tomb of Endless Night, because I was now the most powerful witch in the world.

      Purpose, belonging, love, those were everything to me, but they were meaningless if I didn’t stay alive long enough to enjoy them.

      Trouble was, I was scared I lacked the courage to seize what I really wanted.

      The only conclusion I’d come to the next morning was that I had to make things right with Rohan and Leo. Mom and Dad were still asleep. I took a hot shower, grabbed a pair of cut-offs and my old “In my defense, I was left unsupervised” T-shirt and wrote my mother a note thanking her for being a great mom.

      Mrs. Jepson was putting fertilizer on her still-mangled rhodos next door, when I silently closed my parents’ front door.

      “Mom told me someone vandalized your plants,” I said. “I’m really sorry.”

      She stood up, running a hand over the fluffy petals. “Who would do such a thing?” Her eyes narrowed on me.

      I plastered an innocent look on my face. “I don’t know, but you’ll fix it. You always have the best garden in the neighborhood.”

      She touched her gloved hand to her throat, her cheeks flushing a light pink. “Thank you, Nava. You have a good day now.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Jepson.”

      I stopped by Stacked and picked up an order of their Valhalla Liège waffles with maple bacon jam, back bacon, and bacon bits. Clutching the take-out container to my chest and trying not to drool at the aroma of pastry and pork drifting out of the box, I crept through the school halls, hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone other than Leo.

      Speak of the devil. Half-devil.

      Leo stepped back, caught herself, and stood up tall, chin out. Her perfume was light and breezy, but all I could smell was the evil funk underneath it. That’s not who she was, not what she was, but would I start believing otherwise?

      I handed her the container. “I’m sorry.”

      She opened the lid, stared coolly at the food, and then closed it again. “You think my demon side doesn’t want to kill you on a regular basis?”

      I gaped at her.

      She laughed. “No, of course not. You’re the Great and Powerful Oz with some demon Spidey sense now. I don’t care. What I’m pissed about is that you didn’t have the equal Spidey sense of knowing it was me, your best friend. I pick you every day and you didn’t recognize me on any level. It’s always about you. You’re the most narcissistic savior ever. You and Mandelbaum. What a pair.”

      She flung her red hair off her shoulder and, silver bracelets jingling, walked away with the food before I could get another word out.

      Jezebel, who of course was there to witness that, said something to her friends. All of them laughed unkindly.

      Magic rolled over my skin. “Something you want to say to my face?”

      Jezebel shook her head and stepped back into the safety of her press of friends.

      Sighing, I drew my magic inside me. Back ten minutes and I was mangling everything. I was making my way to my bedroom to find Rohan, when a text showed up from an unfamiliar number with a location.

      I portalled back to the playground in Holland. It was night here and all was quiet and still.

      “Sienna?” I warily studied my surroundings because this had to be a trap.

      “No.” Mohawk Witch stepped out of the shadows. Her spikes were green now and she was wearing cargo pants and a ripped sweater. She had freckles across the bridge of her nose. “I’m Miriam.”

      Tell me your name, establish rapport. Nice try, but I don’t trust you. “What do you want?”

      She touched the Star of David around her neck. “I guess I’m having a crisis of faith.” She motioned to a park bench. “Can we sit and talk?”

      The bench was cold under my cut-offs. I wished I’d grabbed a sweater.

      “Is it true about the wards and our dark magic?” she said.

      “Yes. You have to give it up. Crisis solved.” Something moved in the shadows to my left and I tensed, but it was just a mouse darting across the grass.

      “Can you try and meet me halfway in a civilized conversation?” She unballed her fists. “I’m sorry for the outburst, but if my people saw me talking with you, I’d be killed.”

      “Then why are you?”

      She didn’t answer me at first, and when she did speak, her words were so low, that I almost missed them. “Because you keep doing what you think is right.”

      It was so easy to demonize people. But here was a fellow witch struggling with her conscience, her path through all this, as much as I did. “What’s troubling you?”

      “I followed Sienna because we were going to save the wards, but her obsession with the Rasha is out of control. There’s no longer any point in keeping them imprisoned but she refuses to see reason.”

      “Is she still experimenting on them?”

      “No, but if they languish and die there, she won’t lose any sleep. Witches didn’t just roll over when Rasha came into existence. Some of us wanted to keep hunting, but we were pushed out. Hunted as demons ourselves. It was better to hide away and survive.” She toyed with her necklace. “What if that happens again? Do I value Rasha lives over ours? I don’t know how to do good and keep my moral center.”

      “You value everyone’s lives equally. Problem solved,” I said. “Where are the Rasha?”

      Miriam looked at me with pity. “You see what’s happening in the world today. Can you tell me with absolute certainty that there aren’t Rasha who will place themselves above us?”

      “For sure there will, but we’re more powerful.”

      “And they have an entrenched patriarchal system supporting them. You know what Lilith would have chosen.”

      “Lilith became someone okay with hurting a lot of people to do what she believed was right,” I said. “Maybe she needed to destroy so that we witches could survive and rebuild on her legacy, but she was shaped by a different time. We have other choices.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re descended from her. You have all the power.” She smiled at my surprise. “Gossip travels between our camps.”

      Could Miriam become another of my logs? Was she my way to get Sienna on-board for this showdown with Mandelbaum?

      “I don’t have all the power,” I said, “but feel free to be a tad jealous.”

      Miriam laughed.

      I rubbed the goosebumps on my legs. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      She twisted the Star of David between her thumb and index finger. “You’re wondering how I can wear this and not have it be a betrayal of following Lilith?”

      I nodded. “Kind of.”

      “I look to Lilith as a role model,” Miriam said. “A strong woman who fought adversity and blazed her own path, like many Jewish women in history. It doesn’t conflict with my deep religious beliefs.”

      “Judaism is so patriarchal. It doesn’t bother you how women were deemed unclean, relegated to the sidelines?”

      “It does. Men got a lot of things wrong, but I also believe in the Almighty and that all will be sorted. We just need to tolerate the men a little longer because they have their uses.” She winked at me.

      “Then trust that the Rasha have their uses, too.”

      Miriam bit her bottom lip. “Alright.”

      She gave me their location. Wow. This was huge. We could finally free our comrades.

      “Thank you.” I liked this woman. Were we even enemies anymore? “Would you like to hang out some time?”

      Miriam raised her eyebrows. “You mean when we’re not in imminent danger of the wards failing?”

      “Or the coming of the Mashiach. We could get sushi.”

      Miriam laughed. “I like your positivity.”

      “Well, I watched a lot of Buffy. Embraced her ‘can do’ attitude. Speaking of being kick-ass, I need to get back.”

      “Have an apocalypse to plan for, do you?”

      “Better than plan for it. I’m going to avert it altogether.”

      “How?” she said.

      I pulled out the Ring of Solomon. “Destroy this. Lilith stole it from King Solomon once because it was too much power for one man to possess. Now it’s my turn to do the same.”

      “Whoa.” Miriam gawked at the ring. “Well, go, Buffy. Though you might want to remember one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The Hellmouth had to open.”

      “Huh?”

      “The End of Days must come. The world must be reset. Be’ezrat HaShem.” God willing.

      With that, she stole the ring and was gone.
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      Miriam was working with Rabbi Mandelbaum and now he had the ring. I’d been played, plain and simple. Miriam had told me precisely what I’d wanted to hear, and I’d been so sure of myself that it hadn’t occurred to me that I could be tricked.

      I pinged Sienna over and over again until she arrived, staring at me stonily.

      “I need your help,” I said.

      Her demeanor grew more despondent as I explained about Miriam and losing the ring.

      She sank down onto a park bench. “Sure, she was religious, but to betray us?” She rubbed her eyes, exhaustion stamped on her face.

      “We lost a battle, but the war’s not over,” I said. “Bring your witches. Bring the Rasha. Join us.”

      Portalling into Hex Factor HQ at the front of a group featuring Sienna and the rest of the Rasha was one way to make an entrance.

      Murmurs rolled through like a wave, Rasha and witches spilling into the hallway. There was a lot of back-slapping and delighted reunions amongst all the hunters, with the Rasha facilitating introductions with our witches to the newly-released and still-dazed men.

      For all her power, Sienna hung back awkwardly. I escorted her to Raquel, Elena, Catalina, Shivani, and Rivka, who were in the gym training under Baruch’s supervision.

      Sienna scratched at her forearm. “Rabbi Mandelbaum has the Ring of Solomon. I’m here to help.”

      Talk about strained silence. Tree Trunk bolted after less than a minute.

      “Stop being so heavy-handed with the cinnamon,” Rivka said.

      “What are you—”

      Rivka cut Sienna off. “Esther always said you overloaded cinnamon in everything. The rest of us don’t share your deficient taste buds, so the next batch of rugelach you leave at my door like a thief in the night better taste right.”

      Sienna dipped her head like a little girl being chastised. “Okay.”

      Shivani, rocking some impressive biceps for a retired woman, planted herself in front of Sienna. “If you mean what you say about joining us, we need all of you. We can’t have this divide in our community anymore.”

      “We can’t,” Sienna agreed. “Let’s work out the details and I’ll gather my witches.”

      I went to round people up. Rosh Hashanah was in two days and we had a rabbi to foil. Or assassinate. Either worked.

      From the way witches and Rasha reacted to my presence, the plague had just swept in. If they didn’t know about my fight with Ro, for sure they’d heard what had happened with Leo.

      I stalked through the hallway, shoulders back and chin up.

      A loud whistle pierced the chatter. Cisco stood in the foyer of the school. “They’re here.”

      I braced myself for the worst, carried along with the swell of people out the front doors.

      Ro and Drio swaggered up the walk, chests puffed out, receiving back slaps and fist-pumps. Long gashes were raked down Drio’s left shoulder and along his ribcage, while Ro had an ugly purple bruise along his chin and was limping badly, but the injuries didn’t diminish their glows of happiness and relief.

      They’d killed Hybris.

      I’d forgotten that today was the date they’d been given by Durukti. I checked my phone, but Rohan hadn’t sent me a text saying he was leaving. I didn’t want to be the girlfriend who screwed up on that magnitude. It wasn’t on him to remind me about the most important demon kill of his life. It should have been the first thing on my mind this morning. I hurried into the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. Leo was right. I was a narcissist. Maybe if I’d been less self-involved, I’d have been there for my boyfriend and still have the ring.

      Ro was bursting with a well-deserved smug satisfaction, laughing with Danilo and some other friends.

      I edged up to him like I just happened to be passing by. “You did it.”

      He raked a considering stare over me. “You were right,” he said. “It didn’t help.”

      Danilo forced the people around us to disperse. “Give them some privacy. Rohan is a surly bastard when he’s on the outs with this one.”

      “Am not,” Rohan said.

      “Fuck yeah, you so are,” Cisco said.

      Was it petty that a small bubble of happiness fizzed around inside me hearing that? I maintained a suitably appropriate somberness for the conversation we’d been having. “I’m sorry. I thought you’d get closure. I mean, I’m sorry for everything.”

      Ro glanced at Danilo and Cisco who made kissy faces at him. “I’m the one who’s sorry. When I saw you slash your throat I went to a crazy place.”

      Drio leaned over. “He’s very rigid.”

      Rohan pushed him away by the face. “I said some horrible things and I was way out of line.”

      “I crossed one or two thousand lines myself.”

      “I can’t promise this is going to be easy for me,” Ro said, “but damned if I’m going to lose you.”

      “You going to fight for me?”

      “Hell, yeah.” His lips quirked up. “And I fight dirty.”

      This time I did jump on him and kiss him.

      “Let me point out that I was the one who killed Hybris,” Drio grumbled.

      I slid off my boyfriend and smooched Drio’s cheek, all wet and sloppy. “Good killer.”

      “Ugh.” He wiped it off with his sleeve.

      Leo showed up. “Way to go, Ro!”

      “Leo, please talk to me,” I said. “What do I have to do to make things right with you?”

      “Figure it out on your own.” She patted Ro’s arm. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Still here, still the killer,” Drio said.

      “I’m glad you avenged Asha,” Leo told him.

      “Grazie.”

      There was a long, loaded moment where I was dying to comment, except I’d lost my teasing rights with Leo. I only hoped I hadn’t lost her.

      “Back to the salt mines,” she said with a wave.

      “Was that a comment on Kane?” Ro said.

      I laughed. “Kane Hashimoto, the OG Salt Bae.”

      Drio watched her until she was inside the school.

      “How do I fix things with her?” I asked Drio.

      “Bella, if I only knew.” He left to talk to a Rasha I didn’t know.

      Ugh. He was of no help.

      “You got Sienna to release the Rasha?” Rohan said. “This is amazing. How?”

      The truth rose up, hot and thick inside me clogging my throat. I thought I’d been so clever in my handling of everything and everyone. I could have forced the words out, but I wanted to bathe in his glow, in his love, a while longer.

      “Mandelbaum got the ring,” I said.

      “Time to marshal the troops,” he said. It didn’t even occur to him that it was my fault. I could handle Rohan being angry with me, but I couldn’t stomach his disappointment.

      I squeezed his hands. “I love you more than anything. Can you hold on to that and let us figure out the rest after?”

      His answer was a sweet kiss. “You got it.”
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      The auditorium was a lot more crowded with several hundred Rasha now in attendance. They should have outnumbered the witches, but they didn’t. For whatever reason, word having gotten out to the community-at-large about killing Satan or wanting to see the freak show that was me, the witch contingent had swelled to about three hundred. The auditorium was standing room only.

      My friends were on my side. Most of them. Rohan, because he didn’t know what I’d done yet, and well, Leo was on her phone, but the rest were good.

      For now.

      “Mandelbaum has the Ring of Solomon and Rosh Hashanah starts the day after tomorrow and it’s my fault.” I spilled every ugly detail of my encounter with Miriam. “I’m going to fix it, but I wanted you to all know so that you had the information to act accordingly.”

      Telling everyone was the right decision, but I didn’t have the guts to look at Rohan while I did it.

      “What are you going to do about it?” Jezebel called out.

      “Nava,” Mandelbaum boomed out.

      I spun around. “Where are you, you coward?”

      “Nee? You okay?” Ari said.

      “Mandelbaum is here.”

      Everyone went on high alert, but no one could find him.

      One witch in the front row twirled her finger in a crazy motion.

      “Not even the witches think you’re capable,” Mandelbaum said.

      I held up my middle finger.

      The witch who’d made the crazy sign shot me the finger back.

      “Not you.” I paced the stage, scanning the crowd. “You’re nothing, Mandelbaum.”

      “It will be a mitzvah to put you in your place.” He was insufferably smug.

      “Getting a jump on your evil plans? It’s not Rosh Hashanah yet.”

      “Why wait? Nava Liron Katz, I call you. Nava Liron Katz, I bind you. Nava Liron Katz, I command you to come.”

      The rabbi needed me. I portalled out.

      He stood out front of the compound in the California desert, now razed to rubble, where he’d conducted his demon experiments. “Good girl.”

      I beamed under his praise, then immediately wondered what the hell was I doing?

      A voice inside my head shrieked at me to fight him, but my body had other ideas. I reached out to touch the shiny brass ring on his finger, but he snatched his hand away.

      “Show some respect for your Mashiach.”

      That same tiny voice inside me told him off, but my body was his to control again and I bowed my head. My blood turned to ice. I was helpless to refuse him.

      “You will accompany me into the demon realm.” He held out a bracelet by his fingertips, careful not to touch me.

      Physically, the bracelet was nothing more than a strip of hammered copper with symbols engraved on it, but it made my skin crawl. It wailed with dark magic and blood and violence. I recoiled, my arm trembling as I tried to move it behind my back, not wanting this obscenity to touch my flesh, but he barked at me to put it on and I obeyed.

      He slid a vial of clotted black and red goo out of his pocket and uncapped it.

      Pain-kill-death-pain-mercy-mercy-mercy

      I staggered back at the magic shriek broadcasting off it. It wasn’t all demon cries; Tessa’s anguish was in there as well. “What is that?”

      He tapped a finger against the vial. “Tessa found me a way into the demon realm.”

      The rabbi’s cruelty was abhorrent. He’d gotten off on this torture and he had to die.

      My mind rebelled against that treacherous thought the second I’d had it. Respect the Mashiach. If we’d done wrong, we deserved the punishment he meted out.

      Fuck. No. Not my head. My body was bad enough. If he controlled my mind, I’d break, and this time I didn’t think I’d come back from it.

      “As soon as we get inside, these bracelets will direct you to the Gates,” the rabbi said. “Portal us there and open them.” He dripped some viscous liquid on his own bracelet, and then over mine. A sticky clot plopped out, sliding onto my skin.

      I gagged.

      A rift opened up and sucked us through.

      We were back in the demon court. I had a split second to see Malik on the throne with his new contingent of guards: red cyclops demons built like brick walls. His confusion at seeing me turned to alarm when he saw who I was with.

      I portalled us to the gates. My heightened demon awareness kicked in during the split second before we landed and I threw up an invisibility shield over the two of us.

      In a chilling repeat of my time being tortured, I once again carefully gathered up the last slivers of my lucidity, helplessly watching myself perform this as if from a distance. The disconnect was profound, worse than having Lilith inside me, worse than the previous torture. I was a mindless zombie, Mandelbaum’s pawn to do with as he pleased.

      The Gates of Alexander loomed over us, impossibly high, made of twisted iron, every inch of them scratched with fuck-off looking symbols.

      Dozens of zmey dragons guarded the gates in rows three-deep, belching fire and flexing their razor-sharp talons. They couldn’t see us but they had a keen sense of smell, and immediately closed in on us.

      I held my hand out to the zmey. “Protect the Mashiach. His will be done.”

      With those words, I hit rock bottom, sending up silent apologies to my loved ones for failing them.

      The dragon closest to me unleashed his fire.

      I rolled gold magic over the lot of them, watching them wink out.

      “Open the gates,” the Mashiach commanded.

      I looked in vain for a keyhole.

      “Stupid girl. Do I have to do everything? She warded these gates and you are her descendent, you abomination.” He grabbed my hand and shoved it up against the iron.

      Centuries-worth of dark magic wards surged toward me, piercing my palm like a viper’s bite. My head snapped back and my mouth opened wide in a howl, gold magic gushing from me in a thick column that swirled up along the gates. It coated them in a billion glistening, dancing motes. It was beautiful, and I wanted to yell at the Mashiach that he was wrong. I wasn’t an abomination. I was everything good and wonderful and exactly as I was supposed to be. I couldn’t help him.

      Let me go.

      I didn’t get the chance. The gold dust hardened and blew the gates wide open.

      Gog and Magog were free.
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      A double-headed skeletal wraith drifted toward us made of nothing more than shadow and hate.

      The Mashiach smiled. “Well done, Nava. You’ve played your part. Now I can finally be rid of you, as I will rid myself of all your kind.” He stepped forward. “Gog and Magog!”

      The wraith paused, hovering.

      “Gog and Magog, I call you. Gog and Magog, I bi—”

      The Mashiach’s words were cut off with a strangled gurgle as the wraith flew toward him and body slammed him, possessing him. He flicked terror-filled eyes to me and disappeared.

      The compulsion binding me dissolved.

      I sucked in a lungful of air, ripped the bracelet off, and wiped the disgusting clot off my skin.

      How had he bound me? I didn’t have dark magic.

      The ground rumbled. Malik stood flanked by twenty cyclops demons. This wasn’t the ally I bantered with. This was the cold, ancient intelligence before whom my magic paled.

      “Shaitan.” I bowed low, my knees knocking together. I did my best to keep the grimace off my face at how badly these demons stank to me.

      Malik jerked me up by my hair. “You’re going to fix this mess, or I will spend eternity hunting and torturing every single person you hold dear and make you watch.”

      “Yup,” I squeaked. “On it. Could you spare some demons to help?”

      He lifted me off the ground—still by my hair. “Your gall is astounding.”

      I scrabbled at the floor with my tiptoes, hoping he didn’t rip my scalp off.

      A shofar sounded, a great trumpeting through all corners of the universe.

      “It’s started,” I said.

      Malik flung me to the ground. “Go with her,” he ordered the demons.

      Hollywood’s depictions of the end of the world by demonic means generally involved some enormous monster with a forked tail and horns and people running rampant, screaming.

      The scene at the packed plaza in front of the Wailing Wall at the Temple Mount in Jerusalem was more a sea of people, tourists and locals alike, filming the witches and Rasha arriving, the general consensus being that this was some kind of cool flash mob.

      The only shouts came from the bearded Hasidic Jews in their black suits, kippahs, and talleisim, lined up along the wall. Sidelocks and fists shaking, they were furious that their prayers had been interrupted.

      Even my arrival with the cyclops demons didn’t stir most of the people up, which was a sad testimony to how desensitized our world had become.

      The Israeli soldiers, men and women stationed there, however, moved in fast.

      “No hurting humans!” I yelled at the cyclops. “Find Gog and—”

      One of the cyclops fell to the ground, his magic streaming from his body into Rabbi Mandelbaum.

      A hush fell over everyone in viewing distance as they processed what this blue light funneling into the mouth of a well-dressed orthodox rabbi meant.

      Pro tip: when dealing with the demons that terrify all the rest of the demons, it’s useful to dig deeper and quantify why.

      Gog and Magog were freaking magic-eaters.

      The cyclops demon shriveled up and disappeared.

      “Be not afraid, for I am the Mashiach!” Mandelbaum threw his arms out like our most benevolent savior. His face rippled and morphed into two heads, each with overly pronounced foreheads, four red glowing eyes, and jaws that unhinged to reveal tusk-like fangs.

      That’s when the screaming began.

      Half of the soldiers attempted to marshal people out of the plaza, while the other half trained guns on anything that moved, awaiting orders from their female leader, who argued with Baruch in rapid Hebrew.

      The Rasha on my team attempted to neutralize Mandelbaum’s men, while the witches, including Sienna’s crew, played Find the Rabbi because he had this shiny new ability to zip around in a blur.

      Mandelbaum sped between Malik’s demons, coming into focus for the split second it took to touch them. The cyclops fell like dominoes, their magic pouring into Mandelbaum in a blue river, before they winked into oblivion. Malik was going to be so pissed.

      A breeze feathered against me.

      Demon.

      I portalled to the other end of the plaza, narrowly avoiding Mandelbaum’s touch.

      Rohan grabbed me and exhaled hard. “You’re okay.”

      Words tumbled out of me. “I thought I was so clever, but I was so stupid. I let Miriam play me and I didn’t understand and I opened the gates for him.”

      “Nava. Calm down.”

      I couldn’t. I was shaking too hard, gripping his sleeve. “Mom even told us. The ring commands all demons, male and female, remember? Judaism is a patriarchal religion. Witches were considered female demons. The ring was meant to command us as well, and Rasha have our magic. The only reason I could use it and demons can’t is because I’m human. But Mandelbaum can bind any of us with magic provided he knows our full name!”

      One of Mandelbaum’s snipers fired at a soldier, who fell to the ground bleeding from the shoulder. Immediately two other soldiers fired back, riddling the sniper with bullets.

      I dug my fingers into my hair like claws. “Fuuuuuuuck!”

      Rohan bracketed my face. “Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, then bliss.”

      His touch calmed me; the absolute conviction in my ability that shone from his eyes anchored me. “Got it?”

      I nodded.

      He kissed me and, running into the crowd, executed a beautiful roundhouse kick on an unfamiliar Rasha who’d snuck up on Jezebel. She spun in shock, but quickly regained her bearings and blasted the Rasha unconscious.

      She scowled at me. “You gonna stand there staring or go get that bastard?”

      “Right.” I pushed through the stampeding crowd.

      Soldiers did their best to secure the plaza and herd the innocents away, but mob panic had taken root. A woman holding a young child fell and would have been trampled, had Drio not sped her to safety.

      Ari, Kane, Mahmud, Danilo, Cisco, and about a dozen other of my Rasha friends fanned out through the plaza to help. Even Leo was there, escorting people out of the danger zone.

      I was swallowed by the crowd, unable to see beyond the chaos, so I launched myself to the top of the Wailing Wall for a better view.

      One of Mandelbaum’s Sanhedrin, an ancient guy who made Rabbi Abrams look spry, clutched his heart and keeled over at the sight of me defiling the wall. The shofar fell from his hand.

      The religious population crowded under me screaming in Hebrew. There was much wailing to the heavens and tugging on their beards.

      Sienna’s witches had Mandelbaum circled.

      “Don’t let him touch you!” I pulled this cool bullhorn effect out of my ass.

      One of the Hasidim screamed at the soldiers to shoot me down.

      “Or immortalize me on a coin once I’ve saved your misogynist asses,” I said.

      A couple of witches launched themselves at the rabbi.

      He allowed them to get their hands on him and then sucked their magic out.

      “Noooo!” I fired at Mandelbaum, but he threw up a magic shield and my magic bounced harmlessly off it.

      For a follow-up trick, he threw the handful of soldiers closing in on him across the plaza. Mercifully, he didn’t take out the few stupid spectators who’d refused to leave. Though being ploughed down like bowling balls might have knocked some sense into their streaming-obsessed brains.

      Baruch took care of that, bashing two of their skulls together and yelling “Go!” at them.

      They fled.

      We’d cleared the plaza of all non-magics and Baruch had convinced the female soldier to retreat with her people to a far back perimeter.

      Raquel issued orders. Some fighters, Rasha and witches both, she sent to help Sienna take down Mandelbaum. Others scrambled to secure Miriam, while the rest went for snipers and the opposing Rasha.

      Mandelbaum remained protected by the magic shield that Gog and Magog had erected.

      My vision darkened, fire and brimstone of grisly black and orange dancing before my eyes. A roaring filled my ears and I stumbled forward as the world surged.

      The sky boiled red, heavy, oppressive clouds churning. A pervasive decay permeated the air. It was the smell of death and decomposition with a top note of sweat and human misery.

      Icy winds tore through the plaza, buffeting me and making my eyes water. I forced myself to look at the howling epicenter of horror and all the color drained from my face.

      This wasn’t the Zone. It was our world, but the rift had broken through. It had grown, fading away high in the sky. Blue veiny cracks shimmered through the paper-thin barrier and its festering edges were mottled gray like old, diseased steak. Demons of all shapes and sizes trampled each other in their frantic attempts to break through and attack, their anguished braying a deafening cacophony.

      It almost drowned out the screams from the humans.

      If the rift opened, the sheer amount of demons pouring into our world would topple whatever strength the wards had left. It wouldn’t just be this one hole to plug, this one horde of demons to contend with, our entire world would be theirs for the taking.

      Witches crowded shoulder-to-shoulder, firing their healing magic into it, lighting up the world in magic solidarity. Hundreds of women of every shape, size, age, and ethnicity, battled back against this foul poison, bodies twisted and faces contorted in pain.

      I baited Gog and Magog, keeping the monster away from the women and their much-needed magic, while my Rasha neutralized Mandelbaum’s men. It was creepy as fuck watching the snipers soundlessly spraying bullets into the howling wind. Luckily, the snipers were quickly disarmed and herded to the Israeli soldiers for safe-keeping.

      Sienna’s witches hesitated. They had to rid themselves of their dark magic, but they clearly didn’t want to leave themselves powerless. I could have made them, but I was done forcing people. They had to choose to do the right thing.

      “This was never about the magic,” Sienna yelled, and ran for Gog and Magog with her strength of purpose and her determination to save us. She was beautiful and I wanted to be exactly like her.

      Mandelbaum’s hand clamped down on her shoulder. Black magic ripped out of her and into the mouth of his once-again human face. “I am your Mashiach. I usher in the End of Days, cleansing this world of all abominations, to bring you peace and prosperity.”

      Sienna fell to the ground and my heart skipped a beat.

      I portalled over to her. “Sienna?”

      “My magic is gone. All of it.” Her trembling fingers flexed but no magic issued forth.

      Her witches screamed and sprinted for Mandelbaum, sacrificing their magic for the sake of the wards.

      They were magnificent. They were also cranking Gog and Magog’s power up to incomprehensible levels. It shone out of Mandelbaum in cracks.

      Mandelbaum struggled to contain it.

      I took advantage of his distraction and portalled to the front of the column of witches dealing with the rift.

      There was no scaling my magic up along a dial, nervously weighing the risks versus the benefits. I simply opened and healing gold magic flowed.

      The demon magic in the rift was a dark predator, furious at being denied access. It savaged me, our magic entangled and battling for dominance. I took it inside myself, let it know the shape of me, let it know without any doubt that it had met its match. Its teeth were blunt fangs, mine were row upon row of razors. I laughed at its heinous intent, nipping it down to size like it was a misbehaving puppy.

      The barrier grew thicker and more opaque.

      The demons were knocked back. They redoubled their efforts to get through.

      The rift groaned. It rippled.

      And finally, it started to shrink. The edges dropped: one hundred feet high, fifty feet high, thirty feet.

      The smaller it got, the harder the demons fought back and the slower the progress became. We battled for every precious inch that sucker deflated.

      I dug my heels into the ground and screamed myself raw, growing lightheaded, the magic’s brilliance fading as exhaustion took over.

      The rift was no more than five feet across now, but I was losing my grip.

      “Everyone give one last push!” I cried.

      Our army of witches roared a battle cry and gave the shit out of ’er.

      The rift winked out of existence.

      Our celebratory cheers were cut short by a witch’s scream.

      Mandelbaum had stabilized and was on the rampage again.

      We couldn’t get to him, but he could still get to the witches, blurring around them and sucking out their power.

      Led by Sienna, the magicless women swarmed him, using feet, fists, rocks, anything to hurt him, a warrior army of righteous babes filled with fury.

      Mandelbaum’s face did that creepy demon ripple again. His arms flexed into ropes of muscle that ended in hammers. He flung the women away, but his demon image flickered.

      “More magic,” he roared.

      The rest of us upped our assault on him, our magic lighting up this sacred site, but we’d been weakened by closing the rift and Gog and Magog’s shield held strong.

      Those of the Rasha not rounding up Mandelbaum’s Rasha—i.e. knocking them unconscious for good measure—helped us wherever they could, but the rabbi had decided his former Brotherhood was an easy target.

      A lot of them lost their magic, good and bad guys alike, but their training kept them fighting. The second that Mandelbaum drained a hunter, that man flipped into a physical assault on his enemy.

      A number of witches noted this in approval.

      Baruch stopped Sienna from rushing once more into the fight. “Step down. Without your magic and as tired as you are, you’re more of a liability at this point.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “You’re as touchy as Nava,” Raquel said.

      “Hey!” I protested.

      “We need you around to rebuild,” Raquel said.

      Sienna crossed her arms. “I don’t have any magic.”

      “We’ve got plenty of magic. You have knowledge and experience,” Raquel said. “That’s more valuable. It’s an official council order.”

      Sienna nodded and went to speak to her witches.

      Then, in perhaps the sweetest fake-out of all-time, Shivani and Rivka pretended to be all elderly and feeble, allowing Miriam to draw them toward the rabbi. At the last second, they lashed back, knocking Miriam into him.

      She screeched her allegiance, but neither Gog and Magog nor Mandelbaum had any loyalty. Magic drained out of her, the rabbi gulping it down with relish.

      Raquel stationed witches as guards over all of the defeated. The Israeli soldiers stood with them.

      Mandelbaum lumbered toward me with a cruel smile. “Nava. Your turn.”

      Ari, Kane, Rohan, and Drio flanked me, but I stepped forward.

      Who did he think he was with his smirk and his condescension, deciding what was right for the world?

      I blasted the ground out from under the rabbi. He stumbled and his shield rippled, allowing me to rocket him into the Wailing Wall. Limestone bricks shattered, crumbling to dust.

      I stalked toward him. My fingers twitched. I was going to kill him.

      No, death was a mitzvah he didn’t deserve. I was going to obliterate him. Erase him from everyone’s memories, from the annals of history itself, leaving him a lost and broken soul, wandering aimless, friendless, and forgotten.

      Fire engulfed me. In my mind’s eye, I held my arm out, fascinated by how the skin charred and bubbled, leaving only a Nava-shaped flame of vengeance. There was a freedom in burning.

      It’s my legacy.

      The words were accompanied by a deep sorrow and a tickle of fear that I’d miss something important if I let myself be consumed.

      Baruch and Raquel were bringing former enemies into our fold to create a better world. They were moving forward inclusively, while the other Rasha and witches fought together, building a new future together.

      Purpose, community, happiness.

      In my mind’s eye, the world grew darker and darker, acrid smoke streaking the sky. Parts of me dropped away in ashy heaps that swirled around my ankles like a river. I burned bright and brilliant, old as the stars, but this time, I knew how to stop it.

      More importantly, I wanted to stop it. I touched the lighter in my pocket.

      The flame burns brightest in the darkest night.

      This was a good run, but it was time to kiss my magic goodbye.

      “No! You accepted my magic. You are mine.” The words were spoken clearly inside my head. Lilith was no longer a barely-there spark, or tangled and lost beneath our combined magic. She’d bided her time and gathered her strength.

      She was back.
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      “Blah, blah, blah. Rage all you want,” I told her. “The only way you’ll claim me is over my dead body. And oh, wait. We ran that script already. You didn’t get me then and you won’t now. I am my parents’ daughter. I am my brother’s twin. I am Rohan’s girlfriend. I am friend to my friends. But above all, I am myself. I am Nava Liron Katz and you can’t have me.”

      “Lilith?” Ro said.

      I nodded.

      Lilith shut down my muscular system with a snap that almost broke my neck.

      “I need to get the ring off Mandelbaum’s sausage finger.” I wrestled control of the magic and my body away from Lilith.

      “You can’t touch him,” Ari said.

      “I have to. There’s no other way to get that ring and stop Gog and Magog.”

      The rabbi stood up. There was dust all over his suit and blood streamed down one side of his human face. He lurched toward me.

      The witches did their best to slow him down.

      “Let someone else do it,” Rohan said. “Someone who’s lost their magic already.”

      “No,” I said. “This was always going to come down to Mandelbaum and me.”

      “You’ll lose all your magic,” Rohan said.

      “My magic isn’t the same as my happiness. Esther’s message to me was that the flame burns brightest in the darkest night. The flame isn’t my magic. It’s me.”

      He smiled at me. “You’re the goddamned sun.”

      “Told you.”

      “What do you need?” Ari said.

      “Babyslay?” Kane yelped as my mouth sealed shut.

      Fucking Lilith.

      Ari held out his hand.

      I wrote four letters on it, just like in our games of old trying to sneak messages past our parents.

      “Bait,” Ari said. “She needs bait.”

      Kane raised his hand. “Allow me.”

      “No way,” Ari said. “Your stupid hero impulses will cost you your magic.”

      “Ah, but that’s the point, darling boy. I’ve had my kills and I can still fight the good fight with my brilliant coding. I don’t want to be toxic anymore. Well, one last time.”

      Leo arrived while Ari and Kane bickered and I spasmed wildly, fighting Lilith for control. Again.

      “You people are hopeless,” Leo said and charged the rabbi.

      Drio caught her at the last second. He was so fast, all I saw was Leo jerk backward like she’d been caught around the waist with a hook. He deposited her on her feet alongside the rest of us.

      She smacked him. “You had no right.”

      “You are insane and suicidal,” he snapped.

      She glanced at Mandelbaum. “I could have been human.”

      Drio regarded her gravely. “You are human.”

      Leo reached for him, then dropped her hand abruptly, marching off in the opposite direction. A look of shock and extreme anguish crossed over his features as he watched her leave him, then he flashed out the other way.

      Kane smirked at the two of them. “We’re still cuter.”

      Ari grabbed Kane’s head in his hands and kissed him. It was adorable, but ewww, still my brother. “I love you.”

      Kane jutted out his chin. “Obviously. I’m eminently loveable.”

      I gained the upper hand with Lilith, at least momentarily. “Do your thing, Poison Prince. Distract him so I can surprise him and get the ring.”

      Kane tangled his fingers for a brief instant with Ari’s. “I love you, too.” He jogged toward the rabbi, his hands up. “Parley!”

      The witches halted their attack.

      My badass brother was blushing and staring at Kane with a totally besotted look on his face.

      “We’re going to have to up our cute factor,” I told Ro.

      “No shit.”

      Ari smirked.

      I turned to Leo. “I’m sorry for what I did. It was temporary insanity.”

      “It was Lilith,” she said.

      This was my get-out-of-jail-free card. I could blame Lilith and be absolved. “No. Her magic. My ‘drunk on power and ego.’ I lost sight of what mattered. I love you and I choose you. Every day.”

      “Jeez, Nee, don’t tell me right before you’re gonna die.”

      “I’m not gonna die.”

      She winked at me. “Prove it.”

      Kane met the rabbi halfway. “We’d like to discuss terms of surrender.”

      “You were one of my best, Kane. You made a poor decision, but you can still join me. Be a leader in this new era.”

      “Oh. No. You’ve got it wrong. I meant your surrender. I’m sticking with the girl kicking your ass.” He waved at me.

      The rabbi grabbed Kane.

      Kane’s skin turned a purple iridescence and the bitter stench of salt flooded the plaza.

      Witches gasped and dabbed at their eyes.

      Purple magic poured out of Kane. He didn’t resist, a beatific smile on his face. The poison ate at Mandelbaum’s skin, spreading across his body in black spidery veins.

      Mandelbaum doubled over with a roar.

      The plan was to portal in behind him, except Lilith aborted it halfway. At least this time I didn’t end up on an eight-lane highway, but she’d paralyzed my legs forcing me to drag myself on my belly to Mandelbaum, who openly laughed at me, despite the spasms racking his body from Kane’s poison.

      The world blurred. Drio sped me to the rabbi and then kind of launched me at him. I barreled into Mandelbaum and we both hit the ground, with me on top.

      “Cowgirl? Here I had you pegged for doggie style, Rabbi.”

      The rabbi grabbed me by the throat and ripped my powers away.

      Magic surged out of me and the world turned gold. “Take it, motherfucker! See if you can handle being the sun.”

      My magic winked out of me, gone forever. Even though it was what I’d intended, I shivered, hollow with the despair of losing this essential piece of myself.

      Mandelbaum threw back his head and laughed, glowing with power. “Kneel before your Mashiach!”

      His skin cracked, magic rolling and bubbling under it in grotesque eruptions. The rabbi screamed, a high, thin wail that jackhammered against the base of my skull.

      I rolled us over and put him in a chokehold. No more magic meant no more Lilith. My body was mine to control. I scissored his thrashing body with my legs and, holding him fast, grabbed onto his ring finger. Bending it backward, I tore the ring free.

      Gog and Magog flew from his body. No longer a shadow wraith, they’d eaten enough magic to be fully corporeal. The demons stood fifty feet tall, blotting out the sun, their shared body covered in hard scales. Their nails were three-foot-long pointed spears, and their legs bulged with muscles piled on muscles.

      Mandelbaum slumped to the ground unconscious.

      Hex Factor, which had fought in the demon realm, did a pretty good job of remaining calm. Sienna’s bunch shied away from the demon, while Mandelbaum’s men and the Israeli soldiers openly trembled.

      One soldier ran at Gog and Magog screaming and discharging his machine gun.

      The bullets bounced off the demon, who didn’t even register the hit.

      Jezebel grabbed the soldier. “You can’t kill it. You’ll just make him mad.”

      I slipped the ring on. “Gog and Magog, I call you. Gog and Magog, I bind you.”

      “Gog and Magog are dead. You’re dealing with me now.” The heads spoke with Lilith’s voice. She walked around the plaza, testing out her new demon body.

      Everyone scrambled out of range of her feet.

      “How?” I held up a hand to stave off any magic assault from my side.

      Lilith sneered—both heads. “Magic eaters. So predictable. They only had one trick. I have a bag full of them, and you fell for them all.”

      I surfed the tremors she produced with each step. “‘If you’re alive, I stay alive.’ What did it mean? Was it about the gold magic or about your magic signal and having the demons come after me?”

      Lilith laughed. “Always about you. The signal was my presence in the world. My final beacon, but when we were in the Tomb, when I was dying, I sensed the wards and saw a better way to return. I just needed you to accept that magic.”

      “So, it was true? The wards? Liron?”

      “Yes. I birthed that little brat. She got to have all my power without any of my struggles. It wasn’t fair.” Lilith shrugged one of her monstrous shoulders.

      “Mother of the year, that’s you,” I said. “So much for your sorrow or your desire to keep her safe.”

      “Ah, but you bought the story. I didn’t want a child. I didn’t want to exist to fulfill a man’s desires. Yet those were the roles forced on me. My worth was measured in my subservience and ability to breed. Do you have any idea what that was like?” Her voice shook the heavens. “Now all will know my worth.”

      “I’m sorry for everything that happened to you,” I said. “Everyone who judged you. You deserved better than millennia of narrow-minded misogyny and demonization. You deserved to be loved and respected because you burned bright, forging your own way, but you don’t live in the light anymore.”

      “This world has plenty of shadows,” she said. “You forget that I know you, Nava. You don’t live in the light either.”

      “I didn’t used to. I lived in the dark so that innocents could live in the light, but we hunters and witches are the light. We banish the darkness. And I’m banishing you.”

      I wasn’t sure this was justice, but it wasn’t vengeance, either. I wasn’t angry at her. This version of Lilith was an extreme of the woman I’d have become had I not found purpose and community. Had I not found love—for myself and others. The dark angry fire inside me had been quenched, leaving nothing but forgiveness and a deep appreciation for where this journey had ultimately led me.

      Had there been any way to rehabilitate her, I’d have done it in a heartbeat, but she was too warped. Our world, our magic, demanded balance. It wasn’t perfect, but it was ours to improve, not hers to destroy. So long as Lilith lived, she’d skew us to the darkness.

      I’d mourn that fact for a very long time.

      Lilith waved one of her pointed nails and the Ring of Solomon crumbled to dust. “No magic and no ring. You were saying?”

      I pulled out Esther’s lighter and lit it up. “I tend the flame.”

      I smiled at Rivka, who put her hand on my shoulder, sending her magic into me. It danced through me like liquid honey, down my arm and into the flame that glowed brighter.

      “I tend the flame,” she said.

      “I tend the flame.” Raquel placed her hand on Rivka’s shoulder. She added her magic and her voice, pouring it through me and into the lighter.

      There was no pain, only a lovely warmth.

      It all snowballed after that. Every Rasha and witch with magic added their touch, their power, and their voice to mine.

      The fire in the lighter became a magic bonfire, reflecting red, orange, and gold on our skin. Smokeless, ashless, this fiery bloom unfurled, a brilliant vital force.

      Rohan was the last one to join in. He placed his hand on my right shoulder. “I tend the flame.” Then he whispered, “burn, baby, burn,” into my ear.

      “Hear us now, Lilith!” My voice rang across the plaza. “We are the flame that burns brightest in the darkest night and this world is not for you!”

      Tentacles of flame licked out, lashing and binding Lilith. Rivulets of fire snaked along her demon body, growing hotter and brighter, claiming every inch of flesh. The Maliligog creature dissolved into a vortex of magic, spinning faster and faster, until with a final snap, it winked out and was gone.

      There were no cheers, no crying and hugging, just a reverential silence that continued until a couple of witches cried out, and then a few more, their gasps rolling through the plaza.

      Those of us without magic looked around, confused.

      “The wards have been restored.” Elena waved her hand and the air shimmered, exposing the Zone and the fat ward lines under our feet that pulsed with a vibrant green. There wasn’t a speck of black. “Magic has been reset. There is demon magic and witch magic, and never again shall the two be combined.”

      “Be’ezrat HaShem,” I said sarcastically.

      Sienna let out the first whoop. If she had any regrets about losing her magic, they didn’t show.

      We erupted into cheers, hugging and clapping.

      It was over. The End of Days, Lilith, the target on my back, the wards, the entire crazy ride of the past few months.

      All was right with the world for one brief instant until Mandelbaum came to, staggered to his feet, and stabbed me.

      In the back. Typical.

      At first, I thought it was a really hard punch, but then the throbbing pain and nausea kicked in. A knife stuck out of my shoulder, blood gluing my T-shirt to my skin, and ruining one of the few items of clothing I had remaining.

      I swear to God, someone owed me the greatest wardrobe makeover in history for the amount of clothing I’d lost in service to the fight against evil.

      “You monster!” I battered him with a flurry of hard jabs. He tried to get a few jabs in himself, but I was Tree Trunk trained. I whaled on him, a freaking Krav Maga virtuoso.

      My Rasha friends, led by Danilo, egged me on. They recognized that this was my fight.

      “I was supposed to be the Mashiach.” Mandelbaum twisted the knife. Literally.

      The pain was eye-watering. The world swam in and out of focus and I was perilously close to blacking out, but adrenaline rode me hard.

      I grabbed his hand and snapped his wrist. “You killed your own son.”

      “Sacrifices must be made. Our forefather Abraham taught us that.”

      “No.” I lashed out with a hard kick to the back of his knees, doing a Tonya Harding on the petty little asshole. There was an audible crack and the rabbi fell moaning to the ground. “People aren’t sacrifices. They’re what we fight for.”

      “Nava.” Baruch gave me one of his Zen eye blinks. “Show compassion.”

      I stood over Mandelbaum, bleeding on him. “Say you misjudged my worth.”

      Mandelbaum cradled his broken knee. “Never.”

      I raised my leg like I was going to kick him in the balls. “Say it.”

      “I misjudged your worth.”

      “Aww. Guess what? I don’t care.” I walked away.

      After a few steps I staggered, grabbing onto Ro for balance.

      He swung me into his arms, careful of my wound. “Raquel! We need healing.”

      An ache crested through my chest, radiating down through my legs. It might have been the knife wound and it might have been my magic loss. I had no way to process the myriad of emotions tangled up inside me, and I couldn’t get past the one thought that rankled more than any other.

      I clutched Rohan’s shirt. “Ro?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “I milked a demon for nothing.”
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      I woke up in Rohan’s bedroom at his house, cocooned by his eight-hundred-thread-count bed linens, his mattress forming to the contours of my body like it was tailor-made, lying in a patch of sunlight. He’d put me in his favorite skateboarder T-shirt, faded and sheer in places.

      Before me was a magnificent sight. No, not my boyfriend naked, all ripped and on display for me. That generally took top spot, but I was coming off some crazy powerful sleeping spell, and any sexytime participation on my part, while “willing,” would have been lacking the “able.”

      My most favorite dominatrix sat on the bed holding a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies. Her arms in her sleeveless sundress were honed to a sleek line of muscle that I, with all my training, had yet to achieve.

      She held out the heaping plate and I took a cookie. “One wave of this under your nose and you woke right up.”

      “What day is it?” The fight had been on Monday. How many days had I lost this time?

      “Wednesday.”

      Tonight was Rosh Hashanah. It could happen without me. I’d had enough of judgment days.

      I tried to eat in dainty little bites because Ms. Clara was so ladylike, but I pretty much shoved it in my mouth like Cookie Monster, minus the nom-nom noises.

      Mostly.

      She handed me another. “Munch away. They’re all yours.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Clara.”

      “Clara.”

      I squeed. “Really?”

      She wrinkled her pert little nose. “You saved the world. That gets you first name privileges.”

      “Sweet!” I lowered the cookie. “Though it was a team effort.”

      “Okay, doll, you’re right. Ms. Clara it is.”

      “What? No! Oh. Ha. Ha.”

      I’d have fist-pumped but I was too busy doing an anaconda impression in order to swallow my cookie whole. “How bad is it out there? Demons, magic, we blew that closet door open in a big way.”

      “A lot of panic. Baruch and Raquel have been in meetings at the United Nations for the past couple days. Governments are issuing statements and demanding answers. The religious nuts are having a field day with this. There’s a coalition led by some extreme rabbis and televangelist preachers demanding Mandelbaum’s release, claiming he’s doing God’s work and this is evidence that our world must be destroyed and rebuilt.”

      “Jeez. Demons to slay, witches to burn, and a man to lead us all. They must be creaming themselves.”

      “Right? Baruch appointed me makeshift press secretary, arranging for the more eloquent of our Rasha and witches to quell the hysteria.”

      “Not Danilo, then.”

      She laughed. “You’d be surprised. He speaks fluent Tagalog and has been working with Filipino news outlets, detailing the situation, explaining about the Brotherhood and how the general population can be vigilant. Mahmud and Fatima have taken the Arabic-speaking world, Rivka stayed in Israel, Catalina is working with Spanish-language papers, and Sienna is all over English news. Governments that could throttle the flow of information like China have done so, but we’ll make inroads there. The best defense we have against demons is an informed population.”

      So long as they didn’t try to physically take them on. “Working closely with Baruch, are we?” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

      “You’re incorrigible. And I’m leaving. Going back to Vancouver to source a new office.”

      “Wait.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her in for a tight hug. “Thank you.”

      “For the cookies?”

      “For being my friend.”

      “Always.”

      “And for letting me meddle with you and Tree Trunk.”

      “Hon, the amount I let you meddle will always be precisely controlled by me.” She winked at me, brushing past Ro.

      “How do you feel?” he said.

      “Physically okay. Mentally?” I missed my magic, but hopefully with every passing day the memory of it would become less bitter and more sweet, until one day I’d look back and the entire episode would smooth out like a pleasant dream. Most of it, anyhow. “How many kids do I owe Raquel now?”

      “She’s over that. She wants a contract hit on Mahmud.”

      “Ooh, fun.”

      He jammed his hands in his pockets. “Are you up to visit—”

      “Neeeeee!” Leo knocked Ro sideways and launched herself at me.

      “Careful!” I yelped.

      She rolled off me. “Sorry.”

      I grabbed the cookies that had slid off the plate. “No, dummy. The cookies.”

      “Oh.” She helped herself to two.

      “Clara said those are mine.”

      “Like that’s ever mattered.” She gestured at Rohan. “Rode that stallion like I was leading him to victory at the Kentucky Derby last night. Borrowed your blue blazer, too. The cute one that squashes your boobs.”

      “You borrowed my blazer!”

      “If you’d ridden me, you wouldn’t be walking.” Rohan looked smug until Leo and I shook our heads at him. His face fell. “Sorry, Leo.”

      “Oh, I don’t care about that. I just meant you were wrong. I’m a world class jockey in the saddle.” She slapped her leg. “Thighs of steel. Ask Drio.”

      “Nope.” Rohan backed away.

      Kane and Ari showed up. Kane planted a plastic gold tiara on me and cried, “All hail, babyslay!”

      “Thank you, little people.” I raised an eyebrow at the gift bag Ari had. “Pour moi?”

      “Pour toi.”

      I tore the delicate green tissue paper out of the top of the bag to find a sleek black box with the name “Compartés” stamped in a silver deco font. Inside was a dazzling array of gourmet chocolate truffles. The tops of each were stamped with unique prints: from fronds to lips to tiki-inspired designs, all in electric colors. I leapt out of bed and smothered Ari with my hug.

      None of my visitors stayed much longer. Ari had a ton to do since he’d taken over training and hunting schedules while Baruch placated the world’s governments and hammered home the dangers of military forces getting in on the action. My brother and Kane were staying at the boarding school until Rohan’s release party, then they were flying back to Vancouver. Pierre planned to move there as well to continue building and maintaining Ada with Kane and Leo.

      Not a lot happened in the next few days. My friends were busy doing damage control. I stayed glued to the TV set, alternating between cheering on their press appearances and yelling at pretty well everyone else who showed up to offer an asinine opinion.

      “I’m starting to think we should have let the demons win.” I snapped off the TV.

      The front door slammed.

      “Ro? You home?” He’d been on patrolling duty with Jezebel and a couple other witches in Paris.

      He stormed into the living room. “If any more paparazzi fuck up my hunts, I’m going to lose it.”

      I slid my open phone with today’s slew of headlines about my rock star demon hunting boyfriend under a cushion. There’d been a resurgence of Fugue State Five album sales and his fan boards raged with debates deconstructing his lyrics for clues to his secret identity.

      “I can’t take much more of this clusterfuck. I’m being mobbed and I can’t do my job.” He sank onto the sofa next to me. “I’m not some saint and I’m not the devil.”

      “Hey, title of your next album.” I grinned at him “Too soon? Okay, turn.” I maneuvered him into position so I could massage his shoulders. He was stiff as a board.

      “What are you going to do with the rest of your life?” he said.

      “Be happy. Continue to make a difference. I’ve been thinking a lot about the council and how maybe each person on it could have a portfolio, like a government cabinet. One person could be in charge of magic policy or government liaisons.”

      “What portfolio would you want?”

      I methodically worked on a knot in his neck with my thumbs. “None. I don’t want to get caught in politics and meetings. I want to work with young witches who are in danger of going off the rails. High-risk girls. I want to be a mentor like Baruch and Esther were for me and see these young girls flourish as they become the best versions of themselves.” I pounded my fist into my palm. “And if they don’t, I’ll take them into the demon realm and scare them straight.”

      Ro laughed. “Can you imagine Malik’s utter horror at being besieged by packs of teen girls?”

      “They’d probably romanticize him. He’d hate it. It’d be awesome.” The stubborn knot in Ro’s neck dissolved and I massaged his shoulders in slow circles. “You have a free day tomorrow, right? Let’s go on a date. You can wear your best ‘avoid reporters’ disguise, like a giant mustache and oversized hipster glasses. It’ll be super sexy.”

      “Count me in.”

      Ari played taxi so I could have my date in Vancouver. My hometown in the summer was beautiful, but autumn always felt like a special secret time to be a local, when leaves blazed gold and red, and the nip in the air meant it was time to switch to boots, skirts, and cute sweaters. I missed my city.

      We rented tandem bikes and cycled the seawall in Stanley Park for a couple of hours, stopping to take photos by the totem poles and at the lookout at Prospect Point with its stunning panorama of the Lion’s Gate Bridge, Burrard Inlet, and North Shore mountains.

      Afterwards we strolled back through downtown, taking the cute little ferryboat over to the Public Market at Granville Island, where we sampled all kinds of food, and then sat by the water sipping hot chocolate and listening to live jazz.

      I pointed across False Creek to the condos gleaming in the West End. “Let’s get a place there. Not on the water obviously, because I can’t afford that, but further inland. We’ll be close to Leo.”

      Ro laughed. “Money isn’t a problem.”

      “I’m not going to mooch off you and none of us are going to be paid for a while. I appreciate you letting me stay with you right now for free, but that’s not how I want this relationship to go.”

      “I own my house. I don’t need you to pay rent.”

      “Fine. But we’ll rent a place here, at least for a while, and that’ll be fifty-fifty.”

      He looked at me, his oversized reflective sunglasses blocking his expression. “Alright. But can I buy my girlfriend one of those cinnamon buns I smell baking?”

      “Duh. You can always buy me food.”

      “Good to know where the line is.” He pulled me up.

      We browsed in shops along Fourth Avenue, and later ate our body weight in Afghani food, sitting on cushions, with printed fabric billowing on the ceiling. For the date finale, I took him to Bard on the Beach, an annual Vancouver staple, watching a live Shakespearean comedy in a tent on the beach. I wouldn’t have changed a thing about the day.

      For his date, Rohan took me to the Port of Los Angeles, where the majority of L.A.’s container shipping occurred and where a lot of cruise ships docked. The surrounding “village” boasted an adorable boardwalk with an incredible view of the ships coming and going and a classic red trolley car that ran the stretch. It wasn’t a mini train, but it was close enough, and Ro got major points for taking me on it.

      “Nava!” Tiny arms flung themselves around my waist.

      “Benjy.” I scooped him up in my arms, pressing my cheek to his. He was in a Wonder Woman sweatshirt. I smirked at Ro. “Whatcha been up to?”

      Benjy told me in enthusiastic and precise detail about the insect camp he’d been at this summer. Eun Ha and Jung, his mom and dad, caught up with us.

      “Baruch spoke with us,” Jung said.

      “No more Rasha.” Benjy pushed his round glasses up his nose, looking, as usual, like an Asian Harry Potter.

      “How you feeling about that, dude?” Rohan said.

      “Dad says I can be an entomologist now.”

      I ruffled his hair. “You can be anything you want to.”

      We chatted for a few more moments, then his parents tried to get Benjy to leave.

      “I wanna stay with Nava and Rohan.”

      “I think they want to be alone,” Eun Ha said.

      Benjy scrunched up his face. “Why? I’m way more fun.”

      Rohan laughed. “You are. How about we come see you in a couple weeks? We’ll do anything you want.”

      “Disneyland!”

      Rohan glanced at Benjy’s parents, who nodded their approval.

      “Disneyland it is.”

      “Okay.” Benjy squeezed me one last time and wriggled out of my arms. “Bye, Nava. Bye, Ro.” With that, he was off and running, yelling over his shoulder to his parents that it was time for ice cream.

      Benjy was going to be fine. These initiates wouldn’t get to hunt, but some might still join us in the fight because there were still demons to track. And the rest would find their own purpose.

      We stuffed our faces at some of the choose-your-own seafood restaurants on the boardwalk and blew a small fortune on pinball at a local arcade, hanging out in the sun and the salty breeze until night fell and the boardwalk lit up with hundreds of fairy lights strung around the palm trees.

      Ro bundled me in his leather jacket. “Two perfect days. No paparazzi, no fans, and best of all, no demons.”

      “That sounds perfectly dull.” Malik stood there in tailored black pants and a sweater that fit him like a glove, a black scarf slung jauntily around his neck. If he ever decided to unleash himself on us, humanity wouldn’t stand a chance. Men and women both would tear each other apart for the chance at his affections. A term I used very euphemistically.

      Rohan groaned. “Can’t you go be evil somewhere else?”

      “You two show a real lack of respect considering I could destroy you without breaking a sweat.”

      “We’ve seen you drunk and in yoga pants,” I said. “It takes away the fear factor.”

      I lied. Inside, I was screaming and flailing around in terror. Malik had muted that ancient sentience of his, but I sensed it in my bones on some primal level, even more so because I didn’t have a shred of magic to protect myself with.

      He glanced down at his trousers. “Those were leisure pants.”

      “If you say so,” I said brightly. “To what do we owe this visit?”

      “Walk with me.”

      I glanced at Ro, who raised his eyebrows.

      “This is a private walk. I’ll return her unharmed. Probably.” Malik grabbed my arm and led me away.

      Keep breathing.

      “You really did it this time,” he said.

      “It couldn’t be helped.”

      His stare pierced my soul. “You sure?”

      We sidled around a large family laden with multiple strollers.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Take your pick. Mandelbaum’s demon face ripple, a giant rift, a fifty-foot Maliligog, the cat was out of the bag.”

      “Why would I care about that?”

      “Because emon-days aren’t ecret-say anymore.”

      “Ugh. You are the worst.” Malik smiled at a passing couple, full wattage. Hard to tell who blushed harder, the dude in the trucker ballcap or his wife in her Confederate flag sweater. “Do you know how much fear you’ve created? It’s delicious.”

      “You’re welcome. Then why are you all bent out of shape? The cyclops demons? That was Gog and Magog. Those two went for them like mini quiche at one of those really boring receptions where it’s taken ages for any kind of food to come out and—”

      “Stop.”

      “Not them, either?” I snapped my fingers. “The wards. Again, nothing to do with me. Once magic had been cleanly divided again, they reset on their own. Sucks for all your minions who are going to have a harder time getting through.”

      Malik leaned in toward me, his eyes glittering dangerously. “Do you wish to continue?”

      “Not particularly,” I muttered. “What’s this about then?”

      “Lilith.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yes, oh, that. You killed her.”

      “It wasn’t a solo effort. Also, how did you think this was going to end? I wanted Satan’s blood to get her out of me. It wasn’t so I had a doubles partner for tennis.”

      “Did she die well?”

      I moved over to the wooden railing. “Are you asking if she died with dignity?” Did that matter to demons?

      “I’m asking…” He clenched the railing. “How was she in those last moments?”

      “The Lila you loved was gone. She was a twisted ball of magic and rage. Killing her was a mitzvah.”

      “How convenient.”

      “No. Believe it or not, killing her was harder than when I killed the human who’d murdered Esther. I’m descended from her, that part was true, and in many ways, I saw myself in her. Both the woman I want to be and the one I narrowly avoided becoming. It was the right decision, but it wasn’t an easy one.”

      We stood side-by-side, staring out at the water.

      “Are you going to kill me?” I expected his pat answer that he looked forward to it.

      Malik studied me, a serious expression on his face. “I don’t know.” He jammed his hands in his pockets and flashed me one last dangerous grin. “I guess we’ll just have to see, petal.”

      Rohan jogged up to me, watching Malik walk away. “Everything okay?”

      If it wasn’t, there was nothing I could do about it now. “Yeah.” I linked arms with him. “Let’s go home.”
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      There was one thing stressing me out after our fabulous dates: what to give Rohan for his twenty-fourth birthday on September 24th. His champagne birthday. What could I possibly come up with in the next two days for the man who could buy himself anything, yet wasn’t particularly materialistic? I spent a lot of time online while he was out hunting, but the internet failed me hard. I wasn’t going to buy him a tie or a taco holder, a sexy surprise was a regular weeknight, and cooking him dinner wouldn’t be a gift for either of us.

      Inspiration hit the night before his birthday. I’d accompanied Ro to the venue where he was having his release party. It was cool checking out the space with him, even better seeing Maya again. Not so cool hiding in the ladies’ room while the two of them had another fight about Rohan quitting hunting for good, since the album was recorded and he should tour it.

      Ro had been in such a state that he’d actually agreed to let me drive Shelby.

      “Kane doesn’t care that his magic is gone,” Ro said. “He’s still fighting without fighting.”

      “True.” Much as I wished I could see his face and understand where this conversation was going, I didn’t dare take my eyes off the road. This was my first time driving in Los Angeles, which was nerve-wracking enough without worrying that I could crash his baby. I had no doubts where I ranked in his affections. It was a close second, but still.

      “Ethan is dead, Zander is dead, and so’s Bastijn. Half the men I fought with no longer have magic and are re-evaluating what their lives mean. Or maybe they’re happy that they get to actually have lives. Live as long as the next guy.” He twisted around to face me. “Does fighting the good fight mean banishing darkness or can it mean adding light?”

      “Can’t it mean either? Or both?”

      “Being part of that flame, that light, when we fought Lilith? It was a profound experience for me.” I flicked my eyes sideways to catch his distant, dreamy smile. “I used to have these moments on-stage when the entire audience was singing along with a song, and there was this sea of rapt faces. It wasn’t about the adulation. It was that I’d put something good into the world. Something that made people happy and maybe even added some meaning to their lives.”

      “Do you want to stop hunting?” I said.

      “Would it bother you?”

      I smiled at him. “Not a bit. I’m all for you living in the light again, Rohan, and letting your music illuminate the world. Whatever you decide is fine by me, but your mom is going to be a tough sell if you don’t give it up.”

      “With so many Rasha out of commission for good and the witches not at our level of experience yet, I plan to stay in the game. It just won’t be my entire life anymore. I’m a hunter and I’m a musician and I’m ready to be fully both again.” He rested his cheek against the window. “I just wish she understood that.”

      That’s when it hit me. I couldn’t take away Ro’s burdens, but maybe I could make him forget them temporarily.

      I put my plan into action the next morning. “Up and at ’em, birthday boy.”

      Ro reached for me. “Do I get to pick my present?” he purred.

      “Nope. I have things to do.” I gave him a peck on the cheek.

      “This birthday sucks,” he grumbled.

      “Well, you’re old now. Twenty-four.” I clucked my tongue. “It’s all downhill from here. Get used to it. ’Kay. Bye.”

      I didn’t return until almost dinnertime, loaded down with packages. “I brought Thai!”

      Ro padded out of the kitchen with a beer. “Want some help? Ooh. You went to Kin Kao.”

      I handed him the take-out bag. “Among other places. Spent a small fortune in Lyft fees.” I put our dessert in the fridge and my other purchases on the table. Ro tried to peek in the gift bag but I slapped his hand away. “After dinner.”

      The meal was incredible: spicy soft-shell crab, fragrant pineapple rice, and savory beef noodle soup. Our banter was light-hearted, though my leg was jiggling. What had been a brilliant gift idea last night seemed really stupid now.

      “Cake,” I trilled.

      Ro loved his Batman ice cream cake. He ate two pieces and didn’t even share.

      “You didn’t finish your piece,” he said, sneaking another sliver. “What gives? Are you breaking up with me? Because that is totally shitty to do after Batman birthday cake.”

      “Don’t be stupid. You’re stuck with me. It’s just…” I fiddled with the zipper of the hoodie that he’d given me after the fire. “Meet me in the tap studio in five minutes.”

      I took the gift bag and bolted.

      When Ro arrived, I’d paired his hoodie and my flowy mini skirt with my new Jason Samuel Smith Bloch tap shoes. They didn’t compare to the custom taps from Rohan that I’d lost, but they were good shoes.

      “You’re going to dance for me?” Rohan said.

      “For your first present.”

      He rubbed his hands together. “I like the sound of that.”

      I pointed to the middle of the floor. “Sit. And don’t say anything until I tell you to.”

      My iPhone was already in the dock. I hit play and the opening strains of Bobby Darin’s “More” came on. I’d first heard this song when I was a teen during a summer boot camp that taught us classic tap combos and I’d sworn to one day dance to it for someone I loved.

      Bobby sang about a love that was more than the greatest love the world had ever known and how he lived to love this person more each day, all to this jazzy up-tempo swing.

      At first, I was kind of hesitant—the cheesiness potential was high—but when I snuck a glance at my boyfriend’s face to find it lit up as he followed my progress around the floor, I threw off all my inhibitions and danced my heart out. My smile grew larger and larger as I let out every single iota of my giddy adoration for him, from the way his head bobbing got more intense the more he liked a song, like now, to the dozens of tiny ways he took care of me, especially when he was all grumpy about them, to his wicked sense of humor and intelligence. With steps as light as air, I wrapped Ro in my dancing, twirling around him.

      Saucy trumpets underscored Bobby’s celebration of his love, and as the song built to its final crescendo, I busted out a flurry of one-footed wings, because Rohan made me want to soar.

      Bobby sang his closing line of how no one could ever love this person more and the final notes crashed into silence. Chest heaving, I threw the hoodie off, leaving me in a pink bra dotted with tiny sparkly hearts that I’d bought off Raquel earlier.

      Ro whistled. Then did a double take at the snowflake tattooed over my heart.

      “I wanted to have some skin in the game,” I said.

      He stood up slowly, gingerly tracing the tattoo through its clear breathable band-aid. “Can I say something now?”

      I nodded.

      His mouth crashed down on mine, all frenetic heat. I abandoned myself to its demands, the kiss hard and aggressive.

      Our tongues tangled and my brain lit on fire, devoured by this all-consuming kiss. I curled my hand around the back of his neck, my fingers threading through his silky locks, and pulled him closer. I nipped his bottom lip, his stubble a shivery rasp.

      Rohan hiked my legs around his waist, walking us backward until I was pressed into the wall, trapped there by his hips. He nodded at the tattoo. “It’s going to be sensitive so if I’m hurting you, tell me.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He arched into me, and a coil of dark, lush desire snaked down to my toes. His lips drifted down my throat, his tongue dragging against my skin.

      I gave a helpless moan and clutched at his biceps.

      “Nava.” My name tripped off his tongue with a sultry groan. “Fuck, I love it when you make noise.” He palmed one breast, pulling a gasp out of me.

      My eyes slid shut and I raked my nails along the ridged planes of his abs.

      Rohan grabbed my greedy, grasping hands and pinned them above my head. He claimed my mouth again, biting, sucking, marking me.

      My body pulsed. The fiercest surge of magic paled against the power of this kiss.

      “Second present,” I gasped. “In bag.”

      Rohan slid me off him. He crossed the room in two strides and pulled out the bottle of lube with a bow stuck on top. The curve of his swollen mouth tilted up in a filthy smile. “What would you like me to do with this, sweetheart?”

      “Fuck me please,” I said in my most polite voice.

      “How?”

      My cheeks flamed and I mumbled my reply.

      Rohan cocked an eyebrow, smugly enjoying this.

      I jutted out my chin. “I want to try butt stuff.”

      It was like I’d poured gas on a fire.

      With rough, impatient motions, he wrenched me around and pushed down my skirt, which fluttered to the ground at my ankles.

      I kicked it away.

      One of Rohan’s finger blades traced up the outside of my bikini briefs. I shivered, but when it slid under the elastic, I stopped him and wriggled out of them.

      “This is a set. No wrecking them.”

      “Got it.” He planted my palms against the wall, the blunt edges of his fingernails digging into my skin. “Keep them there.”

      There was a sucking pop, then a cold, gooey liquid dripped down the crack of my ass.

      I yelped.

      “Relax.” He kissed the side of my neck, suckling the skin until the tension drained from my shoulders. “You want to stop at any point, say the word.”

      I nodded and pressed my forehead to the wall, sighing as he slid one finger into my ass, easing me into readiness.

      One finger became two. My entire body tightened, not in pain, but in this dangerous, luxurious eroticism.

      Rohan pulled his fingers out. “Do you want to stop? I can happily get you off another way.”

      I turned around, cupping his face in my hands. “I want all of you.”

      I could feel Rohan’s pulse thrumming against my skin, a staccato rhythm that danced through my blood. All other thoughts—about my future, my lack of magic—flew away, scattered to the four winds. All that existed, all that mattered was the two of us, filling me with a headiness that left me cotton-headed and unsteady.

      For years, I’d run from this exact type of moment, and now I couldn’t run to it fast enough and grab on for all I was worth. I smiled at Ro, because I was too far gone to do anything else.

      His eyes glittered. “Get in the bedroom.”

      I jumped on him, my legs wrapped around his waist and my arms draped around his neck. “Take me there.”

      “Doing all the work as usual,” he grumbled, shutting up pretty damn fast when I dragged my lips along his. His hold on me tightened, our kiss a drugging, maddening needy mess. He crashed into furniture twice and hit his toe once, but we made it to his bedroom where he deposited me on the mattress.

      Snapping on the warm bedside lamp, he arranged me on all fours, my ass up in the air. There was a click and whoosh of his belt coming free, then the metallic rasp of his zipper. He swore when his jeans didn’t come off fast enough.

      His impatience to fuck me made me giddy. I pressed my cheek to the cool mattress, lust blazing like wildfire through me and stroked Cuntessa, who was peeved at having been ignored this long.

      Ro’s hand covered mine for a brief instant. “I’ll make this good for you, I swear.”

      “I know.” My heart thudded.

      More lube ran along the crack of my ass and the blunt tip of his cock pressed against me.

      I puckered. Stopped. Exhaled. “Okay.”

      Slowly, he worked his way inside me, one hand stroking along my spine, while I teased Cuntessa. I held my breath because how could I possibly have room for him? But he was so careful and patient, and then he was inside me with a sweet burn that stole my breath with the intimacy of it.

      Ro froze and gave a shaky sigh. He curled his body over mine, his hands over my breasts and rocked his hips.

      The feel of him buried deep scattered my wits. I slammed back against him, drowning in raw, unquenched desire. “Please.”

      Ro planted one knee on the bed, working me with a steady rhythm that made me see stars.

      My fingers on my clit matched his tempo, all of it growing more frenetic and desperate. We were one body, one soul. All that existed was prolonging this building starburst. My babbles became incoherent moans. My knees were splayed, the bedframe rocking underneath us.

      Ro’s hands roamed my body with a wild ferocity, murmuring how right this was, how much he loved me.

      As my orgasm grew, I threw him a filthy smile over my shoulder, the twin to the one he’d shot me earlier tonight.

      Ro’s cock pulsed inside me, his hand tensed on my hip and he came with my name on lips.

      It sent me over the edge with a wild cry, the big bang supernovaing through me. I tumbled to the mattress in a boneless daze, tingles quaking like aftershocks.

      Rohan pulled out and crashed onto the bed next to me, blinking stupidly.

      I rolled onto my side and looked at my boyfriend, with his gaze unfocused, his hair sticking up every which way, and an utterly enamored grin on his swollen lips. He’d never looked hotter.

      I would suffer through everything I had five times over, if it led me to that look. Even when we were both wrinkled, I’d never tire of it. My heart expanded out to fill every part of me.

      “There’s one more gift in that bag.” I moved only enough to pull the edge of the covers over me. “But you have to go back and get it.”

      He nuzzled my cheek, then rolled off the bed and swaggered to the bathroom.

      I laughed, enjoying the clench of his glutes when he strutted. Naked Rohan on parade. We’d be working that into our regular routine.

      Ro washed his hands and brought me a damp towel before going to retrieve his gift. I’d washed myself off by the time he returned.

      He rapped his knuckles against his present. “What’s this?”

      I shrugged and he tore off the wrapping paper revealing a thin blue binder.

      Rohan settled himself on the bed, propped a pillow behind his back, and flipped it open, snorting when he saw the handwritten title on the lined loose-leaf paper. “‘One Night with a Rock Star?’ I knew it! You totally wrote fanfic about me.”

      “As I’ve told you, many times, I found you insufferable back then. My adolescent heart belonged to Zack. I wrote this yesterday in the style of the stories I wrote those many years ago.”

      Two paragraphs in, Rohan slapped his hand over his mouth. By the end of the first page, his face was frozen in a grimace. “I just met you! This is the worst instalove.”

      “You think when I was fifteen I was writing a slow, mature relationship where we got to know each other? No. Dude met me, I rocked his world, and he couldn’t live without me by the end of that first night.” I grinned smugly. “Much like your real-life experience.”

      Rohan flipped the page. “Yeah, I guess that’s how it was with Lils.”

      I smacked him and he snickered.

      “‘I plundered your mouth with my tongue, my throbbing manhood pressed to your vajeen!’” The binder slipped from his hand, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably.

      “The ‘j’ is soft. I do have a thorough French education.”

      “My mistake.” Rohan got himself under control, more or less, and continued reading with the gravity this work of art deserved.

      A few minutes passed, a few more pages rustled.

      “A duel?” He peered at me over the top of the binder. “Am I fighting my band members all at once for you or is this a one-at-a-time situation?”

      “Clearly you’re not reading closely. I let you take them individually. Wasn’t sure you could handle all of them together.”

      “Yeah, that’s the believability issue.” Rohan flipped back to the first page. “Are we in a time loop? Meeting my soulmate, fighting to win her, writing her the ‘song of my heart that would become my most famous chart-topper’—this is a very long night.”

      “I give you a gift of my tender fifteen-year-old girl feelings and you mock me?” With a huff, I took the binder away, but he snatched it back.

      “You made me an eighteen-year-old guy macking on a kid, which is creepy.” He pretended to beat me with the binder, before continuing to read. “‘Falling in love with you is not an option. I love you. I love you. I love you.’ Fucking hell. It’s two lines of badly written porn, one line of mush. Rinse and repeat.”

      “Hardly porn. We don’t do more than kiss.”

      “You kiss. I plunder.”

      “You can stop reading at any time.”

      Rohan clutched the binder to his chest.

      I pulled the covers over my mouth so he wouldn’t see my smile.

      There were no more comments from the peanut gallery, only a lot more laughter.

      Until he got to the end. “Are you kidding?”

      “It was a very satisfying and realistic end to our passionate love story.”

      “You reject me because you’re too young and you want to follow your dance dreams, so my eighteen-year-old, internationally famous, rock star self agrees to wait for you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And stay celibate until you’re ready for me.”

      “Sacrifices must be made for love.”

      Ro pulled my legs out of the covers, yanking me across the mattress. I shrieked, giggling, and tried to fight him off. He caught my wrists, pinning them between our bodies as he stretched out over me.

      “Best. Birthday. Ever.”

      “I’m glad you liked it,” I said.

      “Can I give you something?” he said.

      “Always.”

      “Get under the covers.”

      Was this sexytime round two? I was a little sore, but what the hell. I made myself comfy.

      Ro left the room, returning shortly with his phone and a pair of earbuds. He climbed into bed with me and shut off the lamp. Plugging the earbuds in, he cued up a song then handed me the phone and both earbuds.

      “What am I listening to?”

      “My album. I want you to hear it before anyone else.”

      I curled my toes, a goofy smile blossoming across my face. “Really?”

      I snuggled into Ro’s side, my naked limbs tangled up with his, and hit play.

      Best. Night. Ever.
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      Wednesday was filled with phone calls. I touched base with my parents since I hadn’t done much more than fire off quick texts recently. Then I played telephone tag with Raquel, finally grabbing her after a meeting with representatives of the Russian government. She had lobbied hard for some kind of official status to any Rasha or witch living and hunting in that country declaring them free from prosecution. They’d just granted it.

      Raquel was elated. “With Russia onboard, the rest of the Eastern bloc will fall in line, and I’ll get my meeting with China. Speaking of which, how much longer are you going to laze around? There’s a seat waiting for you on the council.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Is this because of the no magic thing? Sienna took her seat.”

      “I know. She texts me once a day, threatening to poison me for inflicting this on her.” I outlined my plan to mentor at-risk young witches. “We’d have to meet with the different covens and see what they propose, then I could develop a training plan. Baruch is busy, but Ari could oversee it. If there are funds, I’m going to ask Clara—yeah, I can call her that too so there—to get a space that could work as administrative offices for her and a training/schooling/hang-out place for my girls. We could have bedrooms if we decided that they should stay for stretches at a time, and I was even thinking that down the line we could expand their training to dance or art or other sports that have nothing to do with hunting. Pursuing something I loved and getting better at it was so incredibly fulfilling. I could find that for these girls. What do you think?”

      “I think you need to take a breath,” she said. “But I also think you’ve found your calling. It’s perfect, and I’ll find the money to get this up and running. The council is all for folding Brotherhood assets into this new venture, but it’s a corporate entity, and everyone on the board is either dead or in jail. One of our witches, Mathilda, is a hotshot corporate lawyer, and she’s working on it with a couple Rasha who had passed the bar. Meantime, I’m slogging away at securing government contracts to keep us afloat. It’ll be lean times for a bit, but we’ll eventually sustain everyone working under our umbrella.”

      There was a burst of loud voices on Raquel’s end of the phone call. “Gotta run. Need to grab the American delegates.”

      “I’ll see you at Rohan’s show tomorrow?”

      “Obviously.”

      Flush with success, I called Leo and my brother to see how they were doing. All was well in their respective worlds. I wrapped up my calls and padded into the kitchen for a coffee top up.

      “Everything good?” Rohan placed fresh grounds in the filter.

      “Better than good.” I filled him in while the pot burbled merrily. “Have you heard from Drio?”

      We hadn’t seen or heard from him since the plaza battle. I’d tried to respect his space, but I was getting seriously concerned.

      Ro got the sugar out of the cupboard. “Drio’s…processing.”

      “He stopped Leo from giving up her magic. Isn’t that a good sign?”

      “I think it’s part of what he’s processing. We’ll get him back.”

      “By tomorrow?”

      “We’ll get him back,” he said.

      I had one final errand to run that day. Since I couldn’t hop back to Vancouver, Rivka came to me. We met for sushi at the local joint near Ro’s place.

      After small talk and catching up, including sharing my plans for my future, I got to the reason for my call. I slid Esther’s lighter across the table.

      Rivka dipped a piece of salmon sashimi in her wasabi. “That’s yours.”

      “I can’t tend the flame without magic.”

      “You did fine taking down Lilith.”

      “Because everyone lent their magic to the task.”

      She tapped her finger on the lighter. “Are you sure? Esther intended for you to have this.”

      “I’m sure. Pass it on.”

      The rest of the meal was lovely and Rivka insisted on treating me. When we got outside, we hugged and said our good-byes. It was a bittersweet visit. It was never going to be easy seeing Rivka. She’d always remind me of her sister, and she and I weren’t going to have that close relationship, but that was okay.

      Something pressed against my hip in my pocket.

      It was the lighter.

      “Rivka, really.”

      “I didn’t give it back.” She held out her hand and I dropped it into her palm. Rivka opened her purse, dropped the lighter in, and snapped the clutch shut.

      The lighter popped back into my pocket. Baffled, I pulled it out.

      “Nothing about you is easy, is it?” She took my arm and portalled us.

      Catalina’s apartment in Mexico City was located in the neighborhood of Colonia San Rafael, a quirky residential area with gorgeous old architecture and this cool abandoned theater, the Cine Opera. Around the corner from her place, a group of women sat outside holding a sewing circle.

      Catalina’s apartment, a third-floor walk-up, looked over a lively café and local market. It was small, but filled with vibrant abstract artwork that her daughter had painted.

      “You have a daughter?” I said.

      “Lucia. She’s fifteen.” Catalina set out a tray of herbal iced tea and these shell shaped pastries called concha that were sweet bread with a cookie topping.

      Not wanting to be rude, I took two. “Can I meet her?”

      “One day. Her father and I insisted she focus on her art and her studies. She’s had some instruction in her magic, but we want her life right now to be normal. You, on the other hand…”  She shook her head.

      “The lighter won’t leave her possession,” Rivka said. They shared a meaningful look.

      “That. Right there. What was that about?” I said.

      Catalina tapped her finger against her lip. “I don’t think you’ve lost your magic.”

      “Impossible. Gog and Magog ripped it out of me.”

      “They ripped the gold magic out of you.” Rivka added sugar to her iced tea.

      “I don’t have magic. I’d know.”

      “Like you knew the first twenty years of your life when it was all bottled up?”

      I finished my concha. Did I even want magic back? Magic had upended my life, twisting me into the worst version of myself. I was happy. At peace. Why upset that balance?

      While I wrestled with my feelings, Catalina and Rivka quietly gossiped about mutual friends in the witch community. Some of the names I recognized. I smirked to myself when I corrected them on a story involving Hua and her lost bike.

      I was part of this world now and I didn’t need magic to continue in it. A lot of women were now powerless and it didn’t mean they’d be ostracized.

      I twisted the hamsa ring that I still wore. I hadn’t tried to take it off after I lost my magic because I hadn’t been ready for the finality of things if it   came free. “What magic are we talking about?”

      “Not Lilith’s. That’s gone,” Catalina said.

      “Thankfully,” Rivka said.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “I suspect that a number of genetic events caused the normal level of magic you previously demonstrated to develop a defense mechanism,” Rivka said.

      “In English for us non-science people?” I said.

      “Ari is older than you, correct?”

      “By twelve minutes.”

      “His Rasha genetics established a position of dominance in regards to magic. When faced with another magic bloodline in the shared womb, yours went dormant. It’s possible the same thing happened when the gold magic flooded your system, because there was no trace of electric current in that magic.”

      “Supposing that’s true. It was the Rasha induction that freed my magic the first time and that ritual is gone.” I slumped back against my chair.

      Catalina grinned at me. “How do you feel about that scorpion venom?”

      Oy vey.

      Back to Hex Factor HQ we went. Catalina led Rivka and me into the girls’ changing room where a free-standing, seamless plastic tub sat on the scuffed pink tiles. It was about shoulder height, with a short ladder to help me get in.

      “The portable mikvah that I bought.” Catalina pointed at the pearly coating on the inside of the tub. “The resin will keep the magic from eating through the tub.”

      The venom was actually quite pretty in resin form.

      “It isn’t toxic anymore?”

      “Not at all.”

      “But we don’t have Satan’s blood.” I couldn’t really see getting Malik to open a vein, fun as that would be.

      “We don’t need it. We’re bringing your magic back to the surface, not removing it. Take a shower while Rivka and I fill this with purified water.”

      I took a shower in one of the stalls in the changing room, once more using the non-fragrant, organic products that Catalina had purchased, careful to wash every inch of me. When I was finished, I dried myself in a cotton towel and put on the cotton robe she’d provided before joining them.

      Rivka handed Catalina the lighter.

      “Thank you,” I said to Rivka. “For trusting me with the lighter. With Esther’s inheritance.”

      She regarded me gravely. “You’re welcome.”

      Rivka would never fit into my life as Esther had, but she’d always be there for me, and I for her.

      I climbed into the water, thinking calming thoughts and not that I was sitting in a vat of demon cum about to be set on fire.

      Catalina flicked the lighter on. “Immerse yourself.”

      I took a deep breath and went under.

      She fiddled with my hair, pushing it down around my shoulders.

      My eyes were shut, so I didn’t see her light the water, but the water molecules suddenly charged. It was like being back in the demon gateway, but in reverse. This storm didn’t want to take me apart, it wanted to put me together.

      The mikvah magic scoured me clean, my entire body floating weightless. It found the dark patches that had held my anger and my darkness and healed them. Forgiveness felt lighter, not hollow but freeing. The mikvah emptied me out, yet made me more whole than anger ever had.

      Then things got trippy. I went with it, because really it was no weirder than having an ancient witch locked up inside of me. Fire danced around my body and a phoenix appeared, speaking to me in Alan Rickman’s voice. “The mikvah is the threshold. The mikvah is metamorphosis. The mikvah is hope.”

      “Thanks, Alan Rickman phoenix,” I said.

      “Not at all, Nava. Now brace yourself.”

      The phoenix stabbed me right through my snowflake tattoo. My body cracked wide open and magic rushed in to fill the gaps.

      I laughed, swirling in the water and that gorgeous blue and white electric current that I’d never ever take for granted again.

      When I was stuffed with magic, sparks dancing off my fingers and toes, the water pushed me to the surface like Botticelli’s Venus emerging from the shell, except soaking wet with my arms thrown up in victory.

      “I’m back!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ro startled when I portalled back into his living room. “Geez, Sparky, wear a bell or something if you’re just gonna… Holy shit!” He swung me around. “How? When? How?”

      I covered my face, still unable to believe it, the story pouring out of me.

      Ro listened to the entire tale, then pronounced, “You are some kind of magic freak, lady.”

      “Right? Here’s to freakdom.”

      The rest of that night was spent celebrating in the best way possible. We went demon hunting in Brazil, and Ro and I fucking decimated a pair of boitatá demons, these giant snakes with bull horns and enormous fiery eyes that blinded people.

      It was glorious.

      High off our kills, we watched the sunrise on a white sand beach in Mozambique before coming back to Rohan’s house to catch some sleep before getting ready for his release party.

      Maya had taken care of all the details, so other than a quick sound check, all Rohan had to do was show up.

      Ro was hyped. Sporting a pair of black fitted pants that clung to his thigh muscles and glutes, he threw on the music and broke open a bottle of wine while we got ready. His biceps flexed in his black tank top as he squirted a ton of mousse into his hair and styled it into messy spikes.

      “Do you have an eyeliner sharpener?” he said.

      “No, but I have a liquid pen in my purse. Can you use that?”

      He shrugged. “Sure.”

      I retrieved it from the other room.

      The old blues song that had been playing switched up into “Moves Like Jagger.”

      Ro was dancing around the bedroom, singing and shaking his ass.

      I leaned against the doorframe. I was only half-dressed, and my hair was still wet, but my throat was dry and I couldn’t take my eyes off him because he was mesmerizing.

      And mine.

      He grabbed me, swinging me into an old-timey, cheek-to-cheek dance for the rest of the song. Just like Fred and Ginger.

      My outfit of choice received a wolf whistle. I wore another Raquel creation, this one a black lace corset with black obsidian buttons. She’d told me to stock up since she wouldn’t have a lot of time to work on her designs for the foreseeable future. Wearing it under a slim-fit black blazer, I’d paired them with black linen shorts and chunky ankle boots with multiple silver buckles. On my wrist I had a black leather cuff with silver studs.

      Ro had topped off his outfit with this black velvet jacket with gold embroidery at the cuffs and on the mandarin collar. It brought out the gold in his black-rimmed eyes.

      “You excited, Snowflake?”

      “Yeah. I kept my promise to Asha.” Ro held out his hand.

      I took it, folding my fingers over his. “That you did.”

      Maya had found some renovated speakeasy that easily held two hundred people, which was good because it was packed. Most of the people were family and friends, but some of Rohan’s hardcore fans had also been invited.

      The cream parquet floor hosted multiple cozy, high round tables, and the metallic gold and blue wall paper glittered almost as brightly as the lucky guests partaking of sparkling conversation and highballs in cut-crystal glasses.

      Rohan disappeared into a makeshift green room as soon as we arrived, but I stayed to mingle.

      “Nava!” Lily scooted through the crowd to crush me in a hug. As always, she was model gorgeous. Her brown skin practically glowed, her eyes dancing behind thin wire frames, and her brown hair loose and wavy. She wore a pink sheath dress that looked both fun and stylish on her.

      I hugged her back, crossing my fingers that this wasn’t about to get really awkward.

      She smacked my shoulder. “You guys totally held out on me with that Rasha stuff. Though I’m glad that you have a better real name because Lolita was stupid. And omigod, I was kidnapped by a demon!” She chattered away, not requiring more than nods from me.

      A gorgeous black guy in heavy tortoiseshell frames joined us, balancing two drinks. He handed one to Lily, then shook my hand as she did the introductions.

      “Nava, Marcus. Marcus, Nava.”

      “You and Rohan should come for dinner and share all your stories,” Marcus said.

      “You should,” Lily squealed. “Marcus is a chef and you’ll die when you taste his food.”

      Marcus beamed down at Lily, who gave him a sappy look that I suspected I flung Ro’s way more often than not. Phew. Awkwardness avoided.

      “We’d love to,” I said.

      “One party in a month? Up your game, girlfriend.” My friend Blair linked her arm through mine. She wore a very mini red dress, her blond hair piled high and adorned with flowers.

      “Kinda busy saving the world, but I’ll bump you to my top priority now.”

      “As you should.” She peered at Marcus and Lily. “Are you rock stars?”

      “I’m a physicist,” Lily said. “And he’s a chef.”

      “Hmph.”

      “She’s Rohan’s ex,” Marcus added.

      Blair’s eyebrows rose. “Tell Blair all.”

      She swept Lily away, who shot me a panicked look. I threw her a thumbs-up.

      My parents were in the corner chatting with Dev and Maya. Mom was in this purple wraparound dress and she had curves. Go, Mom. Maya, of course, was her rock-and-roll self in some kind of complicated leather thing with folds and studs and a sparkly jeweled bindi. While Dev vibed cool in his linen suit and fedora, Dad looked like he was ready to hit the buffet at a Bar Mitzvah. I hugged all of them.

      Dad threw an arm over my shoulders. “Dov and Shana,” he said, then pointed to Ro’s parents. “Dev and Maya.”

      “What are the chances?” Dev said. The two men grinned at each other while our mothers rolled their eyes. “Oh! Liam!” Dev waved him over.

      Ro’s godfather joined us. Liam was delighted to meet me in person and once more tried to push his son on me.

      “She’s taken,” Maya said.

      “By Rohan,” Liam scoffed.

      Maya pointed the straw of her gin and tonic at him threateningly.

      “Blair’s here,” I whispered to my mom.

      “We told her no social media and she seemed fine with it… is she terrorizing anyone?”

      “Rohan’s very sweet ex.”

      We looked at each other for a beat and burst out laughing. There was a reason I was going to Hell. It was genetic.

      The parents and Liam excused themselves to get a table.

      Someone poked me in the back.

      “Hi, Sienna.”

      “I suppose you’re going to want me to play nice with the hunters.” Even though she looked lovely, she tugged at her caramel-colored dress like it was ill-fitting and she’d rather be in loose nurse’s scrubs.

      “Yeah, your seat on the council pretty much demands it.”

      She snatched a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. “I hate you.”

      “You can make me rugelach in thanks. Easy on the cinnamon,” I smirked.

      “Don’t push it.” She shot back her champagne. “It’s not gone.”

      “What’s not?”

      “The induction ritual. I took away the rabbis’ memories, but I saved the archival records. Oh, stop gaping. The council discussed it, and we want to continue with Rasha. They’re an important part of this fight. No more rabbis though. It’ll stay in witches’ control.”

      I squashed her in a hug.

      “Don’t wrinkle my dress.” She smoothed out the fabric, and grumbling, went to get another drink.

      A commotion rippled through the crowd.

      “What’s happening?” Kane appeared beside me, trying to peer over everyone. Ari was behind him.

      People parted like the Red Sea. Raquel and Mahmud, both in sleek black, sailed through arm-in-arm, oblivious to everyone around them. Mostly because they were bickering, but that counted as being wrapped up in each other, right?

      Kane’s eyes widened. “I want to be them when I grow up.”

      “You wanted to be the cutest.” Ari speared a mushroom cap from a waiter’s tray.

      I shook my head at the fungal offering.

      “Now I want to be the most glamorous. Get on that, darling boy.”

      “Me?” Ari looked down at his black shirt and pants. “I’m glamorous.”

      Kane tsked him, plucking a scallop with black truffles on a cracker from another tray.

      “You’re wearing a gold lamé suit,” Ari said. “That’s not glamour. That’s a disco ball.”

      Kane glared at my brother. Ari wasn’t wrong, he was just dumb.

      “Did you two lovebirds celebrate your one-month anniversary?” I said.

      “I convinced Baruch to allocate funds so Ari could have a lab for further studies of chemistry and magic.” Kane gave a smug smirk.

      “Well done. Ace, did you meet that bar of gift awesomeness?”

      Ari wiped his hands on the napkin. “I dunno. Did I?”

      Kane melted, gazing at my brother like he was cotton candy, champagne, and the sun. “He got me a lease.”

      “Huh?”

      “I asked him to move in with me,” Ari said. “We’ve been best friends forever and I want to come home to him every night.”

      Ari wasn’t so dumb after all.

      The skin between my shoulder blades prickled. I did a sweep of the room, but nothing popped out at me. There would always be something out there waiting, but any fight was for another day.

      I didn’t get a chance to chat with the rest of my friends, because the lights dimmed. I got into position at the front of the stage next to Leo, who wore a fitted red sheath with a sweetheart bodice, and handed her a glass of champagne. “Out of curiosity, you get any weird vibes tonight? Like you’re being watched? Because I’ve been spooked big-time by it and I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.”

      Before Leo could reply, we were interrupted by a deep male voice.

      “You mattered, even when I knew you were a PD. I mean, a half-demon.”

      Leo and I blinked at Drio, who stood before us in a fitted navy pinstriped suit straight out of the pages of GQ. His blond hair was slicked back and his cologne had a rich gingery undertone. He could have been a cool, disaffected model off the runway, except for his jiggling foot.

      Leo shot Drio a dismissive glare. “Now that you mention it, Nee, I am feeling somewhat stalked.”

      “Did you hear me?” he said.

      “Do you want a medal?” she said to him.

      He pulled at his collar. “I was losing Asha. Everything I swore to remember, her voice, her scent, it was gone, but I remembered everything about you and I hated myself for it.”

      Inwardly, I groaned. It was heartbreaking about Asha, but he couldn’t have phrased his feelings for Leo worse if he’d scripted it.

      Leo didn’t bother keeping her disgust to herself. “You won’t have to remember anything about me anymore.”

      Rohan strode onto the stage, accompanied by the studio musicians who’d played on the album, including Zack on piano.

      When Zack saw me, he smiled, his white teeth flashing against his black skin. He’d shaved his goatee, exposing a strong jawline, his lean frame looking all relaxed in a skinny suit.

      I blew him a kiss.

      Zack caught it and pressed it to his cheek. Rohan rolled his eyes.

      The crowd went wild to see their main attraction, but I was way more fascinated by the drama unfolding here in front of me.

      “I want to spend the rest of my life proving I’m worthy of you. Leonie. Bella.” Drio implored her to look at him, but Leo watched the stage like it was the most fascinating thing in the world.

      Drio’s shoulders slumped. He backed away, but I yanked him back beside me.

      “You kept her from Gog and Magog, which was a good start. This was a bit of a hash, but give it another try after the show.”

      Rohan moved to the front of the stage and held up his hand for silence. “Thank you for coming. Tonight is very special to me. It’s the release of my first solo album.” More cheers. “And it’s my cousin Asha’s birthday. For a long time, I couldn’t speak about what had happened to her. Not just because she was murdered by a demon, but because I physically couldn’t speak about it.”

      Dev put his arm around Maya.

      Leo glanced at Drio, her features troubled.

      I squeezed his hand. He squeezed back. Would wonders never cease?

      “But then I met this woman,” Rohan said.

      A lot of good natured “ooohs.” I blushed.

      “Don’t let Nava know,” Danilo called out.

      “I told you to keep him off the guest list,” Cisco said.

      Rohan smiled down at me and I waited for all the lovely compliments about to flow my way.

      “She bullied me into getting healthy about my feelings.”

      I laughed.

      “That meant making music again. These six songs represent my story over these past few years. I hope you enjoy them.” He nodded at the band.

      The coolest thing about this album was not just the story as a journey, but the music as one, too. Both the story and the album started with “Asp,” a haunting ballad about a brutal loss and the venom that pierced Rohan’s soul that night. Zack played in a minor key for a soulful eight bars, one of the musicians on violin joined in and Rohan began to sing. There were no other instruments.

      The song segued straight into “Age of Consent,” which built on the lush evocativeness of “Asp,” adding in driving percussion. The song wasn’t about sex, it was an exploration of Rohan’s anger, how he hadn’t given his consent for this tragedy.

      “Tourniquet of Phrase” had that same dark thread, but cool electronic backbeats were looped through it, giving it the sense of a person lost in a labyrinth, hitting dead ends. That impression was heightened with Rohan singing of his descent into musical silence, the void that decimated his creativity.

      Under Maya’s keen producer’s ear, every song grew richer and more layered, while still keeping true to elements of the previous song. It reminded me of tap improv exercises where someone would dance eight bars and then the next person would have to weave that into their own eight and so on. Even though the tone and rhythm of the songs changed, there was a consistency of flavor to them.

      Most people would not consider racking up demon kills a “Silver Lining” to their grief, but most people weren’t Rohan. That song evoked shades of Green Day’s “Boulevard of Broken Dreams” but sped up, edgy and raw. With a horn section. It was wild and shouldn’t have worked, but Maya’s infallible sense of how to guide the tune paired with Rohan’s fight with his inner and outer demons was breathtaking.

      Rohan sang “Slay,” the fifth song on his album, directly to me. How different this performance was from the one in Prague when I’d tortured myself watching him sing “Toccata and Fugue” to Lily. Once again I found myself stealing glances at her, but to make sure that she was okay with this public declaration. I needn’t have bothered. She was so wrapped up in Marcus, I doubted she remembered who was onstage.

      The tightness in my ribcage loosened and I lost myself in his ode to our love.

      “I told Rohan not to fuck things up with you.”

      I did a double-take at Drio, who nodded gravely. “Does this mean we’re friends again?” I said.

      “Perhaps.” He turned away, but I caught his small smile.

      Ro sang the last line of “Slay.” I mouthed “bliss” at him and blew him a kiss, which he caught and pressed to his heart.

      Zack rolled his eyes.

      I held onto Leo so I wouldn’t float away.

      The song that surprised me the most when I’d first heard the album was “Rhapsody in You.” It was unabashedly hopeful, the horns in this one not a lament but a celebration.

      Finally came the reprise of “Asp.” Again, it was only Zack, the violinist, and Rohan, but this version was in a major key. Rohan had laid his ghosts to rest, slain his demons, and moved into the light. It was an ode to Asha’s life.

      The crowd was going ballistic before Rohan sang his final note. He grinned, but I could see the relief on his face that they liked it. Creatively, this had been important, but as the promise he’d kept to Asha, this album meant the world to him.

      Rohan introduced the band to thunderous applause, especially for Zack, his former Fugue State Five bandmate.

      Zack took his bow and then pulled Rohan front and center. “In case you don’t know this guy, his name is Rohan Mitra. Give it up for him!”

      When Snowflake took his bow, the place literally shook from all the foot stomping and whistling.

      Rohan crooked a finger at me, indicating I should join him in the green room.

      Leo shoved at me. “Blech. Go have sex with the rock god that just adored you.”

      “Works for me.”

      Before I could leave, there was a loud squeal of feedback cutting over the mumbled “…good to be true.”

      Drio stood on stage, the mic in a chokehold.

      Everyone stared at him.

      He cleared his throat and sang—or his warbled approximation of it—the next few lines to Leonie, who stood there twitching, her face frozen in a grimace and her brows creased.

      It took me almost the entire first verse to figure out he was singing that old classic “Can’t Take My Eyes off of You.”

      The band resumed their places and the drummer took up the tempo with a soft sweep of his drum brush. Zach chimed in on piano.

      Drio kept singing, a tiny bit more relaxed now that the band was backing him up.

      The look of death that Leo shot Ro when he picked up a tambourine to accompany Drio should have incinerated him on the spot. Ro beat the tambourine against his hip and gave her a crooked grin.

      The horn section kicked it up for the chorus and the entire room belted out the words, helping to serenade Leo.

      A grin split Drio’s face and he started hamming it up, picking up more confidence. Sadly, he didn’t pick up any type of singing ability or musicality. It was the worst, but it was also very much the best.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Leo said.

      I flung my arm around her, singing the chorus and forcing her to sway with me.

      When Drio finished the song, he got almost as much applause as Rohan had. He jumped off the stage to stand before us.

      “Was that a planned serenade?” I said.

      Drio shrugged. “Singing always worked for Ro to get the girl.”

      “‘Always?’ What ‘always?’” I said.

      Leo planted her hands on her hips. “You love me?”

      “Sì?”

      “This isn’t Jeopardy,” she said. “You don’t answer that in the form of a question.”

      “Can we have some privacy?” Drio demanded of me.

      “No.” I helped myself to a champagne flute. “Carry on.”

      “I don’t need you to love me,” Leo said. “I’m never going to be Asha. But I do need you to respect me and care about me.”

      “I don’t want you to be Asha. I want you to be you. Every beautiful inch of you.” He placed her hand on his heart. “Cuore mio.”

      “Did you just call her ‘my heart?’” I did a happy dance.

      Leo shoved me away. “Go now.”

      “My work here is done.” I went to find my rock star.

      In truth, I ducked behind a pillar to spy on them.

      Drio tipped Leo’s chin up. He gave her a smile so brilliant, so infused with happiness and so unlike anything I’d ever seen from him, that it stole my pervy little breath away. He leaned down and planted a very sweet, short kiss on Leo.

      I dropped the flute. Whoa. He’d broken his “no kissing” rule. This was epic.

      Leo’s hands fluttered to her cheeks. Drio looked flustered, unsure of how to read her reaction, until she glowed up at him, rose on tiptoe, and kissed him back. Another peck like they were two thirteen-year-olds, both of them blushing. It was adorable beyond words.

      Some dude in a hipster red suit and bow tie with platinum blond hair reminiscent of Ro’s hair back in his Fugue State Five Days approached me with a sniff. He looked me up and down and pronounced, “He could do better.” The man smiled at Lily, who didn’t register his existence.

      “Nuh-uh.” Blair poked him backward with one red, manicured finger. “You did not diss my girl.”

      “MainMitraMistress?” He nodded at my guess. “Meet Blair. Blair, this is Ro’s super fan. Total Lily shipper who’s been pinging my stalker radar tonight. Defend my honor well, Padawan.”

      I left them to the Battle of the Blonds and crossed the parquet floor.

      A DJ took the stage, putting on “Rather Be” by Clean Bandit and people drifted onto the dance floor. Kane and Ari led the crowd, lost in each other. Baruch was even dancing with Clara, the two of them drifting closer and closer.

      I caught Rohan as he came out of the green room, sweaty, flushed, and high off his performance. He’d lost the jacket and was down to his black tank top.

      “You might have a career in music ahead of you,” I said.

      “Maybe get lucky, get some gigs playing cafés.”

      “I mean, don’t quit the day job or anything until you can establish a fan base, but you’re pretty good at this.”

      “Rather Be” ramped up, the audience jumping up and down around us, dancing in unabashed glee. Colored lights swirled. The room was alive, electric.

      Once upon a time, there’d been a girl with a dream whose world had burned down around her. She’d risen from those ashes shaky, living full-tilt because she was scared to stand still and just when she’d convinced herself that she’d propped herself up by driving everyone away, her world burned down again. She was forced to fight for her very existence in a new world that didn’t want her. But a funny thing happened. Instead of every blow shattering her, it made her stronger, more certain of who she was, what she wanted, and where she was going. So, when her world burned down for a third time, she was secure in her own skin. Her power was gone, but she was powerful. She looked around at the pieces of her life and thought, “This is enough. I am enough.”

      “Whatcha thinking, Sparky?”

      “It’s bliss time, Snowflake.” I reached for my boyfriend’s hand, and pulled him onto the dance floor, into our happily ever after.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading THE UNLIKEABLE DEMON HUNTER: BURN and for being a part of this crazy ride!

      The fun of this world isn’t over yet because Leonie gets her own book in LEONIE HENDRICKS: DEMON P.I.

      Got a dispute with another demon and killing them just won’t solve it? Leonie Hendricks gets results, no matter what the cost.

      Even if her life-long internal battle with her non-human side is seriously taking its toll.

      A new case throws Leonie back into the arms of the man who broke her heart. While she’d rather stab him and get on with her life, her professional principles demand that she hunt down her client’s fiendish assailant before innocent humans get caught in the crossfire.

      But when things take a sinister turn, Leonie finds herself in a deadly fight not just for her heart, but for her very soul.

      CLICK HERE TO READ LEONIE HENDRICKS: DEMON P.I. NOW >

      Every time a reader leaves a review, an author gets ... a glass of wine. (You thought I was going to say “wings,” didn’t you? We’re authors, not angels, but you’ll get heavenly karma for your good deed.) Please leave yours on your favorite book site.

      Turn the page for an excerpt from Leonie Hendricks: Demon P.I. …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from Leonie Hendricks: Demon P.I.

          

        

      

    

    
      “He loves me.” Pluck.

      The asper demon flinched and thrashed against his binding, as I ripped another one of his tiny wings off his knobby shoulder. It was less like wishing on a four-leaf clover and more like plucking a cantankerous, still-living chicken.

      The bits of him that weren’t chained to the wall with solid iron cuffs were pinned like a butterfly specimen using iron knives, while his three eyes were nothing more than puffy lumps in an already lumpy face from the concentrated salt and ghost pepper spray that I’d subdued him with. And sure, this sounded serial killer sadistic, but aspers were notorious for disemboweling first and asking questions later.

      “He loves me not.” Pluck.

      “Suck it, sweetheart.” The demon shook his rattlesnake tail at me, his sneer growing lewder.

      Using one of the many blades casually tossed on the table next to me, I impaled his penis stand-in, driving it deep into the thick wooden wall.

      He screamed, a high-pitched buzzing cry.

      “Next time, get consent to bring that swizzle stick of yours to show-and-tell.” I kicked aside the pile of wings that resembled strips of dried jerky scattered at my feet. The friendly chat I’d called him in for had now gone on about three hours too long. Time to get what I needed and have a snack.

      “Daeva’s horn. You have it. Where’d it go?” I twisted the blade in deeper, taking no perverse thrills in this single-minded violence. My mentor and boss, Harry Dunn, had pounded it into me to never apply a human moral code where demons were concerned. My life was on the line with every single interaction, and power was the only language demons responded to. I’d become fluent, even if I always attempted to negotiate my way out first.

      “She took from me. I took from her.” The asper spat blood at me, hitting me square in the face. There it was, the “an eye for an eye” philosophy these thuggish demons employed.

      Actually, it was more, “an eye for you looked at me funny,” or “an eye for, well, it’s Tuesday,” with these guys.

      I was going to take things up a notch when a few drops of asper blood got in my mouth and my inner goblin awoke with a vengeance, clawing for supremacy. The blood was hot and rich, with just an edge of savory. My fingers froze into claw formations, my half-demon side howling in my head and forming a dark shadow in the white light that I always imagined my human body suffused with.

      I eyed the asper like he was a chicken and I was the Colonel.

      Wiping the blood off my tongue with my sleeve, I spun around and shouldered out the door, tossing my protective gloves on the ground. Sweat ran down my neck into my protective suit.

      “You’re getting demon all over my nice office.” Harry jabbed a bony finger at the gloves, causing the unlit cigarette hanging off the bottom left corner of his mouth to quiver. “Keep that mess in the interrogation room.”

      I stumbled past him into the small kitchen here at Dunn and Associates P.I.–a misnomer if there was one, as there was only one Associate and right now she was scrabbling at the cupboard, teetering on the balls of her feet, balance shot. I was so, so hungry.

      Harry found me a protein bar, unwrapping it and shoving it at me in record time. “Je nourris. Tu nourris. Say it, Leo.”

      “Je nourris. Tu–” I shuddered, a red wash coloring my vision.

      My phone rang, buzzing against my thigh.

      Harry grasped my chin and forced me to look him in the eyes. “Chew and talk, kiddo.”

      “Nourris. Elle nourrit. I feed. You feed. She feeds.” I repeated the mantra that he and I had come up with to remind myself that where and how I fed was a choice. That my human nature was still in control. Had I caved to my demon half, blood sustenance would no longer be optional. Blood was life to goblins, it was sacred, and to refuse it, like I did, was blasphemy.

      And friends wondered why I never had any interest in vampire stories. It wasn’t so sexy when you lived it day in and day out.

      Six more times my phone rang, but I couldn’t answer, fighting to firmly reassert my human side. Despite my determination to eat from the basic food groups and not someone’s bleeding heart, I still had to chow down more often than most people. Luckily, I metabolized faster as well, so by the time I’d scarfed back an entire bag of chocolate-covered almonds, the haze and the frenzied need had faded.

      Classical music floated in from the front office. Ugh. Mahler.

      My phone rang yet again. Seven missed calls–all from my mother. She wouldn’t stop until I answered. Please let someone be dead. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Lord protect us. I just had the television on and they were reporting fresh demons on the prowl in Vancouver. Fresh! As if they were ripe melons. I was so worried about you, and then when I couldn’t reach you, I feared the worst. Leonie, you need to come to church and pray. It’s the only way we’re going to survive this plague of evil. That’s what we get for our sinful ways.”

      Pretty damn ironic, since she’d had the one-night stand with my goblin sire, believing him nothing more than a charming and very human rogue, and I was the one suffering the consequences.

      Gripping the edge of the counter, I tried to tune out her distressed chatter, wishing I could yell at her that her every word hit me like a bullet. Or just snap and show her the reds of my eyes, rip the veil off her nice and sunny little world once and for all. But I’d never do that. I was the good daughter, the child who understood her fears. Not one more part of the nightmare.

      CLICK HERE TO READ LEONIE HENDRICKS: DEMON P.I. NOW >

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a free download!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed this book, then how about some free short stories set in this world? Demons and sexytimes, galore! There are mild spoilers in each one, so it’s best to enjoy them in the proper reading order. Click on the cover images to claim.

      1) Slay: Rohan’s POV (Book 1.5)
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      2) Crush: Drio’s POV (Book 2.5)

      
        
          
            [image: Crush. An Unlikeable Demon Hunter short story. Book 2.5]
          
        

      

      3) Seize: Rohan’s POV (Book 3.5)

      
        
          
            [image: Seize: An Unlikeable Demon Hunter story.]
          
        

      

      4) Lick: Ari’s POV (Book 4.5 - m/m romance)
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            Playlist for an Unlikeable Demon Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Music is really important to me when I write, both for setting the mood, and within a scene itself. These are the songs that made this series what it is. See if you can find all the ones that were actually mentioned in the books.

      1.	“Bad Girls” by M.I.A.

      2.	“Back to Black” by Amy Winehouse

      3.	“How You Like Me Now?” by The Heavy

      4.	“Madness” by Muse

      5.	“Papaoutai” by Pentatonix

      6.	“Love Runs Out” by OneRepublic

      7.	“Starships” by Nikki Minaj

      8.	The music of Postmodern Jukebox – especially Von Smith’s “Cry Me A River” cover.

      9.	“Ain’t No Sunshine” – Bill Withers

      10.	“Burn” – Hamilton soundtrack

      11.	“Here” – Alessia Cara

      12.	“Crazy In Love” – Beyoncé

      13.	“Good as Hell” – Lizzo

      14.	“There Are Worse Things I Could Do” – Grease

      15.	“Adagio in G Minor” – Albinoni

      16.	“Canned Heat” – Jamiroquai

      17.	“This is What You Came For” – Calvin Harris

      18.	“Freedom” – George Michael

      19.	“Bootylicious” – Destiny’s Child

      20.	“Sunny Side of the Street” – various Jazz

      21.	“Bohemian Rhapsody” – Queen

      22.	“Blank Space” – Taylor Swift

      23.	“Shape of You” – Ed Sheeran

      24.	“Sabotage” – Beastie Boys

      25.	“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” – Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell

      26.	“Cold-Hearted Snake” – Paula Abdul

      27.	“You Give Love a Bad Name” – Bon Jovi

      28.	“YMCA” – The Village People

      29.	“Born This Way” – Lady Gaga

      30.	Crazy Rich Asians soundtrack

      31.	“I’m Alive” – Michael Franti

      32.	“Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered” – Ella Fitzgerald

      33.	“I Wanna Be Sedated” – The Ramones

      34.	“Let It Go” – Frozen Soundtrack

      35.	“Hallelujah” – K.D. Lang

      36.	“More” – Bobby Darin

      37.	“Moves Like Jagger” – Maroon 5

      38.	“Can’t Take My Eyes off of You” – Frankie Valli

      39.	“Rather Be” – Clean Bandit

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nava explains awesome Yiddish and Hebrew words used in this series.

          

        

      

    

    
      •	Bat zona (Hebrew)  - Daughter of a whore! (Enlightening you on swears from around the world.)

      •	Beseder (Hebrew) – Okay.

      •	Maspik (Hebrew) – Enough.  Sounds way better growled at someone than the English equivalent.

      •	Mazel tov (Hebrew) – Congratulations. Can be shortened to “mazel mazel” which sounds super snarky and may leave the recipient in doubt as to how to take it.

      •	Mensch (Yiddish) – a person of integrity and honor.  Technically it’s gender neutral, though I see it applied way more often to men. Go figure.

      •	Mishegoss (Yiddish) -  Craziness. Senseless behavior or activity. I thought this was my grandmother’s nickname for me when I was little.

      •	Mitzvah (Hebrew) – A good deed. As in “Not punching Drio in the head was my mitzvah for the day.”

      •	Oy vey (Yiddish) – A very handy exclamation of dismay and grief conveying everything from “aw, man” to “kill me now.”

      •	Verklempt  (Yiddish) – Choked/overcome with emotion. “I was so verklempt after disrupting Ari’s induction ceremony that I had to eat my body weight in chips to calm down.”
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      This book was a beast to write. I owe my husband and daughter insane amounts of love for putting up with me and my many mutterings of “What the hell was I thinking?” and “Never let me have this many threads to wrap up. Ever. Again.” Thank you both for being my ultimate cheerleaders, for making sure food showed up in front of me when I was deep in the zone, and being very patient all the times I nodded at what you’d just told me, even when we both knew I hadn’t actually heard you because again, the zone.

      Apologies to the city of Jerusalem for the liberties I took with its sewage system and for unleashing the apocalypse at the Wailing Wall.

      Thank you to Odel Grant-Kelly for the “Behold the Field of F**ks I Give” T-shirt suggestion that so perfectly captured Nava’s headspace, and also to Tiffany Schidzick for the “In my defense I was left unsupervised” T-shirt idea that was needed later in the book.

      To my much loved editor Alex Yuschik: Holy crap, dude, we did it! An entire series. It has been my joy and privilege to work with you. Now on to our next project.

      And finally to my dear readers, thank you for trusting that I’d get you to a happily-ever-after, even though I tormented you mercilessly.  ❤️
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      I’m Deborah (pronounced deb-O-rah) and I write sexy, funny, urban fantasy.

      I decided at an early age to live life like it was a movie, as befitted a three-syllable girl. Mine features exotic locales, an eclectic soundtrack, and a glittering cast–except for those two guys left on the cutting room floor. Secret supernatural societies may be involved.

      They say you should write what you know, which is why I shamelessly plagiarize my life to write about witty, smart women who kick ass, stand toe-to-toe against infuriating alphas, and execute any bad decisions in indomitable style.

      
        
        “It takes a bad girl to fight evil. Go Wilde.”

      

      

      Check out Deborah’s titles.

      
        
        www.deborahwilde.com
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