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      “As your official best friend, it’s my sworn duty to tell you this is a bad idea.” Lena wasn’t wrong, but desperate times, desperate measures.

      “It was your idea to begin with,” I reminded her, using my shoulder to hold my phone in place as I undid my seat belt.

      “Yeah, I know.” Her sigh came through my phone loud and clear. “But, Rory, are you sure you want to do this?”

      The seat belt slowly recoiled, and I reclaimed my phone with one hand. No? Yes? Yes. My mental gymnastics caused a tiny twitch near my right eye. I pressed my thumb on it, hoping the twitch wouldn’t spread. “Want to, maybe not. Need to? Well, unless some psychic owes you a favor, preferably payable in lotto numbers, it’s my best option.”

      “You can still walk away.”

      It was tempting, but the one-time job offer had required an immediate response. Plus, “The deposit already hit my account,” I said. One-third of the promised hefty paycheck to be exact. “Can’t back out now.”

      “Only because you’re a stubborn bi⁠—”

      “Look,” I said, cutting her off before she could get her rant rolling, “I’m just asking you to be available in case I need an exit strategy.”

      “And that right there should make you pause,” she muttered.

      Maybe it should, but the minute I admitted that out loud, she’d be all over it.

      Fortunately, she dropped it. “You know I’ve got my own job tonight.” Genuine regret echoed in her voice. “I can’t promise an immediate response.”

      Crap, that was right. I’d forgotten about that. “The hex job at the university? Is that tonight?”

      “Yeah, it’s a complete cluster of mismatched curses and botched spells, so there’s no telling how long it’ll take to unravel. Especially since none of those involved can remember exactly what they did to create this mess in the first place.”

      “You’re going to have your hands full.”

      “Tell me about it.” Her voice held the grit of frustration. “Frat parties should be outlawed. As if mixing magically inclined, testosterone-driven idiots with alcohol is ever a good idea.”

      I grimaced in sympathy. “I’m sure the university’s Board of Regents would love to agree.”

      “They might, but a couple of the kids belong to families with deep pockets, so you know the university won’t want to piss off their checkbooks.” Her voice was heavy with cynicism. “You know they only called the Guild in so they can keep the situation quiet.” She sighed. “Maybe I’ll get lucky and be able to finish up early.”

      The hopeful note in her voice made me smile. “No one’s that lucky, babe.”

      “Pessimist.”

      “Optimist.” Years of friendship made my response automatic. “Honestly, Lena, don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Her serious question held no hint of her earlier humor.

      “It’s a simple delivery run.” Maybe if I said it enough, even I’d believe it.

      Her snort was far from delicate. “The six-figure paycheck says otherwise.”

      She had a point, but again, admitting it to her would only make her worry. Well, worry more. Her focus needed to be on her upcoming job, not me. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Since you don’t know who or what you’re dealing with, please tell me you have a fallback option.”

      I thought of the Walther CCP tucked in a holster under my jacket. “Yes, Mom, I’m covered.” If confronted with a pissed-off mage, my nine-millimeter might not even the odds, but the nine rounds might make them think twice and give me a chance to beat a hasty retreat.

      Her exasperation was clear. “Call me when you’re done so I know you’re still breathing.”

      That I could do. “Deal.”

      I thumbed my phone’s screen and hung up. Sitting in my car, I stared through the growing dusk at the unremarkable building across the street and wondered what in the hell I was thinking taking on this job. Lena was dead right. A six-figure paycheck said this was far beyond simple and straightforward.

      I could list innumerable reasons why a private, off-the-books delivery job would carry a paycheck like that. None of them were good, and all of them involved some level of concern. The most critical explanation topped the list: it wasn’t sanctioned by the magical mercenary storehouse known as the Arcane Guild, which meant it slid right through the world of good and right, tore through shades of gray, and landed smack in the center of dark and dirty. Although the Guild did not look favorably on private jobs, taking one didn’t violate my contract. But if anything went wrong tonight, I was on my own. No backup. No last-minute rescues. Especially considering Lena was tied up with her assignment.

      This job was my initial foray into a side hustle, and the money was hard to pass up.

      Which was obviously the point.

      I pulled in a deep breath, held it, then let it go. It wasn’t that working for the Guild was a bad deal, per se. They were the largest employer of the magically adept, and they paid well—a must, since some of their jobs blurred the line between legal and criminal. Yet after ten years of working as a premier driver, also known as a glorified delivery runner of packages both magical and mundane, I was tired of answering to someone else. It wasn’t just the thirty-five percent commission the Guild collected from any job you did. It was their seemingly never-ending repayment plan for your training loans that was killing me. Granted, the Guild’s specialized training was highly coveted in both the private and public sectors, and once free of the Guild you could pretty much write your ticket on future offers. The tricky part was getting to that point of professional freedom.

      At my current pay rate, I had roughly six years of payments left on my training loan, which meant six more years of taking orders and making lower commissions. The paycheck promised for this job would take my six years down to nothing and fast-track my future plans of being my own boss. Despite my second and third thoughts on this job, my greed won in the end.

      Now that I was here, sitting across from the corporate center known as Duenas Park, idle curiosity made me wonder which of the Arcane businesses housed inside was behind this request. Not that it mattered because, as a Guild member, you had one unbreakable rule to follow—complete the job you were hired to do. That rule dominated my professional life and kept my services in high demand. As this was, I hoped, the first of many private clients, breaking it now was not an option.

      My anonymous employer had been a bit scarce with the details. Pick up the vehicle containing the package at Duenas Park and deliver the vehicle and package to an address to be given en route. All nicely vague but not unexpected. Not with the paycheck they were offering. Even the unknown destination wasn’t a deal breaker, because Guild clients pulled that one on occasion. But, in a case like this, in which things were clouded with a bunch of question marks, it was hard not to be concerned. My biggest worry was that this job might skirt uncomfortably close to crossing my personal lines of right and wrong. What worried me even more was that I wasn’t sure which side I’d land on.

      Yet, here I sat. I checked the time on my phone and grabbed my driving gloves from the glove box. Time to go.

      I pushed open the door of my 1968 Mustang Fastback, a recent acquisition from a street-race win, and stepped out. Underneath the parking lot’s amber light, I tucked my gloves into the inside pocket of my tailored suit jacket. Normally, I’d leave the jacket behind, especially since September’s heat competed with the muggy threat of an incoming monsoon, but tonight I needed it to disguise the fact I was carrying a gun. Using the Mustang’s tinted windows as a faux mirror, I ran a critical eye over my outfit. I considered my work clothes an investment. The deceptively simple lines of my black pantsuit were broken by the slash of amber of the lightweight silk shell. I fastened the jacket’s button and twisted to make sure there were no unsightly bulges. Everything looked good.

      I turned away as the wind ruffled the dark waves of my chin-length hair. Tucking a few renegade strands behind my ear, I scanned my surroundings. A scattering of cars dotted the parking lot, and behind it stretched Medina Memorial Plaza, a sprawling park commemorating one of the initial Arcane families that settled the southwest. Even in the fading light, the lawn was a carpet of lush green defying the natural order of the desert while offering an oasis in an otherwise bland landscape. I left my pretty baby locked in the lot, crossed the quiet street, and headed toward the collection of five-story buildings that made up Duenas Park. Each building was constructed in clean lines and accented with long, rectangular windows that broke up the pale exterior. Carefully manicured greenery strategically placed in between structures tried to bring nature into the innately urban site.

      Dusk had deepened into night, triggering the outdoor lights as I climbed the stone stairs to the double glass doors. The sound of dry leaves tumbling along concrete followed me up to the mirrored surface of the doors. I had no way to tell what or who waited on the other side, so I kept my expression polite but empty and reached for the handle. A soft buzz sounded, followed by a click, and when I pulled, the door opened.

      The lobby was done in typical corporate style. Muted colored walls, silk plants strategically placed, plush chairs paired with magazine-strewn end tables, and framed abstract splashes of color on the walls. The thick heels of my dress boots hit the tile, the sound snapping through the quiet. I headed for the guard standing behind the desk sitting to the right of a bank of elevators. His hands were hidden behind the high counter. Unsure of what he had back there
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