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      For you.

      

      “Hold fast to dreams,

      For if dreams die,

      Life is a broken-winged bird

      That cannot fly.

      

      Hold fast to dreams

      for when dreams go

      life is a barren field

      frozen with snow.”

      

      - Langston Hughes
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      I wasn’t always the bad guy. I had a loving family once. As the grief tried to force its way out, my pulse raced, as it usually did when I thought of the past.

      The door of the sleek town car opened. Warm, wet air rushed in, caressing my cheeks and bringing my focus back to the present. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves—no time for a trip down memory lane tonight.

      I had a party to attend and goods to steal.

      Taking the driver’s offered hand as I stepped out of the back seat, I slipped a few bills into the man’s palm. The trick was to leave just enough of a tip that the driver would be grateful, but not enough that I would be memorable.

      Oh, who was I kidding? Any tip would be memorable. No one I knew even tipped these guys in cash anymore.

      “Gracias,” I said, sending my white-blonde curls back over my shoulder as I straightened.

      His eyes widened. “De nada.”

      I’d entered the sedan’s backseat in day clothes and emerged in a dress and heels, ready for the party ahead of me. The gentlemanly driver had respected my request not to look in the mirror while I changed. His stare now was either the radical outfit change or the fact the front of my haute couture dress dipped to my navel in a waterfall of gold fabric, showing off the curves of my breasts.

      Desired effect achieved.

      After pulling my rather simple red masquerade mask into place, I was off to the ball. Or extravagant party, in my case.

      My shimmering gown whispered as I walked across the driveway toward the front door of the Mediterranean-style villa. I always shopped for clothes with jobs in mind, so the dress’s length and swishy fabric hid my thigh holsters with ease.

      Luckily, the man collecting the invites at the door was too busy ogling my boobs to notice my invitation was fake. Not that I needed luck. One way or another, I would have found a way in.

      The man’s lecherous grin made me want to drop-kick him into next week, but no one ever expected someone like me to lead the secret life I did.

      Or, rather, two secret lives.

      I gave him a wink and a mysterious smile before heading inside.

      Miami wasn’t shy about flaunting its homes of the rich and famous. The prices reached into the upper multi-millions, some even closing in on nine figures, and the one I entered now on Star Island was no exception.

      The plastic surgeon who lived here, one Mr. Albert Renauldo, lived life to the fullest and loved to show it off. His need for displaying his fortune and subsequent fame worked quite well for me.

      Because the truth was, I wasn’t there for the party or to “ooh” and “ahh” over his pretty things, although I might have been alone in that. And I wasn’t there to get in the man’s good graces.

      No, as it turned out, this was a heist. And not just any heist…

      A supernatural one.

      I’m Veronica Neill, Master Acquirer of the Fantastical.

      No joke, that’s what it said on my business card. Though, technically, I left my real name off and just used the nickname “Falcon.”

      But no matter what you called me, the fact remained that I had a particular set of skills that made it easy to track down and acquire items with supernatural qualities that had fallen into the wrong hands.

      I didn’t judge people when it came to my contracts, so I couldn’t say my clients’ hands were any better. In fact, I made it a point not to look too hard into the person behind the contract.

      But the pay was good, really good, and the jobs? So. Much. Fun. With a little hint of danger on the side.

      Like tonight. Here I was at a Miami masquerade ball with all the city’s finest. Doctors, lawyers, singers, rappers, drug dealers—look, even a Saudi prince showed up.

      Name anyone with a lot of cash or a lot of supply, and they were here. Of course, there were also plenty of attendees with little to their name, hoping to score big tonight in one fashion or another.

      As expected, I walked past the glass front doors, open to allow the night breeze to sweep through, and straight into opulence. Despite the running air conditioning, the doors were open solely for show, another display of unfathomable wealth, and one reason I wouldn’t feel guilty in the slightest when I relieved the owner of the fantastical goods he had hidden away.

      The main living space had been cleared of furniture to become a dance floor, with a live band set up on one side. Sweeping staircases on the other side took guests up to even more luxury and drew the eye to the hand-painted tiles of the vaulted ceiling. From where I stood, an artist had molded fancy pineapples or maybe corn cobs into the tiles.

      I squinted and tilted my head to the side. Hard to tell since I wasn’t a botanist by any means, but smothered in gold whatever they were.

      A crisply uniformed server approached me, balancing a tray of flutes as if it were nothing but air. “Champagne?”

      I accepted the offered glass. “Thank you.”

      As he swept away to fill the next set of empty hands, I brought the champagne to my lips and took a sip, the bubbles tickling my nose.

      Opposite the front entry, two more glass doors stood open, creating a cross breeze that mixed with the chill of the air conditioning. Just past the outdoor entertainment area and private dock, the view of the waterways and lights of the city took my breath away, as they always did.

      Eager to be free of the eye-watering scents of overdone colognes and excessive hair products, I made my way through the crowd and out the back doors. I would have plenty of time later to enjoy the party itself if I wanted, but for now, the salty air called to me like a lover’s scent.

      The wind played a game of chase with my hair while I leaned against the railing, taking in the spectacular view. To my right stood the colossal condominium giants that made up Miami Beach. The fact those behemoths could resist hurricane-force winds and didn’t sink into the ocean continued to amaze me. A testament to man’s ingenuity. Little did they know that witches and warlocks helped keep those towers afloat.

      The mainland stood to my left, just past another few islands and the MacArthur Causeway. Oh, and let’s not forget the Miami Yacht Club. I wouldn’t want to offend them. No, seriously, the supernatural Community members there were some of my best customers, both for stolen goods and a well-made latte or cafecito.

      They never knew I did both jobs.

      You see, when I wasn’t pulling all-nighters at glamorous parties, locating and reacquiring fantastical goods for the Community, I lived my best life as a barista. People always threw me “the look” when they found out about my day job, giving me the “Oh… that’s nice” phrase, as if they frowned upon my ability to make their fancy-ass drink du jour that cost more than a box of tampons. Maybe it was because I wasn’t a high school or college student anymore.

      Whatever the case, my Instagram-worthy latte art made a damn fine cover for my real job, if I did say so myself, and I loved all things espresso. Win-win.

      “Gorgeous skyline,” said a deep voice to my right.

      I didn’t need to look. I had already spied this delicious piece of eye-candy the moment I walked in. Everyone did. But I looked anyway, enjoying the man’s features up close.

      He had what I liked to call Prince Eric hair. You know the one, falls in love with a mermaid? It was that gorgeous shade of black that resembled the midnight sky between stars. Velvety, making my fingers itch to run through it.

      Ay, papi.

      His angelic white mask hid most of his features except his sculpted chin and his eyes. Those irises were definitely their own shade—a blue dark enough to look almost black until you saw them up close. Eyes that would be super easy to lose yourself in, as I found myself doing now.

      “Enjoying the view?” His lips pursed ever so slightly as he smirked.

      He knew he looked good. His black suit jacket hung open, pushed back slightly as he kept one hand casually in his pants pocket. The top of his white button-down shirt opened enough to display a gold cross hanging from a chain.

      “I was enjoying the peace and quiet,” I said, turning to face the water again so he couldn’t see the flush rising on my cheeks. It wasn’t a blush. Losing myself in his eyes wasn’t embarrassing. But I’d be lying if I said his whole demeanor wasn’t an instant turn-on for me—no sense in letting a smug man like that see the physical evidence.

      He leaned his elbows on the railing next to me. “You came to one of Dr. Renauldo’s parties for peace and quiet?”

      “You’re telling me you didn’t?” I glanced at him out of my periphery, enjoying the smirk my question earned. The man had deliciously full lips, and I wondered if they would taste as good as they looked.

      I drained my champagne in one last gulp. I wasn’t here for the kind of fun his lips promised, at least not until the item I sought was acquired, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t fantasize in the meantime. Maybe we could reconnect later in the evening.

      “Are you here alone?” he asked.

      I arched an eyebrow. “That’s a creepy question, isn’t it?”

      “Not if I’m just trying to determine how good my chances are.”

      “Chances of what, exactly?”

      “Of dancing with you.” He took my empty glass and placed it on the flat railing. “May I?”

      Without waiting for a response, he slipped his arm around my exposed back and ushered me toward the door leading back inside.

      Now, I normally wouldn’t allow a man—make that anyone—to lead me around like that, as if they owned me. But this man’s touch set my skin on fire, which was saying a lot considering what I was.

      I wanted to feel more.

      Inside, he swept me in a circle on the ballroom floor, my skirt whirling out around us, before pulling me in close for the slow dance starting up. The warmth of the room brought out the scent of cardamom drifting from the man holding me, a spice that suited him as well as his smirk. His palm pressed against the skin of my back. I could feel each of his fingers as if he were branding me. Scorching, and I craved more of it.

      With the trumpet bugling out a solo, my wish was granted. The man lowered his head to place his cheek against mine, avoiding my mask with ease. A wildfire swept from my face down to my manicured toes. Something was different about this guy, and I didn’t mean that in the falling-for-him, he-must-be-the-one kind of way. I meant he was something like me—a member of the Community.

      Supernatural.

      I pulled back to look into his eyes again, narrowing mine. “What are you?”

      He laughed, white teeth shining in the light. Before he could answer, a woman brushed past me to place her delicate hand on his arm.

      “There you are,” she said, her green eyes flashing me a warning as she reclaimed what was hers. Except I wasn’t so sure he knew that fact yet.

      I withdrew my hand and stepped back. I didn’t fight for men, but I wouldn’t argue against men fighting for me. It seemed romantic and chivalrous. Too bad most men found me unapproachable. Maybe that was why this guy was so attractive.

      He had dared to approach.

      “It gets so stuffy under these things.” She lifted her tiger mask, and instantly, I recognized her.

      It would be hard for anyone to forget this woman, with her flawless lily-white skin, almost translucent. She kept her auburn hair cut pixie length—a look that few could pull off as well as she did—which she had slicked back tonight for a dramatic look. The forest-green of her floor-length gown enhanced the sharpness in her similarly colored eyes.

      Seeing her here, tonight of all nights, made my skin prickle with paranoia.

      “Thank you for the dance,” I murmured as I slipped away into the crowd, not allowing either of them to protest.

      That was too close. If she recognized me behind my mask, this night could end badly—end up in prison kind of badly. It was time to get to work before anyone caught on to the real reason I was there.

      After waiting until the hallway leading into the bathroom was clear, I ducked inside. The powder room was more than large enough for what I needed. My dress was a two-piece: a floor-length, shimmering gold satin skirt attached to a matching, thin-strap top that dove down to my belly button in front. The fabric still covered my ladies, thanks to a bit of boob tape, and left my back open to the breeze—and to scorching hot hands that made my body quiver.

      Sonofabitch.

      Without further thought in that direction, I unhooked the skirt and flipped it over to its black satin side before tying it around my neck. With a quick flip, it would hide the golden top well if I needed it to and came down to my thighs. A suitable cape for my alter ego. Not that I was a superhero, by any means—quite the opposite. But it blended in well with this masquerade party.

      The pants I had pulled on beneath the skirt were practically painted-on black leather that rode low on my hips and ended an inch above my ankle. My exposed navel piercing featured real diamonds, which would distract anyone from noticing that my top stayed the same. That was the goal, anyway. Flashy jewels, rich people, and gold diggers of any gender or species all went hand in hand.

      I rearranged my toolkits, attaching them to the back of my pants and still hidden beneath my cape. The gun strap went in the trash, while the actual holster and gun clipped into my waistband against my right hip. I rarely needed the weapon, but it was better to be safe.

      Last, but undeniably not least, I removed and turned over my red mask, flipped up the back, and replaced it over my face.

      I looked in the mirror. The somewhat sinister face of a bird of prey smiled back at me. Red, yellow, and orange feathers swirled together across the front, bringing life to the previously simple mask. Long, thin red quills flared out from the eyebrows, reaching above and behind my hair. Most people would only see the fierce face of a colorful falcon, which was exactly what I needed tonight.

      According to my mother, the mask had been in my family for generations—as in thousands of years. I had to take her word for it, though. I’d never met any of my extended family growing up, and now all the family I did have were dead. My smile faltered as the heaviness of grief tried to rear its ugly head.

      I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, exhaling the memories with it. I’d grieved already, for years. Now it was time for fun. Making money at the same time was a boon.

      So what if I was going against everything my parents ever taught me?

      To complete the new look, I removed the fake brown contacts I wore to hide my alter ego, allowing my real violet irises to gaze through. The color was typically reserved for humans born with albinism, but my kind had a variety of hues, sometimes even several in one eye.

      After blowing myself a smooch in the mirror to calm my jittery nerves—my blood pumped with adrenaline as I readied myself for the job—I let myself out of the powder room and continued down the hall. The noise of the party faded away behind me.

      I gave myself a wobbling step and a lurch here and there as I made my way up the stairs and around a few corners. Just a drunken partygoer on the hunt for the bathroom until a locked door indicated I had reached my destination. I hadn’t spotted any cameras, but that didn’t mean much in today’s computer-oriented world.

      “Falcon to Alley Cat,” I said to the empty hallway, pretending to check something on my phone just in case anyone watched via hidden camera.

      “You know I hate that name, right?” grumbled Kit’s deeper, contralto voice in my earpiece. A sultry songbird if I ever heard one.

      Katherine Parker—or Kit as she preferred to be called and suited her personality so much better—was my best friend and partner in crime. With thick black braids, the right side of her head shaved into a pattern that changed every few months, and more tattoos than I could count anymore, most people had no idea she was a technological genius.

      She could also kick your ass faster than you could blink, thanks to her background in martial arts and obsession with weightlifting.

      Never judge a book by its cover.

      “How about AC?” I asked, barely moving my lips.

      She muttered something into the earpiece before answering. “No. You find it?”

      “Door’s locked,” I said. “Can you turn off any cameras?”

      “Does Elvis still live?”

      It was a rhetorical question. Kit was one of those people who believed the crooner’s death was a government coverup and aliens had actually abducted him. No joke. Genius always came with a heaping side of crazy. That was why I loved the girl—she could handle my antics with ease.

      “Done.”

      “You’re the best,” I said as I approached the door.

      “You know it.”

      Setting the pins and opening the lock only took a few quick fiddles with my kit. I was sure Mr. Renauldo didn’t anticipate anyone attempting what I was about to. I smiled at his foolishness, though the safe would likely be harder to crack.

      For anyone else, anyway.

      After one more glance around the hallway to make sure no one would see, I opened and slipped around the door, then shut and locked it behind me. Because it was night, turning on the office light was a big no-no as anyone enjoying the pool area would notice a sudden light coming on. Instead, I let heat signatures rise in my vision.

      Oddly enough, the sweet scent of cherry blossoms filled the room, nearly suffocating in its intensity. My nose crinkled against the invasive scent. Not a smell I would have attributed to the party host, but who was I to judge?

      Two chairs faced a wooden desk, a floor-to-ceiling cabinet of knickknacks stood behind it, and the safe…

      …sat wide open and empty.
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      Mother fucker. I was too late. Someone had beaten me to the jewelry box. For the first time ever, I had failed.

      “People are headed your way, V,” Kit’s voice broke my slack-jawed stare. “You done?”

      “It’s gone.” I blinked at the empty space where the box should have been.

      “What? Shit. Well, get going. These guys might be part of the Community and look pretty serious. I think you’ve been made.”

      Cursing under my breath, I glanced at the window beside the desk, contemplating a different escape route. Keys jingled outside, deciding for me. Window it would be.

      I crossed the room in silence and slipped open the pane of glass. A key slid into the door’s lock and turned. I was sitting on the ledge of the window when the door opened, and two armed guards burst through. I winked in their direction before dropping.

      “Stop!” a voice shouted from inside the office, which would have made me laugh for the absurdity of the command had I not already shifted out of my human form.

      Had yelling at someone to stop ever actually worked for them?

      In less time than it took to blink an eye, I had gone from woman to bird of prey, my human form and belongings waiting in stasis in some parallel dimension—the beauty of shifter magic in action. I flew to the nearest palm tree and landed on one of the fronds, trilling out my frustration at failing the job and almost getting caught in the process. The breeze ruffled the orange feathers on my chest, but the men at the window looking for me didn’t notice.

      In my bird form, I wouldn’t be able to talk to Kit, but the blaring sirens and flashing red and blue lights pulling up out front of the mansion let me know the party was over.

      Disappointment roiled within me, making my stomach clench. I dropped from the giant palm leaf and caught the wind, arcing out above the water before swooping back over the red-tiled roof. The bright hues of ultraviolet lights from this height made it easy for me to spot the humans as well as the smattering of Community members among the crowd. Each species had a distinct hue.

      Then I spotted him.

      Only it wasn’t the ultraviolet light that caught my eye—it was the lack of it. He was devoid of color to my avian vision; instead, he seemed to leak darkness. Wisps of swirling shadows trailed behind him as he walked. The short-haired woman next to him, the woman I knew as Sophia, was the same.

      Grim reapers.

      Even with feathers to keep me warm, my body trembled in the air current. Why in Ognebog’s blaze were they at this party? If they weren’t there to collect a soul, then it had to be an enforcement capacity. Had someone tipped them off about me?

      The two reapers slid into a vehicle to leave, and I veered away, heading back to my place. I needed to find out who had beaten me to the box and steal it back, or else I would be in some very deep shit.
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        * * *

      

      MY ONE-BEDROOM apartment wasn’t far from the coffee shop where I worked during the day, but the morning after the party and failed job, I needed to make a pit stop before heading in for my afternoon shift. Towering buildings cast plenty of shade in the morning hours, providing a small amount of relief from the oppressive humidity.

      We took what we could get in a city like Miami.

      Downtown on a weekday was congested, filled with honking horns and city bus air brakes. Businessmen and women dressed in suits or more casual linen slacks—the smarter choice for this heat, in my opinion—strode the sidewalks, each heading their own way and with a distinct sense of purpose.

      On a Saturday like today, it was much livelier and full of color. From inside the more popular restaurants and bars, brass musicians belted out their Latin beats. As I passed open shop doors and windows, I enjoyed the fact that I didn’t need headphones to keep me company. I never wore them anyway; it was too hard to hear anyone sneaking up on me, and in my line of work—my nighttime line of work, I mean—not hearing someone behind me could be a fatal mistake.

      “Oye, mami,” a familiar voice called out. “When are you going to let me show you what a Baricua can do for you?”

      “When you call me by my name,” I called back to the dark-haired man, who crushed the end of his cigarette beneath his boot.

      Because I took my job seriously, I already knew his name was Enrique Alvarez, a DJ at one of the hottest clubs on Miami Beach. He was tall, dark, and handsome to the T, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about taking him up on his offer. If nothing else, he’d be a great distraction from last night’s reaper encounter, and I could all but guarantee he’d be a fantastic adventure between the sheets.

      I sighed. Business was always getting in the way of pleasure.

      “You never tell me your name!” he protested.

      “Then I guess I’ll never know what a Baricua can do for me.” I turned and blew him a kiss before continuing on my way. His playful mutterings faded away.

      A few streets later, I arrived at my destination. The little bell above the piano store door jingled in welcome.

      “Veronica, you’re back so soon?” asked a man’s gruff voice behind the cover of a majestic black-and-gold grand piano. The music didn’t even pause. Rhapsody in Blue, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      “You never are, my dear,” Tony said, his dark brown eyes twinkling behind his thin wire spectacles as I rounded the piano. As a telepath, Tony was one of the rare people who knew exactly who and what I was. And as one of my favorite people on the planet, I would have married him years ago had he not been old enough to be my grandfather.

      His coffee bean-colored cheeks and chin were as clean-shaven as his head, but grey hairs peeked out from beneath the top of his button-down polo. The shirt’s floral pattern screamed its bright colors amidst the somberness of the black and white pianos.

      I leaned in to kiss his bald black head, which shone in the fluorescent light. “Business, as usual.”

      He frowned up at me as I stepped back, his fingers halting on the keys. “The job did not go as planned.”

      “Nope.” I shrugged, having long ceased to care about the invasion of my thoughts. At least when it came to Tony. I never received any judgment, only care and concern and sometimes caution. “But I’ll work it out.”

      “Your client will not be happy,” he said as he resumed his finger dance across the keys.

      I bit my lip since I didn’t have anything to say to that. Tony was completely right, and dread started to trickle its way up my spine. I’d been able to keep it at bay until then. Not wanting to let Tony see too much of my fear, I patted him on the shoulder and headed to the back of the shop, where a heavy velvet curtain separated the display room from the storeroom.

      The curtain whispered as I slipped behind it. Not like a rustling of fabric—the barrier actually whispered my name as I passed through the veil, granting me access to the world hidden behind it. The piano shop was one of several entry points, but the only one I used consistently because of Tony. To most humans, the curtain simply kept prying eyes from seeing the clutter of the storeroom.

      The world behind the curtain wasn’t like another planet or anything, just a market for those of us without human genes or those humans granted an entry card. A place to gather, trade stories, and barter goods with like-minded individuals. But for me, it just meant business. I wasn’t a loner by any means, but I made it a priority to keep my true identity hidden from just about everyone, and that meant avoiding friendships.

      Sounded lonely, maybe, but I was the last of my kind. Priceless. A somewhat pretentious thought, but it was the truth I had to live with. I reserved my need for companionship to straight-up humans or as close as I could get to mortals, like my bestie Kit, who wasn’t human but not quite immortal, either.

      El Mercado Sombra, the Shadow Market, had been here for generations. No one I’ve met knew where it came from or who created it. But it was one of only a handful of its kind in the south, and it was a sanctuary. No magic could be cast here, other than that of the market itself, and no attacks could be made. Try, and el demonio del mercado would eat you up and spit you back out somewhere far away and wouldn’t allow you to return. Some even said you got spit back out with missing body parts.

      Or maybe that was just what they taught the kids to keep them in line. Either way, no one ever violated the rules.

      Despite its name, the market was far from shadowy. The sun beat down here just as much as it did anywhere in Miami. As sweat accumulated and dripped down my back, I might’ve even argued that the humidity was worse within the market’s confines because the surrounding buildings blocked the wind.

      I strolled down the winding paved street, passing various stalls and carts, wishing I had time to stop and shop as I eyed some of the goods. Every once in a while, I found something I couldn’t pass up, like the tiny glass sculpture of a mermaid I kept on my living room windowsill. When the sun rose, the rays would pierce through the glass and spread a rainbow of light across the room. I always associated rainbows with my little brother because he had loved them and everything for which they stood.

      Sharp voices hawked their wares all around me, behind merchandise-ladled tables and beneath canvas tents. Sweet and savory aromas from the food vendors drifted beneath my nose, setting my mouth watering and my stomach grumbling. I hadn’t eaten yet that morning, and I didn’t eat enough after arriving home last night. Shifting forms expended copious amounts of energy.

      Stopping at my favorite food cart, La Bruja Hambrienta, I ordered my usual: picadillo cua cua. I never understood how some people didn’t like the taste of plantains, but for me, the mixture of the sweet fruit combined with beef hash, eggs, and served over rice was simply divine. I ordered it to go, planning to eat while I worked.

      The girl running the cart today was new and young enough to be the daughter of Manuel, the truck’s owner. Probably his youngest daughter. I already knew the other two. Poor guy had his hands full with those girls. Maybe this one would go softer on him. When she handed me the plastic bag full of my food, I chuckled at the ridiculousness of that thought, earning myself a weird look as I turned away.

      The computer lab was just across the street, another reason why the Cuban food cart had become my favorite. I found my empty desk at the back of the shop, facing the front, a place reserved for me so no one could sit behind me or see the screen. The owner and I had a financial understanding, and she didn’t bother asking any questions once I told her the number that I was willing to pay for her discretion.

      I set down my food and fired up the computer. In between forkfuls that set my taste buds singing like a choir of church boys, I pressed my thumb to the fingerprint reader, allowing me to log into the website used for setting up exclusive contracts. Some type of shadow magic secured the computer lab so well that no one could hack it, including the Death Enforcement Agency, making it uber-secure for people in my line of business. The website I used was technically illegal and existed on the dark web.

      A message notification blinked on the screen. When I opened it, my appetite fled and threatened to expel the little I had eaten. I read it twice more after enlarging the text, in case my dyslexia was messing with me. No such luck—my buyer already knew I didn’t have the box. With sweaty fingers, I furiously typed out a response:

      X,

      I understand your concerns, but please do not worry. You hired the best, and I don’t fail. I need one more week to fulfill the contract.

      Sincerely,

      Falcon

      I hit send while also letting out a whoosh of air I didn’t realize I was holding. Failing this job would pretty much end my black-market career. Because everyone else my buyer hired so far was unable to find the item he sought, I had finally accepted his contract after the third request. A little bit of ego played a role in my decision—I never thought I would fail, especially not with Kit doing the research. She had found the damn box, after all.

      But if the fate of the others after their botched jobs in our line of work were any indication, then future buyers would take this one failed contract as too big a weakness. It was a harsh, unforgiving business. And the most annoying part was that I didn’t need the money; I just wanted the fame of obtaining something everyone else couldn’t. If I didn’t find that jewelry box fast, I was screwed.

      And not in a good way.

      I pulled up a message window and pinged Kit, “You on?”

      “Always,” came the swift reply.

      “Can you pull up the mansion’s camera feeds and check someone out for me?”

      “Deets.”

      “A man and a woman,” I typed. “Man is hotter than hell, woman is petite with short hair and wearing a tiger’s mask. It’s the woman, Sophia, I’m questioning. Did she go off-camera at all?”

      “Gimme an hour.” Her status went inactive. Kit preferred to work with zero distractions.

      Sophia Clark wasn’t a bad person, but boy did she and I get off to a rocky start a year ago. She was one of the few people who knew more than most about who I was, that the barista and the thief were one and the same. I
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