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        Ancient magic, a deadly bargain, and a whole lot of lives on the line…

      

      

      

      Teaming up with a crew of people all with the same goal—to save damsels in distress—seemed like a fun idea. At the time. But growing pains and Myra’s lifetime of working alone complicate the delicate balance of the new team. She doesn’t want to give up on it, for Christopher’s sake as much as her own. Her dragon shifter boyfriend has a soft spot for damsels in distress. To ensure his safety, Myra will willingly work with other people, so someone’s there to have their backs.

      But trust never came easy for the magic thief, and now Myra has to learn to trust a whole bunch of people when some of them clearly don’t trust her.

      When the team’s latest attempt to rescue a damsel in distress goes bad, and their tight timeline pushes the boundaries of calculated risk, trust might be the only thing that saves them. The only thing that can save their client. Because two wealthy, dangerous men after the same ancient artifact, and one conman without a conscious, have trapped an innocent artist in the crossfire. Myra, Christopher, and the others will do whatever it takes to rescue their client.

      Even if it means launching themselves into danger. Confronting deadly ancient magic. And putting all their lives on the line.
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        For my family.

        Because in dark times, we have the light of each other.
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      Myra listened intently to the clicking tumbler lock, waiting for the right plink. This was such an old-school safe she’d nearly squealed in delight when she’d seen it. And instead of using any of her magic to finesse the lock, she’d decided she wanted to crack the old-school lock with an old-school skill.

      But it was exceedingly hard to listen to the very quiet, delicate clicking sounds when there was an impatient dragon shifter grumbling in her other ear.

      “This is taking too long. Sharif will be back in less than ten minutes. You won’t have time to get out.”

      “I will have plenty of time if you stop interrupting me and let me do this,” she said, her teeth clenched. “Hush. I’m almost there.”

      She let out a slow breath to steady her heartbeat, wiggled her fingers, and went back to slowly turning the lock dial, listening for the distinctive clicks. The irritating dragon shifter in her other ear finally shut up long enough for her to find the code. A five number series that involved moving the dial right, then left, then farther left, then right a full rotation, then left. It was delightful.

      Grinning, she opened the safe.

      The interior was only about two feet wide by two feet tall by three feet deep. Small for this kind of safe. It had been hidden inside a wall in Sharif’s home office, behind a painting of his elegantly gorgeous wife and his equally adorable two children, one boy and one girl. None of whom actually existed, but the artist of the painting had done a fine job of creating an idyllic sort of family for a “wealthy antiquities dealer” from “the Middle East.” Lots of hand-wavy vague details that his business associates were remarkably lax in investigating.

      Sharif was an expert con-artist. Myra would give him that. Superb. And not someone she would have bothered stealing from except that he’d gotten on Christopher’s bad side by endangering a single mother and her two daughters in his latest scheme. Christopher had a soft spot for damsels in distress, and they’d created a whole team with the express purpose of getting as many damsels out of distress as they could. That Myra’s dragon shifter lover and partner was such a softy for people in trouble made her all squishy inside.

      To be fair to Sharif, Myra wasn’t sure he’d meant to put anyone innocent in danger. He was all about the con, the long con, and getting away with the steal free and clear. This particular con had just gotten away from him. That didn’t make him the good guy in all this, but he wasn’t the worst bad guy in the mix.

      “Have you got it yet?” the voice in her ear growled, their computer guru Jeffry Manx, a dragon shifter with less patience than Christopher, rushing her.

      She knew he was just doing his job, making sure she got out before Sharif returned. She knew he had explicit instructions from Christopher to get her out before Sharif returned.

      But he was getting on her every last nerve.

      She was not, yet, used to working with a team. For most of her life, most of her career, she’d worked alone. And adapting to working with other people was…a transition.

      “I’m getting there,” she said with as much patience as she could manage through the annoyance.

      She studied the inside of the safe. There hadn’t been any magical traps on the exterior, not even on the painting that hid the safe. But that didn’t mean Sharif hadn’t sprung for some magical traps on the interior. She hovered her hand in front of the opening and half closed her eyes as she felt for magic, for that distinctive tingling along her skin, the awareness of something that couldn’t be seen with normal vision.

      Ah ha! There it was. A very small spell at the very center of the safe. A sort of pressure sensor, probably to trigger an alarm, but make it magic. If she’d just reached inside to retrieve the treasure they’d come for, she would have alerted the entire security team—currently, and ironically, on the ground floor having a meeting about security.

      She closed her eyes completely and teased out the spell, letting her magic run through the woven threads of the trap until she found the necessary thread to pull, the central knot that would unravel the entire thing. A very faint scent of burnt ozone she associated with magic lingered inside the safe, increasing gently as she eased through the trigger. It was delicate, focused work. That took her full concentration.

      So when Jeffry said something in her ear again, she nearly cursed out loud. “Shut up,” she murmured, trying to not break focus. “Delicate work here.”

      If she hadn’t been so focused on the magical trap, she might have even snatched the earpiece out of her ear so Jeffry couldn’t keep interrupting her. She’d promised Christopher she wouldn’t do that. Again. But this was unusual circumstances. Besides Jeffry had promised to stop rushing and interrupting her while she was working and he wasn’t sticking to his promise either.

      She made a small sound when she finally found the knot and gave a tug in the right part of the spell for it to dissolve. The dissipating magic made her arm hairs rise and sent a little shiver of sensation like static electricity across her skin. The tingling made her want to giggle. She did not release that giggle because Jeffry would hear it and misunderstand.

      Finally, she reached inside and pulled out the thing they’d gone through all this to retrieve. A copper encased scroll.

      She wrapped her hand gently around the cylinder, felt the magic there vibrating against her skin, and pulled it out to study it. The outer shell was a solid case of copper decorated in intricate runes that glowed a very faint green when she looked at them closely. Green magic was rare. And powerful. And deadly.

      Myra felt more than saw most magic. She had a sense of it in her bones and could usually identify what sort of magic it was. If she saw a color to magic, it was usually wizard magic and that was blue.

      This was something different. Green magic was its own thing. Not her kind of magic. Not a wizard’s kind of magic. Definitely not something to mess around with. It was a life and death kind of magic that was as ancient as dragons.

      The ends of the scroll were sealed with copper caps that also had intricate designs on them, images instead of symbols. The etchings were difficult to see in the dark room, with only light from the city coming in through the floor to ceiling windows to illuminate Sharif’s “office,” but it was enough to see the designs had a flow to them, and she was pretty sure there were some animal shapes in the mix.

      There hadn’t been any recent photos of the scroll or its exterior casing available when they’d done their research. And the ones that were available were grainy and difficult to see, making the patterns and runes on the copper casing impossible to decipher. Now that she was holding the cylinder, she
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