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            chapter 1

          

          Cass

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to kill him,” Isa said just loud enough to be heard over the blend of casual conversations and the hip-swinging beat drifting through the bar. She set her tray on the bar top’s smooth surface and braced her palms on either side as she leaned in. “I’m fairly certain his body will fit in my trunk.”

      Unfazed by her friend’s violent streak, Cass topped a pair of ice-filled highball glasses with lime slices, to complement the dark rum and ginger beer, and snuck another look at the two men sitting at a nearby high-top. While Isa’s intended murder victim was a regular, his friend was new to the establishment and kept catching Cass’s eye. Lean muscle, messy brown hair, dark eyes, and an attractive scruff—put it all together, and you got a damn hot version of the boy next door.

      Man next door, she amended silently as he caught her gaze and gave her a flirty grin. She quickly looked away, feeling heat bloom along her face. Turning back to the fuming woman in front of her, she warned, “You’d be less likely to get caught if you made it look like an accident.” She set the two Dark 'n' Stormy cocktails on Isa’s tray. “Gives you deniability when the Cordova Family comes around asking questions.”

      Isa’s full lips, painted deep crimson, twisted into a feral smirk. “That, right there, is why we’re friends—because you’ve got all the angles covered.” She straightened but did a half turn so she could aim a glare at her nemesis, who lifted his bottle in a mocking toast. “I swear he comes in just to mess with me.”

      Personally, Cass suspected there was something much more salacious behind Locke’s perverse attention, but she wasn’t going to share that suspicion with Isa. Not if she wanted to keep her head on her shoulders. When it came to Locke, her bestie wasn’t rational. It didn’t help that Locke wasn’t hurting for female approval, with his alluring ultra-light-blue eyes and hair a mix of browns and blonds in a shaggy cut, all wrapped up in an edgy bad-boy vibe. He was her best friend’s version of catnip.

      Cass tapped the rune carved into the quartz screen next to the well, bringing up the next drink order. “You know, you could always ignore him,” she suggested as her hands moved by rote to set up four rock glasses.

      “Yeah, tried that. Didn’t work.” Isa turned back to her. “Those mine?”

      “Yep.” Cass made quick work of the jigger as she measured out the needed shots before adding the quartet to Isa’s tray. “Booth nine.”

      “Got it.” Isa picked up her tray then wove her way across the floor to drop the drinks off, passing Locke’s table on the way.

      The male in question followed the sway of Isa’s hips as she stalked by. Cass shook her head in amusement. Dear gods—she wished the two would just hop into bed already, but considering that Locke was a Hound for a powerful Arcane Family, it would be a frigid day in hell before Isa allowed that to happen.

      A flicker at the back of the bar snagged her attention. It wasn’t much, just a shift of shadow along the back wall, but it left a sliver of unease crawling down her spine. When the movement came again, she narrowed her eyes and tried to see beyond the bar’s atmospheric lighting. As she stared, the wisp of shadow took on the shape of a small screech owl.

      How the hell did that get inside the bar?

      Before the question could finished forming, her mind stalled. Dread sank sharp nails into her heart, which stopped for a beat before it resumed, stronger than before. She locked eyes on the feathered omen as icy claws of foreboding seared through her veins. A burst of laughter from one of the patrons broke the strange staring contest, causing Cass to blink. She sucked in a hard breath, and when she looked back to where the owl had been, nothing but shadows remained.

      You’re just tired. Her hands shook as she tried to convince herself it was nothing, but the little voice in the back of her mind cackled like a madwoman. As an Oracle, she knew better. Omens like that always meant something to people cursed with glimpses of the future.

      “Hi there. Can I get a rum and coke?”

      The request broke through her inner turmoil and snapped her back to the present. Cass faked a smile for the perky brunette standing on the other side. “Sure.”

      She shoved the uncomfortable premonition into a dark corner, determined to keep her feet in the present as she juggled the multiple incoming drink orders. Maybe later she’d brave wandering those darker fields, but for now, there was work. Midweek might not be the most popular night for a downtown bar in Phoenix, but Wonderland was still admirably busy. What had started out as a unique bohemian underground pub with fantastic drinks, great service, and good food had morphed into an eclectic gathering place. At first, the majority of their customers had been the colorful creatives who drifted in at odd times for a break from their artistic muses, but somehow, word had spread to the various Arcane Guild members looking to kick back and relax, bringing in an edgier crowd. Then came the after-business-hours patrons in their tailored corporate best, wanting to hook up with the more exotic element not found in the land of cubicles. Now each night was an adventure waiting to happen.

      Cass loved it—and loved even more the steadily increasing profits she, Isa, and Des shared. Working at Wonderland sure as hell beat the earlier years of wondering if they’d made a mistake by taking on the bar. In the beginning, the situation had been touch-and-go, but their little family of three had carved out a niche in the Arcane world, one they protected as fiercely as any Family did its territory. Unlike the powerful players, who relied on blood connections, their family was tied by choice, which in her opinion was massively preferable.

      “Hey, Cass.” Leon, their part-time waiter and full-time college student, cleared his tray of empties. “The Long Island on table three wants a heavy pour.”

      She double-checked the ticket number she was working and saw that Leon’s timing was spot-on. “Got it.” She finished up with the mojito and G&T then made quick work of the Long Island. “Heard anything on your internship yet?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet, but it’s only been a couple of days.”

      “I’m sure you nailed it.” She tucked the sprig of mint next to the lemon slice.

      The drinks in front of her wavered and disappeared, replaced by an image of Leon working his way through the maze of metal and wires above a stage while directing another man to aim it more to the left. She tilted her head and blinked. The empty tray reappeared, and she set the drinks on it before meeting the hint of stress in his normally bright eyes.

      “Don’t worry—you’re going to be fine,” she said.

      His grin wavered a bit as he picked up his tray. “From your lips…” Then he was off to work the floor.

      “How much do we have in our rainy-day fund?” The rumble of Des’s question came from her left as he set two long-neck bottles in front of a mismatched pair of Guild mages, who barely looked up from their conversation. He came to stand next to her and braced a hand on the bar, the overhead lights glinting off the silver rings on his thick fingers.

      Cass followed the direction of his gaze to see that Locke had caught Isa by the wrist. “Not nearly enough.” There was no doubt Isa was a hair’s breadth away from committing murder. “I doubt they’d grant bail—not with this many witnesses.”

      Des folded his arms over his broad chest, the movement turning his intricate ink into a fluid piece of art. “Think we have a chance in hell of convincing a judge it was a group hallucination?”

      She gave an amused snort. “Our drinks are good, but not that good. Besides, Kelly’s not working tonight.” Having a Charmer on staff had its benefits. Especially when trouble broke out.

      “Speaking of which… she told me she got a job offer out of state.”

      “Well, shit,” Cass muttered. “I’m not surprised. She’s damn good with crowd control.” Hiring college students meant dealing with an expiration date, but they were also the ones who tended to apply for server positions. “How long do we have?”

      “End of the month.”

      She sighed. “I’ll get a posting up. We’ll need to hire two servers.”

      “Leon?” he asked.

      Nodding, she added a couple of cherries to a cherry blossom, pulled a draft beer, and then headed down the bar to set the order in front of a white-haired couple. After a minute of small talk, she did a visual check of the bar-top patrons. When no one signaled, she headed back to where Des stood. Together they watched the drama playing out between Locke and Isa. They weren’t the only ones. The sexual tension between the two was enough to leave helpless bystanders with third-degree burns.

      Speaking of which…

      Unbidden, her gaze drifted to Locke’s friend, only to be captured by his dark eyes. As he watched her, a smile curved his lips. He winked and tipped his drink toward the still-arguing couple as if he found them amusing.

      A tendril of desire unfurled, taking her by surprise, and in a space she’d ignored for a long time, something shifted. Am I really considering…? Caught in that gaze, she admitted, Oh yeah, I’m definitely considering taking a chance. Maybe Isa wasn’t the only one about to get burned.

      What is it about this man that calls to me? Better question: Is it worth finding out?

      “You going to flirt all night or do something about it?”

      Des’s voice tore her attention away from temptation and spun her into embarrassed discomfort. She shot her friend a frown. “I’m not flirting.” Much. “I’m providing backup for Isa.”

      Dark eyebrows rose, and he drawled, “Right.”

      That was the thing about best friends—they could always see through your shit.

      The screech of a chair scraping over the floor brought their attention back to the floor. Des straightened, going from amused to intense in a heartbeat. Cass set a hand on his arm in warning. Locke was on his feet, going nose to nose with Isa. The two were so close that if either took a breath, they’d be locking lips.

      Locke’s friend leaned over the table and said something that broke through the impending drama and drew the couple’s attention to their audience. Those sitting within orbit of the two made no bones about watching them. Color swept up Isa’s face, and she yanked her wrist free of Locke’s grip. His expression morphed into a stony mask, and his empty hand flexed as if he battled not to grab Isa again. It didn’t work. He caught her arm before she could get more than a few steps away.

      In full-on protector mode, Des bit out, “Maybe I should interrupt.”

      “She’s got this,” Cass said as Isa shoved her tray against Locke’s chest, forcing him back a step.

      Isa snapped something threatening that had Locke jerking back and letting her go. She spun around, her long ebony ponytail smacking him, before she stormed toward the bar. A couple of customers scooted their chairs out of her path as she blew through.

      “And I’m out,” Des declared, leaving Cass on her own.

      She shook her head and waited for Hurricane Isa to land. It didn’t take long.

      Isa slammed her tray on the bar top and all but snarled, “I need two longnecks for the asshole.”

      Torn between laughter and worry, Cass grabbed two bottles from the nearby well, popped the tops, then set them on the tray. She kept hold of both bottles until Isa looked at her, a storm swirling in her normally calm gaze. Yep, Locke definitely knows what buttons to push.

      “Breathe, babe, before you burn down the place,” Cass said.

      Isa seethed for a long moment, color riding high along her cheeks, her breath short, her body stiff. Cass continued to hold her gaze, knowing that when her friend was this worked up, it could take a minute for her to step back from the edge. She just needed to wait Isa out.

      Finally, Isa dropped her gaze. She drew in a lungful of air, held it, then blew it out as the angry flush slowly ebbed. “I don’t know why I let him get to me.”

      The answer to that would have left Cass wading in a viper’s pit of denial. Thank you, but no.

      Somewhere behind her, a phone rang, but she left it to Des to answer. Since Cass had gotten her ass handed to her the last time she’d proposed that Isa take Locke for a ride between the sheets, she decided to go for a more mature suggestion.

      “You know, maybe if you explained⁠—”

      “Cass!” Des called. He was holding the wireless handset to the bar’s landline. “You’ve got a call.”

      Who in the hell would call me at work? The two most important people in her life were right there at the bar.

      Cass let go of the bottle and held a finger up to Isa. “Hold that thought.” She took a moment to rinse and dry her hands then met Des by the door to the back space, where the office, bathroom, and kitchen were tucked away. “Who is it?”

      Des shrugged. “Didn’t ask, but you might want to take it in the office, where it’s quiet.”

      She took the phone from him, put it to her ear, and pushed through the door. When Anna, their cook, looked up from the griddle, Cass lifted her chin then took a left and headed to the office. “Hello?”

      “Hello,” a man said. “Is this Cassandra Alcmene Ambrose?”

      A tendril of trepidation unfurled, and she stilled, her hand still poised above the knob of the office door. A low, indistinct rustle of feathers filled the hall. Her gaze instinctively darted around, even though she knew deep down, there would be no owl. It was a warning, one she hadn’t heeded earlier. “This is Cassandra Alcmene.”

      There was the sound of a throat clearing. “My apologies, Ms. Alcmene. This is Eric Swanson.” He gave his name as if she should know it.

      “Who?” Cass opened the office door and stepped inside, doing her best to ignore the nauseating pitch of her stomach. She stood between Des’s prized hefty desk and the small sofa that Isa tended to sprawl on. Normally, the familiar space would bring her comfort, but at the moment, it felt foreign.

      “Eric Swanson,” he repeated in the same alarmingly formal tone. “I’m sorry to call so late, but I was unable to reach you on your cell.”

      Her gaze darted to her bag, which sat on the floor beside the sofa. Her cell was in it, but she didn’t grab it. Instead, she braced herself. Whatever was coming was going to be bad.

      “I’m at work.” It was a stupid comment, since he was talking to her on Wonderland’s landline, but a hint of unreality was wrapping clammy arms around her.

      “Right.” There was a distinct pause. When he spoke again, it was clear he was trying to tread carefully. “Your parents asked me to inform you that your grandmother has passed away.”

      The words landed like a sucker punch and left her sucking in air so fast she choked. “What?” An eerie shriek echoed through her mind, nearly drowning out his voice.

      “Your grandmother, Iris—she passed away.”

      “No, there must be some kind of mistake.” Her sharp denial couldn’t deflect the awful truth, and the reality of it sank deep.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Amb… Alcmene.” And he genuinely sounded it. “I know this is unexpected.”

      Unexpected? No, it’s… wrong, so wrong. She stumbled back and sank onto the sofa, her grip on the handset tightening as she fought the urge to babble denials. Her voice squeezed past her tight throat, scraping it raw. “What happened?”

      “She passed in her sleep last night.” Fortunately, he kept going, obviously familiar with what questions would come next. “She’d come down with some sort of bug earlier in the week but appeared to be getting better. She joined your parents for dinner last night, confirmed she was feeling better, and then went up to rest. This morning, when she didn’t join your parents for breakfast, your father went up and found her.”

      He continued speaking, his explanation joining the wall of white noise filling her head. Hot and cold chills raced over Cass, leaving her off-kilter. A pain in her scalp had her realizing she was pulling at her hair, a mindless outlet for the storm of sorrow swallowing her whole. Her yaya was supposed to live forever. Seventy was too damn young. Cass fought to find her balance, gaining a delicate grip on the here and now. Her brain was slow to put the words together, but when it did, she went back to what Eric Swanson had said earlier.

      “Wait. You said, ‘this morning’?” she said, cutting him off midsentence.

      There was a pause followed by a soft clearing of his throat. “Unfortunately, your parents were unable to call earlier as they were dealing with other things.” Discomfort marred his urbane tone.

      A familiar hollow ache pierced the grief. Unable or unwilling?

      It was a useless question since the answer never changed. She squeezed her eyes closed, pulled the phone from her ear, and pressed it against her forehead, fighting back a sob of pained anger as old resentments rose. The emotional overload triggered a creeping numbness, and she pulled the lack of feeling closer, huddling in its dubious protection as she drew in a breath.

      When she opened her eyes, she put the phone back to her ear and managed a faint “Of course they were.”

      His pause, this time, was longer, and when he spoke again, it was with a curious gentleness. “Ms. Ambrose.” He stopped then continued before she could correct him. “Cassandra, your grandmother loved you very much.”

      His compassion was enough to trigger tears. The pressure rose, demanding release, but she refused to blink and set the tears free. “I know.” Taking another ragged breath, she stared at the desk in front of her. “Can I ask, where is she now?”

      “She’s staying with Desert Willow Funeral Home here in Vegas, until her service on Saturday morning. She’ll be laid to rest next to your grandfather.”

      A man Cass didn’t remember but whom her grandmother had remained utterly devoted to in the twenty-odd years since she’d lost him. At least now they’ll be together.

      “The reading of her will is to follow the service, and your presence, of course, is requested. Your parents have asked that the reading take place in the privacy of their home. If you prefer, I can send you the details for the service.”

      “To my cell, please.” Functioning on autopilot, she managed to stumble through the awkward goodbyes before disconnecting.

      Cass held the phone to her chest and slowly curled over her knees. Grief tore through her, sending fissures spiderwebbing through the unnatural numbing fog. Memories rushed in. Her grandmother’s joyous laugh. Her strong arms that held a broken teenager desperate to make amends. Iris’s unflappable strength as she defied her daughter and son-in-law to support a grandchild left in pieces by her parents’ machinations. Her unending patience as an angry Cass pushed every limit she could find and then some. Iris’s pride when Cass, Isa, and Des had opened Wonderland. If there was one constant in Cass’s life, it was her grandmother’s love and acceptance. Without her, Cass was well and truly alone. Again.

      What do I do now?

      The whisper of wings gained strength, turning into a wave of deafening thunder. She didn’t have the strength to fight her way free of the caustic mix of guilt, love, regret, and grief. The snaking cracks turned blindingly hot, searing past bone, leaving her heart bleeding. A harsh sob finally tore free.

      “Cass. Cassandra.” An arm curled around her shoulders, pulling her into a broad chest that vibrated with Des’s worried rumble. “What happened? Who was that?”

      She lifted her head and was surprised when Des’s hand went to her face. He pulled off her glasses and set them down.

      She sniffled a quiet “Thanks,” and used the back of the hand holding the phone to wipe at the wetness on her face. She blinked away the blur of tears as she stared at the handset she held.

      “Here, let me take that.” Des gently pulled the phone from her hand and set it aside. “Talk to me.”

      “A family lawyer,” she said, answering the easiest question first.

      He frowned. “Family lawyer?”

      She managed a jerky nod.

      “Did something happen to your parents?” he asked, a hint of anger creeping under the worry.

      A harsh noise escaped her before she could stop it. “Not them. It’s Yaya—” She choked, unable to finish and make it real.

      Des’s face paled, and his arm tightened. “Iris? Is she okay?”

      She couldn’t watch him as she said it, so she dropped her gaze, absently realizing she was clutching at Des’s T-shirt in a white-knuckle grip. “She’s gone.”

      The chest she leaned against stilled, but the arm around her didn’t loosen. “Gone?”

      She nodded. “This morning,” she rasped. “In her sleep.”

      He finally inhaled sharply and let out a pained “Gods dammit. I’m so sorry, Cass.”

      There was nothing to say to that, so she didn’t try. The next couple of minutes passed in silence, each of them lost in thought.

      “What do you need?” he finally asked.

      For this not to be happening.

      But since that wasn’t an option… she took a breath and straightened her shoulders. Swallowing hard, she looked up. “I need to get to Vegas.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter 2

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Grayson smothered a chuckle as Locke dropped back into his seat and scowled at his empty beer. It wasn’t often he got to witness the Hound getting shot down so hard that he should be standing in the middle of a smoldering crater instead of a very cool bar. Based on the clenched jaw, dark glare, and nearly visible steam coming from Locke’s ears, the man didn’t enjoy the experience. Which made teasing him an easy call.

      “You okay over there, Prince Charming?”

      “Fuck you, Gray.”

      “You’re not my type.” Grin widening, Grayson picked up his beer. “Not sure you’re hers either.”

      Locke blew out a breath, shook his head, and muttered, “Whatever.” He sat back, picked up his bottle, took a long draw, and set it back, all without taking his eyes off the raven-haired woman’s ass as she leaned into the bar to talk with the very intriguing bartender.

      Speaking of types… There was something about the woman holding court behind the bar. She moved gracefully from one spot to another, a fascinating combination of bohemian and rocker chic. Her hands flew in a graceful sweep, like an orchestra director, as she mixed drink after drink. Her wildly colorful hair, pulled back in a half-tamed tail, held browns and blacks with glints of bright gold and streaks of deep red. It twirled and bounced as she moved.

      Grayson’s hands itched to sink into that wildness. He was too far away to see her eyes, especially since she wore wire-frame glasses, but he could definitely feel the weight of her gaze every time it landed on him. And he sure as hell hadn’t missed the flush of color that filled her witchy face when he winked. Or the way she bit her full lip before she looked away.

      “You know,” Locke said, “Cass is Isa’s best friend.”

      Grayson reluctantly turned his attention from the two talking women to the man across from him, who now wore a shit-eating grin.

      “So,” Locke continued, “the odds are not in your favor.”

      Ignoring his friend’s opinion, Grayson focused on what was more important. “Cass?”

      Locke’s grin widened. “That’s the name of the woman you’ve been eyeing all night.”

      “Whatever.”

      Locke laughed, his amusement chasing away the last bits of his earlier irritation. “Don’t worry. If those looks she was giving you are anything to go by, she’s interested.”

      A rush of anticipation zipped through him then cooled. Unfortunately, he was heading home the next day, so as much as he might like to pursue the beautiful Cass, it wouldn’t happen that night. “Wish you’d brought me here earlier, when I didn’t have to head out in the morning.”

      “Well, I appreciate you coming in to help on such short notice.” Locke studied him for a moment. “You sure you don’t want to consider moving out here? There’s a lot of opportunity for a Key like you in the Valley. Hell, I know for a fact the Cordovas would be happy to put you on their payroll.”

      Grayson couldn’t deny that the idea held some appeal, especially since his feet had been getting itchy. Still, he wasn’t sure he should upend his life when the offer hinged on being beholden to an Arcane Family, even if it was one of the better ones. He had no problems contracting out with the Western Arcane Guild, which covered southern California, Texas, Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Arizona, and Nevada, because that gave him the option to pick and choose his jobs, but tying himself to one Family? Yeah, no thanks. Still, he wasn’t one to burn his bridges, because you never knew where life would take you.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I’m happy in Vegas.”

      “Fine.” Locke shifted in his chair and stretched his legs out alongside their table. He tilted his half-filled bottle and absently rolled it back and forth. “At least I can let Zev know I tried.”

      “How’s he doing?”

      About a month earlier, Grayson had been called to one of the Vegas hotels by an old business friend and fellow Guild Key, Lena Davis, to help out Zev Aslanov, the right-hand man of the Cordova Family—well, more like to help out Lena’s friend, Rory Costas, another intriguing woman who was more than she appeared to be. The Arcane Transporter was slowly gaining an impressive reputation and not because she was Zev’s significant other. The whole situation had been an interesting experience to say the least. The modified bane hex that had been set on Zev should have been fatal, but he’d been protected by something, or someone, very powerful, which had provided Grayson the slim opening he needed to counter the highly illegal and complex plague hex.

      “Zev is good, actually. He’s getting ready to move in with Rory.”

      “Wait—I thought Rory and Lena were roommates.” Grayson noticed Cass take a phone from the big guy working with her then disappear into the back.

      “They are… were.” Locke set his bottle down, his gaze drifting to Isa as she went back to working the floor. “From what Zev told me, Lena wanted to move in with her guy, so she offered Zev the option to buy out her half of the condo. He took her up on it.”

      “If housing prices are anything like they are in Vegas⁠—”

      “Worse,” Locke said.

      “Then good for him,” Grayson finished, trying not to smirk when Isa swept by without acknowledging Locke.

      Locke’s gaze followed her before he shook his head, lost his sprawl, sat up, and leaned forward, his arms folded on the table. “Yeah, I’m glad I got into my place when I did.”

      “Speaking of, how’s the rehabbing going?”

      A year before, Locke had bought a fixer-upper and spent what little spare time he had doing endless projects. As stunning as Locke’s results were, Grayson preferred to make a phone call and have someone else deal with things like leaky faucets and nonfunctioning appliances. In any case, he wasn’t ready to set down roots.

      “I got the master bath done, and now I’m working on the kitchen cabinets.”

      Locke was in the middle of a story involving a sketchy landscaper when the man behind the bar motioned to Isa. She headed over, the two had a short conversation, then Isa set down her tray and slipped behind the bar. The man went through the door and disappeared. Grayson tuned back in to Locke’s story but couldn’t stop his occasional glances at the bar. He wondered where Cass was, and—even more irritating—why had the other guy followed her to the back. He squashed the flash of unwarranted jealousy before it could become a massive pain in his ass.

      Locke turned to follow Grayson’s gaze. “What?”

      “It’s nothing.” Grayson idly played with his beer.

      Locke gave him a “don’t bullshit me” look before turning to eye Isa, who was setting drinks on the tray of one of the younger servers. He gave a soft grunt of amusement. “Where’s Cass?” Before Grayson could answer, he frowned and added, “And Des?”

      Grayson stilled his restless movements. “Des?”

      “Yeah, the other bartender.” Locke scanned the room. “He tends to stay on the floor.”

      Grayson lifted his bottle and tipped it toward the bar. “They both disappeared through that door.”

      “Huh.” Locke drained his beer and stood, his chair sliding back from the table. “Come on.”

      Not sure what Locke’s deal was, Grayson didn’t move. “Where?”

      “The bar,” he answered in a tone that indicated he questioned Grayson’s intelligence. “If Isa’s covering the bar, something’s up.” Empty bottle in hand, Locke turned away. He took a couple of steps then stopped and looked back. “You coming?”

      Well, shit. Grayson picked up his nearly empty bottle, finished it, and then got to his feet to follow Locke to the bar. They were almost there when the back door swung open and Des walked through, his face strangely blank as he reached out to tag Isa’s arm. In the midst of preparing a drink order, the raven-haired woman stopped and turned. Whatever Des said to her had her shoulders going rigid as she tossed aside a bar towel. The two switched places, Des moving to finish up the drink order and Isa rushing through the door to the back.

      Locke’s casual stroll went predatory even as a curious tension wrapped around Grayson. Something was definitely up. Des caught their arrival and made a gesture for them to wait as he served customers. They set their empties on the bar top.

      It didn’t take long before Des was standing across from them and picking up the empties. “Need another?”

      “Nah, we’re good, thanks.” Locke lifted his chin to indicate where Isa had gone. “Everything all right?”

      Des tossed the bottles into a bin, and the sharp clash of glass against glass rang out. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      Undaunted, Locke kept at the man. “That nothing sure lit a fire under Isa’s ass.”

      “Maybe give said ass a break, yeah?” Des folded his thick arms as he glared at Locke. His dark gaze went to Grayson. “No offense, Don Juan, but you might want to try your luck somewhere else tonight.”

      “Okay, Des, cut the shit,” Locke said. “What’s going on? Is there something we can help with?”

      Des studied the Hound for a long minute, ignoring the flashes of light that burst like fireflies from the order-display rune embedded in the counter. Concluding his internal debate, he eventually exhaled and grimaced. “As much as I appreciate the offer, this isn’t something you can help with unless you want to clear tables.”

      Grayson was as surprised as Des when Locke took the bartender’s suggestion seriously. “If that’s what you need, I can do that.”

      A small curve hit Des’s mouth, easing some of the hard edges. He turned to Grayson. “That go for you too?”

      Since his early twenties had included working the casino bars in Vegas, it was an easy ask. Besides, he was curious. He shrugged. “If you need the help, sure.”

      “Right. Meet me at the pass. I’ll get you set up.”

      Grayson followed Locke to the end of the bar, while Des took the same path behind the tall counter, stopping here and there to touch base with patrons. At the pass, Des gave them a quick rundown of the floor, handed them aprons and dish bins, then set them loose. The next few hours were spent clearing tables and helping the two servers.

      He kept his eyes peeled for Cass, but she never came back. Isa made a couple of appearances to talk to Des before going back, presumably to be with Cass. The first time Isa came out, she did a double take when she spotted Locke out on the floor, but that was the only look she spared the man. The routine of working the floor was interrupted only once, when Des was busy hustling drinks and a well-lubricated guest was intent on creating a scene. Grayson and Locke set aside their aprons to escort him from the premises and into a rideshare, then it was back to the floor.

      Eventually, the door closed behind the last customer. The two young servers settled up with Des while Locke and Grayson upended chairs on tables. Grayson laid his apron on the bar as the door to the back swung open and Cass stepped through. Isa was on her heels, speaking. Her voice was low, but he still caught the tail end of their conversation.

      “No way you’re staying with those vultures, Cass. It’s bad enough you’re going to have to deal with their crap on your own.”

      Gone was the vibrant woman from earlier, and in her place stood a wan, red-eyed, and—based on the stubborn angle of her chin—determined female. “Not like I have a choice, Iz. We’ve got commitments to keep, like the band coming in on Thursday, and then there’s that…” She pulled up short when her gaze hit him and Locke. “That other thing you took on,” she finished. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he said, ignoring the strange undercurrents swirling between the two women.

      Locke came up beside him and dropped his apron on top of Grayson’s.

      Cass watched with a small frown. She opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, Locke got there first. “What’s going on?”

      Cass looked away, and her shoulders hunched. Behind her, Isa and Des shared a look.

      Des finally answered, “Cass’s grandmother passed, and she needs to get to Vegas.”

      Grayson checked his watch, noting that it was closing in on midnight. “Are there flights heading out this late?”

      “No, we checked,” Isa answered. “The next one leaves at five fifteen in the morning.”

      Cass rubbed her forehead and, in a weary tone, gritted out, “I can drive.”

      “No, you can’t,” Isa shot back. “That thing you call a car is barely functioning.”

      Cass dropped her hand, folded her arms, and glared at Isa. “But it runs, and if I hit the road in the next hour, I’ll make Vegas by seven.”

      Des waded into the conversation. “It’s a crapshoot if it’ll make it to the freeway. Not to mention you’re in no shape to be driving.”

      Cass’s stiff shoulders slumped as pain washed through her face before she wiped it away. She ran a hand over the back of her neck, the soft clack of beads on her collection of leather bracelets joining her sigh. “Yeah, I know.”

      Something about her resignation got to Grayson. “I can drive you.” The offer escaped him before he could rethink it.

      The three barkeepers turned to him, each wearing an expression of surprise. “What?” Cass asked as if not sure she’d heard correctly.

      He didn’t blame her. Hell, he had no idea why he’d offered, but now that he had… “I can drive you,” he repeated. “I was planning on heading back in the morning anyway. No reason I can’t leave a few hours early.”

      Color rose under Cass’s skin, the flush easing the shadows in her face. “I appreciate it, but⁠—”

      “I can vouch for him.” Locke stood at Grayson’s side, his hand braced on the bar as he set a boot on the footrail. “I don’t know what’s going on, but if you need backup, he’s not the worst choice.”

      “Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence,” Grayson muttered.

      Locke shot him a smug grin. “Just sayin’.” He turned back to Cass, his smile fading as he turned serious. “Whatever it is that you’re heading up to deal with, neither Des nor Isa is happy about it, so maybe having a friendly face, even one like his, isn’t such a bad idea.”

      When Cass’s attention switched to Grayson, he realized her glasses were gone, revealing long lashes and brown and green flecks intertwined with gold. She studied him with wary interest. “You sure you don’t mind?”

      He tried to ignore the way his body heated under her regard. “Not at all.”

      She worried her bottom lip before finally giving in. “All right, then. Thank you.” She looked around, clearly searching for something. “I can meet you back here in about forty minutes. I just need to pack and book a room.” She looked at Isa. “Happy now?”

      Isa nodded as Grayson winced.

      “What?” Des demanded.

      When Cass and Isa turned to Grayson, he shrugged. “Finding a room might be a problem. The annual E-Con is happening this weekend, and that typically spikes room rates and availability.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Locke said. “And it’s not just them. There’s also a scheduled meeting for the heads of the western Arcane Families to discuss quarterly business plans.”

      Isa snorted. “Is that what they’re calling it now?”

      Locke shot her a dark look but went on. “You might have more luck with a private rental.”

      “Maybe.” Cass closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Isa’s mouth thinned. “Promise me you won’t stay with those people.”

      Cass’s eyes flew open as her hand dropped to her side then curled into a fist. “Those people are my parents, Iz.” There was a hint of warning in her voice.

      Isa remained unmoved. “And they’re toxic, so promise.”

      “Enough.” Cass turned from Isa to Grayson. “Forty minutes?”

      There was no missing the struggle between anger and tears, so he did what he could to help. “I’ll be here,” he promised.

      She dipped her chin in acknowledgment, gave Des a quick hug, lifted a hand to Isa and Locke, and then went through the door to the back. Weighted silence filled the space for a long moment.

      “What do I need to know?” Grayson finally asked.

      When Isa and Des visibly relaxed, he figured he’d landed on the right question.

      “Her parents are the epitome of assholes,” Isa said. “Her father will all but ignore her, and her mother will ride her ass into the dust. I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you stick with her until she finds someplace else to stay?”

      “I can do that.” Since Grayson was between jobs, it was an easy promise to make.

      “Good. Iris…” There was a depth of grief in the way Des said that name. “Was a hell of a woman and the only decent member of Cass’s family. She’s the biggest reason Cass is who she is. Otherwise, she’d have ended up like Sofia.”

      “Sofia?” Locke asked.

      Isa’s nose wrinkled. “Her younger sister, aka the golden child. I’m sure she’ll be there too,” she said with an edge of mockery.

      “Right.” There was a story there, but considering how tricky family dynamics could be, it was probably best to get the details from Cass. Speaking of… “You mind giving me Cass’s number?”

      Des rattled it off, and Grayson entered it into his phone with the fleeting thought that this was not how he’d planned on getting Cass’s number. Once done, he realized he needed to add a couple more numbers to his phone. “Why don’t we exchange numbers so I can keep you in the loop, just in case?”

      “Good idea.” Des rattled off his and Isa’s numbers.

      Once Grayson had sent them texts so they would have his number, he turned to Locke. “Ready to head out? I need to grab my stuff and then gas up.”

      Locke pushed off the bar and straightened. “Ready.” He shot Isa a look. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Her disdainful sniff followed them out.
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      Today is going to suck.

      Cass leaned against Grayson’s sedan, sipping a surprisingly good coffee, considering it came from a convenience store. She soaked in the early-morning sun as it crept along the low-lying mountains that trailed from Boulder City into Vegas. Out on Highway 93—which was no longer hampered by congestion, thanks to the newly installed Boulder City Bypass—traffic clipped along. She’d been grateful when Grayson had offered to stop. Not only was it a chance to stretch her legs, but it also meant she could put off facing her parents and the emotional blowout that would follow. A noxious mix of grief and something older and uglier twisted painfully in her gut, but she forced down another sip.

      Maybe she would ask Grayson to take her to the funeral home first. Afterward, she could catch a rideshare to her parents’ place. That way, he wouldn’t be obligated to stick around. Thanks to their road-trip-sharing sessions, she figured he was the type who would make that kind of offer, and that wasn’t something she wanted to take advantage of, no matter how tempting.

      A ding and whoosh floated through the air. She turned to see Grayson walk out of the store, a doughnut clenched in his teeth as he snapped a lid on a coffee cup. He caught her watching as he grabbed his doughnut and shot her a charming grin.

      Being on the receiving end of it ignited a warm combination of attraction and appreciation that inched back the cold, deep press of sorrow that had settled since she’d answered the phone at work. During the hours-long car ride, that strangely hopeful feeling had gained strength, and despite the timing, she found she really liked him. When they first hit the road, they’d asked the typical getting-to-know-you questions, which morphed into lists of favorites before moving on to the more entertaining versions of two truths and a lie.

      Then somewhere along the line, they meandered off into more personal conversational gambits that bumped between stories of the past, observations of the present, and wishes for the future. She learned that he worked with the Western Arcane Guild as a Key, and although he didn’t say much, she got the impression his skills with curse breaking were in high demand—so much so that Locke was nudging him to work with the Cordova Family. As one of the premier Arcane Families in Phoenix, the Cordovas had access to the best, so if they were offering to bring Grayson aboard, he had to be a top-tier mage.

      When she asked if he was considering the offer, he gently brushed her off with a noncommittal “It’s something to think about.”

      Though her curiosity was a pesky bitch, she allowed him to shift their conversation to swapping amusing anecdotes of slinging drinks. His tales predated his mage career when he worked the Vegas nightclub scene. She matched him story for story, with her vast collection earned from a variety of southwest venues from a time before she’d put bar owner on her résumé. Despite the initial reason for their car trip, it was one of the best first dates she’d ever had.

      “I left the doors unlocked,” he said as he approached the car.

      “It’s cool. I wasn’t in a rush to get back in.”

      He stopped next to her, leaving a couple of inches between them as they enjoyed their coffee and watched the passing traffic. The next minute or so passed in relaxed quiet. As loath as she was to break it, there was no rest for the wicked.

      “I was thinking…”

      “Sounds dangerous,” he murmured.

      She shot him a look and caught the amused curl of his lips. “It could be,” she teased. “You mind dropping me off at the funeral home?” Her voice cracked on that last bit.

      He angled closer, his shoulder brushing hers. “I can do that,” he said gently.

      Whether he intended it or not, she took comfort from the brief touch, leaning in a little when he didn’t move away. She scrounged up a small smile. “You don’t have to stick around. Especially if you’ve got things to do.”

      She made the mistake of looking at him, and since he was maybe five or six inches taller than her five foot six, he was close enough that she could see the striations of gold that flared into a thin dark ring that bled into a tiger brown. Flustered, she looked back at the road, feeling heat wash under her skin.

      “Got nothing going on. So I’m happy to play your driver.” When he paused, she looked back to find him watching her. “Besides, I made Des and Isa a promise.”

      There was no mistaking his concern, and it threatened to weaken her white-knuckle grip on her grief. She tried to clear her throat, where a lump had taken up residence, and looked away. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Mm-hm.” There was a hefty amount of disbelief in his response, but he only said, “You’ve got good friends.”

      “The best,” she agreed before taking another sip from her cup.

      “Makes me think if they’re worried enough that they asked someone they don’t know to have your back, maybe I should stick around.”

      “They’re worrywarts.” And they have reasons for that worry.

      His silence was loud with unvoiced opinions.

      She sighed. “My family… they’re complicated.”

      “Most are.”

      That was true, but hers took the cake and threw it out the window. “Isa and Des don’t like my parents, which isn’t a surprise considering my parents are difficult to like.” Or love.

      He cautiously stepped through the door she’d opened. “You mentioned you left home at sixteen.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your choice or theirs?” There was no judgment in his voice, just curiosity.

      “Depends on who you ask.” She didn’t try to mask
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