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      “Look, work with me. I promise I can make it worth your while.”

      I tightened my grip on the cage’s handle and ignored the easily identifiable East Coast accent that couldn’t hide the panic bubbling underneath. Instead, I shoved my sunglasses up to the top of my head and met the hard-eyed gaze of the guard who held open the door. I stepped inside the nondescript building and waited until the guard relocked the door behind me before informing him curtly, “Delivery for Beto.”

      The guard’s gaze dropped to the wire cage in my hand.

      The fluffy-tailed chipmunk trapped inside curled its lips and did a fairly impressive snarl. “Whatcha lookin’ at, uh?”

      The guard’s eyebrows rose slightly before he casually turned to lead the way, leaving me and the reason for my frayed temper to follow.

      My package decided being ignored wasn’t working, so he threw his body against the cage and spit out a colorful stream of curses, some of which made my lips twitch. When one particularly strong hit threatened to rip the handle from my grip, I stopped, lifted the cage to eye level, gave it a particularly hard shake, and glared at the foul-mouthed furball. “Try that again, and I’ll tase you.” I held the beady-eyed glare and added, “Again.”

      Inhuman black eyes stared back, an unmistakable mix of fury and fear roiling in the inky depths. Its brown-furred body shivered with barely repressed aggression, and its tail rose behind it like a furry dandelion, every hair standing on end. As an intimidation factor, it was hilariously cute in a deranged kind of way.

      Still, it wouldn’t be me who blinked first.

      A whisker twitched then an ear, and finally, it hissed and looked away. I inclined my head, reined in my triumphant grin, and dropped my arm. I straightened the hem of my shirt and gave my silently amused guide a head tilt, telling him we were now good to go.

      After a slow, exasperated head shake, I followed the suit-covered back down the hall to the big boss’s office. A perfunctory rap of knuckles against wood garnered a muffled response. With a twist of the knob and flex of muscle, my guide politely pushed open the door then held it as I passed through.

      I strode into a sun-washed office done in shades of grand importance. The open blinds filling the large windows were not much of a barrier against the late-afternoon sun or the Phoenix heat. Thankfully, the building’s air conditioning rivaled a freezer.

      The man behind the ritzy desk pushed back his throne-like leather chair and rose. His attention went to the cage I held, and a pleased smile creased his face. “Ah, you found him.”

      I stifled my initial sarcastic response—the answer was obvious—and carefully set the cage on the gleaming slate-gray desktop, right next to the oversized crystal ball. The small critter inside froze, its tiny paws clutched in front of its chest, its nose twitching wildly, and its beady eyes locked on the man as he took his time coming around the desk.

      When Beto finally made it to my side, he lifted the cage and spoke to the trembling miscreant inside, his tone a silky slide of menace. “Señor Nutter, you missed your appointment.”

      Tiny paws rose in the universal version of “I come in peace” as excuses fell like rain. “Look, Mr. B, I’m sorry, but there was an unavoidable emergency, and⁠—”

      Beto cut off the chipmunk’s excuses with nothing more than a raised hand.

      Mr. N fell mute.

      Beto turned his dark, flat gaze to me.

      Repressing a shiver, I kept my expression bland.

      “Thank you, Ms. Costas, for being so… prompt in retrieving my property. I do hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

      The last few hours flashed through my mind—chasing the damn squirrel through a crowded dining patio, a cursing server trying to save someone’s lunch as I narrowly dodged a face full of food I hadn’t ordered, then rushing into the backstreets strewn with noxious elements I didn’t want to think about, until finally cornering the damn fur menace in a lone tree that barely held my weight while Mr. N pummeled me with small objects. I gave the politest answer I could. “As much as expected, sir.”

      “Well, then I look forward to your final invoice.” Beto set the cage on the desk, and Mr. N collapsed into a heart-touching ball of trembling fur. It was an act, of course, but it still tugged on my heartstrings. The valley financier held out his hand. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

      I took his offering and thought about warning him that his fluffy employee might be a bit more than he’d bargained for, but I figured a magically hexed animal deserved to keep a few secrets, especially when dealing with a bigger, badder predator. “And you, sir.”

      Business concluded, I inclined my head and followed my earlier guide out of the building.

      Only when I was safely inside my precious ride, engine rumbling and air conditioner blowing, did I release a long breath and roll the tension out of my shoulders. “Good luck, Beto,” I muttered as I reversed out of my parking spot. “You’re going to need it.”

      Because the Chipmunk Mafia was coming—for him and Mr. Nutter.
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        * * *

      

      With my scheduled deliveries for the day complete, I wasn’t in a rush to get back to the Guild offices. Not that I was punching anyone’s clock but mine, but still… it was closing in on a very busy week. Of course, as an independent contractor, I paid my bills with busy weeks. Between my main client, Sabella Rossi, and my newly acquired account with the Arcane Council, my schedule typically stayed nice and booked. However, Sabella was currently out of the country on what she called a “family tour,” which allowed me the leeway to take on new clients.

      Beto Montenegro, a bigwig in Phoenix’s booming construction scene, was one of those new clients. His name was tied to a mix of developments, some of which skimmed the line of ethics by the barest hair. His behavior might bother me on a personal level, but professionally, as long as my clients paid their bills, it wasn’t my place to judge how they filled their coffers. That was a philosophy I’d learned during my time with the Arcane Guild, and it carried over into my entrepreneurial venture when I hung up my shingle a few months back.

      Rory Costas, Arcane Transporter, Secure Delivery for Your Arcane Needs.

      However, regardless of how he earned his money, I would be adding a special handling fee to Beto’s final invoice. I had nothing against magically bound creatures, but chasing down a morally corrupt, churlish, wannabe mafia fur menace then trying to dodge a scurry of miniature goodfellas had not been part of the initial delivery agreement. Beto was unaware that Mr. Nutter had decided to increase his coffers by playing both sides rather than simply doing his job—infiltrate the site of Beto’s competitor, identify potential weak points on the construction project, and report back. Instead, Mr. Nutter had gotten caught between an irate construction crew and a swarm of furious chipmunks who didn’t take kindly to unwelcome visitors in their territory. The combined threat had Mr. N making pawtracks to the dubious hideout at the nearby outdoor mall. Luckily for me, Beto, trusting soul that he was, had magically tagged his furry spy as insurance.

      I was sent to the last-known location to pick up the miscreant, where I made a convincing argument for Mr. Nutter’s return with the help of a Taser. After I managed to lock the cage door behind Mr. Nutter, I’d quickly discovered it was my turn to evade the fiercely territorial associates determined to eliminate the treacherous snitch. When I hit the lot where I’d left my Mustang, I ran into an entire scurry sniffing around for my dodgy package. It had taken some judicious misdirection to get into my Mustang undetected. It was only when I looked back and saw two furry bodies perched on a nearby bench, giving my ride an evil eye, that I knew our escape wasn’t completely clean. Enduring the twenty-minute ride to hand Mr. Nutter over to Beto also meant listening to Mr. N bounce from high-pitched wheedling to colorful threats and back to wheedling.

      It was annoying. It was also no longer my problem.

      I turned off Fifteenth Avenue and settled in for a tedious journey through rush-hour traffic. My phone buzzed in its holder. A text flashed across my screen, but it would have to wait. Phoenix drivers were unpredictable at best, maniacs at worst, and I had no intention of risking my ride for a text message. If it was really important, they would call.

      My phone rang. I sighed and hit a button on my steering wheel. “Costas.”

      “Rory?” My best friend’s voice filled the speaker.

      “Hey, Lena. What’s up?”

      “You heading to the Guild or home?”

      “Guild.” I checked my mirrors and hit my turn signal before switching lanes. “I’ve got some paperwork that I owe Adele, but I should be home in time for game night.”

      “Yeah, we’re going to have to reschedule,” she said. “I just got called out to a job over in Carefree and won’t be home until late.”

      “Okay.” I drew out the word since neither one of us was the type to be overly concerned with who was home when since our schedules were unpredictable at best.

      “I tried calling Evan, but he’s not answering.”

      “Maybe he’s on a job?” Since Lena’s snuggle bunny was a high-level electro mage, his services were in hot demand.

      “Maybe, but if he’s at the office, will you let him know?”

      “Can do.” I glanced at the clock and made some quick calculations. “I should be there in about twenty.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a problem.” There was a mix of frustration and something else I couldn’t pin down in her voice. Normally, I wouldn’t have pried, but it wasn’t just me who was barely home this week. So I took a second then asked, “You okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      I let the silence share my skepticism. Lena knew me well, because she blew out a breath and added, “I’ll be fine. How’s that?”

      “Something I can help with?”

      Her exasperated snort filled my speakers. “Can you erase my name from my family’s memory banks?”

      “Thought that was a done deal.” Lena and I had met years ago when she joined the Arcane Guild at thirteen to escape being the emotional pawn between her mother’s powerful Arcane Family and her father’s possessive First Nations clan. As a desperate solution, it had worked, for a while. Then it hadn’t.

      “Yeah, well, ever since the whole Trask and Clarke Family debacle, they’ve been scratching at the door.”

      I wanted to tell her to ignore them, but we both knew that wasn’t really an option. “Do you want me to talk to Sabella? Maybe she can convince them to back off.” My employer, who also happened to be my great-aunt, was an even bigger presence in the Arcane world than Lena’s family. Maybe too big since it would be like using a nuclear bomb to swat a fly.

      That was why I was unsurprised when Lena said, “I appreciate the offer, but no. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Well, let me know if you change your mind.”

      My phone buzzed again, indicating another caller. I let it roll to voicemail.

      “Deal,” she agreed. “So, you going to hook up with Mr. Dark and Broody tonight?”

      Thinking her description of my rather-fierce honeybunch, Zev Aslanov, was spot on made my lips twitch. “Not yet, but that may change.”

      “Right, then if I don’t see you tonight, make sure there’s coffee in the morning.”

      My lip twitch turned into a full-on grin. “That, I can do.” I knew her job as a Key wasn’t exactly sunshine and roses. “Be careful.”

      “Always.” With that, she clicked off.

      Stuck behind a dust-covered semi-truck at a red light, I considered my options for my now-free evening. Maybe I could convince Zev to take me out on his motorcycle up through the foothills, maybe find some out-of-the-way place to enjoy a night of food and music. That was, if he made it back into town.

      As the Cordova Family Arbiter, his schedule was more unpredictable than mine. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel as I waited for the light to change, debating whether to send him a text when I got home. Normally, I wouldn’t hesitate, but he was working, and an interruption at the wrong time could lead to disaster. As if I were channeling a mental mage, my phone rang, and Royal Blood’s “Little Monster” erupted from my speakers. I picked up the call. “Hey, I was just thinking about you.”

      “Should I be worried?” His dark rumble wrapped around me.

      I bit off a snort. “No more than usual.”

      That earned me a quiet chuckle.

      The semi in front of me crept forward, and I followed. “Are you done already?”

      “Unfortunately, not even close, which was why I was calling.” There was no missing the regret in his voice. “Plus, I was going to leave a message since you didn’t pick up.”

      “I was talking to Lena.” Damn, guess I’m on my own tonight. I stifled a sigh, because we were both cognizant that our professional responsibilities didn’t play well with a social life. “Let me guess—the meeting didn’t go well?”

      “Actually, it went better than expected, which is why we’re now staying overnight. They want to do a celebratory dinner, so we won’t be getting in until tomorrow morning.”

      I’d expected his resignation, but there was an underlying note in his voice I couldn’t quite pin down. “But?”

      “But they’re a little too happy about this.” And because he always expected the worst from people, it made him wary.

      “You told me nothing came up in the background check.”

      “Yeah, still…”

      I understood his hesitation, but I was also learning that Zev was sometimes a little too paranoid, a necessary survival skill for the man who was the last resort in dealing with the innate intrigue that infested the Arcane Families. “Any chance of convincing Emilio to bail on the dinner?”

      “Tried that. No luck.” Someone called his name, likely the man under discussion. Zev said, “Look, babe, I’ve got to go, but I didn’t want you to worry.”

      That was exactly what I would now do. “I appreciate that, but do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      “Watch your ass, please.”

      “Planning on it.”

      “Good, I’m highly fond of it remaining in one piece.”

      He chuckled. “So am I.”

      “Love you, Zev.” The words came easier now, but hearing his immediate response squeezed my well-guarded soft spot buried inside.

      “Love you, too, Rory. I’ll let you know when we hit town tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.”

      With that, he hung up, leaving me alone with a dark tangle of worry.
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      I turned off Camelback Road and into the parking garage that served the glass-fronted building that housed the Arcane Guild offices, along with various other corporate entities. I strode through the heavily tinted doors and across the glossy tile floor. Since the Guild offices were on the second floor, I ignored the elevators, hit the fire escape stairs, and started up.

      A door above me opened, and a deep voice echoed down the stairwell. “So I ended up hog-tying the idiot.”

      An amused snort was followed by a second male voice. “That’s one way to solve an argument.”

      I didn’t recognize the first speaker, but the second one was familiar. I came around the corner and caught sight of the two men heading toward me. The first one was a shaggy-haired bruiser with a bulging duffel bag slung over one beefy shoulder.

      The second appeared leaner, but I knew from experience that lean frame was deceiving. Like most combat mages, he was a force to be reckoned with. He caught sight of me and said, “Hey, Rory.”

      “Hey, Gabe.”

      Behind him, his companion jerked his chin up in acknowledgement. “Hiya.”

      “Hi.” He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place a name. I waited on the landing for both men to make it by me.

      Gabe hit the landing first and stepped aside so his friend could squeeze past. “Heard you’re working on contract now. How’s that going?” There was genuine curiosity in his voice.

      I gave a half-hearted shrug and humble bragged, “It’s keeping me busy, but it can be a little intimidating sometimes.”

      “I heard some of your earlier jobs were a bit of a wild ride.” He bumped my shoulder with his. “If you need some sparring time, let me know. I’m happy to partner.”

      “I might be taking you up on that.” And my intent was serious. If the last few months had taught me anything, it was that being able to save my own ass needed to be a top priority.

      “Good. You’ve got my number.” With that, he jogged to where Bruiser had stopped about halfway down the last set of stairs. “Have a good night, Rory.”

      “You too!” I called back as I headed up the last flight. I pushed through the door at the top and stepped into the quiet hall.

      The offices of the Western Division of the Arcane Guild took up the entire second floor of the building. I found it interesting that a magical mercenary storehouse shared its home with lawyers and number crunchers in the heart of upscale Phoenix. Then again, I was pretty sure the building’s other occupants went out of their way not to cross paths with the motley crew that made up the Guild.

      In the lobby, the man of Lena’s dreams stood behind a younger, less-put-together version who was typing away madly in front the terminal. He wore his irritation with a thin veneer of patience. “Next time, when you run that ghost program, make sure the cache is included.” He leaned in, the overhead lights glinting off the flecks of silver threaded through his brown hair. “See that there?”

      His minion’s shoulders rounded, and a grimace flashed over his features. “Yeah, dammit. Sorry, Evan.”

      Evan straightened. “It happens. Just don’t let it happen again.”

      “Got it,” the younger man muttered.

      Evan came out from behind the desk, his gaze aimed my way as I drew closer. The normally rock-steady electro mage looked more ragged than normal. Behind his glasses, his eyes were bloodshot, his ordinarily messy hair stood on end, and he sported an unusual well-beyond-five-o’clock shadow along his jaw.

      I met him off to the side of the desk. “Dude, you look like crap.”

      “Feel it too.” He waved me to the door that led to the back portion of the office, where the Guild’s chaotic day-to-day operations were housed. “Spent the last forty-eight hours tracing down a runaway heir with delusions of anarchy.”

      Sounded like a typical bored, entitled Family teen. When someone had more magic than sense and felt untouchable, they tended to make spectacularly poor decisions. Even worse, when their family was keen to avoid public embarrassment, their mistakes were quickly swept away with the help of various tools, like the Arcane Guild. “How much damage did they do?”

      He grimaced. “Enough that the Director punted the job to me as a priority.”

      “Lucky you.” I grabbed the handle and endured the itchy wave of the magical scan as the ward did its security sweep. When the lock released, I pulled open the door.

      Behind me, Evan continued his bitching as we wove our way through the workstations dotting the open space. “If you say so. You know, sometimes I wish these kids would pick a different way to get their parents’ attention other than making my life hell.”

      I lifted a hand at some familiar faces. “Not sure they’re specifically targeting you, Evan.”

      When he grunted in response, I shook my head and shifted my attention to the large whiteboard that dominated the back wall near a set of double doors. Next to my name, the mark of green for Señor Nutter’s case now had a blue partner, indicating a potential job.

      “Hey.” Evan pulled up short, bringing me to a stop. “What are you doing here anyway? I thought we had a game night scheduled.”

      “Yeah, well, Lena got called out and won’t be back until late.” I leaned a hip against an empty desk. “She tried reaching you, but…”

      He patted at his pockets, likely looking for his phone, and came up empty. He muttered an oath and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I was dealing with Kel.”

      “The mini-you out front?”

      “Yep, he skipped a search parameter.” Thankfully, Evan didn’t devolve into geek speak. He dropped into the empty seat and studied me. “She sound okay?” He strove for casual but missed by a mile.

      “Stressed, irritated, pretty par for the course.” I tilted my head. “What’s up?”

      He leaned back, a frown forming as he crossed his arms and stretched out his legs. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Something’s been bothering her the last few days. I wanted to make sure if she’s not talking to me, she’s at least talking to you.”

      As sweet as that was, it took us onto tricky ground. Evan was a friend, a good one, but Lena’s friendship was older and longer, so I tiptoed carefully. “We’ve both been busy, haven’t had much time to do anything more than wave.”

      “Hmm.” The sound didn’t say much, and the lines in his forehead deepened.

      “Wine and dine her, then make her talk to you.” I wasn’t exactly the best person to offer relationship advice, but I knew Lena. She would keep things bottled up until they boiled over in the mistaken impression she was Superwoman and could handle it all on her own.

      His brows rose as his gaze met mine, and a purely male smirk broke through. “Already got tickets for tomorrow for Platform 29.”

      “Nice.” I was impressed. Platform 29 was a world-class cocktail bar in a restored Pullman car that wound through surrounding mountains outside of Phoenix while you enjoyed your drinks. It was also right up Lena’s alley. “She’ll love that.”

      “I hope so,” he said. “So, you and Zev doing something tonight?”

      I shook my head. “He’s stuck in Vegas with Emilio.”

      Someone called my name, and I craned my neck to see one of the Guild’s best investigators striding through the double doors at the back that led to the gym—a necessary amenity when ensuring your staff remained tight on both physical and magical self-defense techniques.

      “Hey, Nat.”

      “Hey, Rory. You run out of contracts?” she teased.

      “Nope, in fact looks like I caught another one.” I jerked my head toward the whiteboard. “But first, I have to pay my debt to Adele.”

      That earned a chuckle from the formidable Hunter as she stopped next to us. “Wise move.” She nudged Evan’s foot. “Long day?”

      “Aren’t they all?” he drawled.

      “Truth,” she agreed. “Well, I finally have a free night, so I’m going to go enjoy it while I can.”

      “Netflix and chill?” I guessed. Rumor had it, her last couple of contracts had been rough, lethally rough, and like most contractors, she spent her downtime just taking a breath.

      She grinned and started walking backward. “Netflix and chill.” With that, she turned and headed for the door.

      “Enjoy,” I called out as she walked away, then I turned back to Evan. “You should probably text Lena and then make the most of your solo evening to get rid of the luggage set under your eyes. You want to be pretty for tomorrow night’s date,” I teased.

      He managed a credible derisive snort and pushed up from the chair. “I’m always pretty.” He rolled his shoulders. “I might spice up my night by making sure my bunch of idiots don’t end up dying while sitting around a campfire.”

      I knew better, but I did it anyway. “Say again?”

      “My D&D group has a campaign tonight. Was going to ditch for our game night, but with those plans now out…” He shrugged. “They need me since last time, our bard was so caught up in teaching the sorcerer a song that he totally missed the bandits’ flaming arrows that almost burned the forest down. Don’t get me started about their fuck-up with the half-orc with OCD.”

      Right, shouldn’t have asked. “Okay then, good luck with that.” I straightened and motioned behind me vaguely. “I’m just going to go slave over some paperwork, check out the new job. You know, mundane things like that.”

      “Yeah, I like my plans better,” Evan said.

      Truthfully, so did I.

      We said our good-byes and went our separate ways.
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        * * *

      

      The activity on the floor had quieted down to near library-silent levels as the clock ticked past five and closed in on six. My pile of dead trees had dwindled, and my blurry eyes were grateful that the end was nigh. I signed for the umpteenth time and started on my second pass to make sure I hadn’t missed anything because not only did I really like getting paid, I also did not want to tick off Adele. I heard my name and looked up.

      Speak of the devil herself!

      The Director’s assistant was coming my way, and my pulse picked up speed. It was an involuntary reaction developed after years of braving the dedicated dragon housed in the cool professionalism of the efficient forty-something-year-old who guarded the hallowed entrance to the Director’s domain. Whether Guild employee or independent contractor, Adele’s patience did not extend to those who, as she said, “Waste my time by not managing theirs.”

      “Hey, Adele,” I said casually.

      She stopped in front of where I was working and offered a harried “I’m glad you’re still here.”

      I blinked, not quite prepared for that comment. “Um, okay,” I answered cautiously as I pushed back from the workstation. I was not used to seeing her so flustered. Perhaps it’s a phenomenon that only occurs after business hours. “What’s up?”

      “Have you checked the board?”

      I nodded. “See there’s a job available. Haven’t had a chance to review it yet.”

      “I just received a call, and they’ve switched it to an emergency courier request.”

      Ah, I recognize that tone. It was the one that said, “I’m not desperate,” even though she was. “Let me guess—they need it tonight.”

      She nodded.

      “Well, I’m available and interested.” I stacked my paperwork into a neat pile and stood up. “But first, this is for you. The last of the Anwar paperwork.” I handed over the mix of reports and invoices.

      She took it, and I hid my grin as her shoulders went from rigid to a visible slump. “Thank you. I’ll get this processed first thing tomorrow.”

      “Now, fill me in on the job details.” I came around the workstation.

      She started back to her desk. “Your notary certification is still up to date, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      “Lovely,” she murmured. “The pickup address is the Red Maple Collection office in Dueñas Park, and the delivery address is in Sedona.” She kept talking as she went to her computer and pulled up the information. “It appears the package is a gift that requires a notarized signature from the recipient.”

      Sounded fairly standard.

      “Red Maple is offering a thousand-dollar bonus if the notarized receipt is returned to their offices by midnight.” She straightened, and the printer kicked into life.

      Two hours to Sedona, no more than a half hour to hand off the secondary package and get the required signature—maybe an hour, if the signer wasn’t where they were expected to be—and two hours back. That was cutting it closer than I liked, but it was definitely doable. “I can do that.”

      As she waited for the contract to print, she said, “Wonderful. Thank you, Rory. I’m so glad you were here.” She turned back to her keyboard, and behind her purple tortoiseshell frames, her eyes scanned the screen. “The package is listed as confidential, Level 3 security risk, which means you’ll net the standard after-hours rate, plus thirty percent.” The printer went quiet, and with the ease of practice, she quickly pulled out the pages I needed before handing them over.

      A Level 3 security risk meant whatever magic the package carried was stable, so long as it was handled with care. That didn’t bother me, but the contents being listed as confidential did make me pause. “Should I be worried?”

      Adele pressed her lips together and considered my question. Finally, she shook her head. “Cautious, not worried. Red Maple has a sterling reputation among collectors.”

      “Like art collectors?”

      Her lips curved upward. “Art, antiques, and rare magical collectables. Based off previous contracts, they tend to be overly cautious on rating their packages.”

      Better safe than sorry. “Understood.” I scanned the information provided.

      Proving her depth of knowledge of those who work with the Guild, Adele said, “The delivery address is most likely residential, but I’ll be happy to pull it up and double-check.”

      I shook my head. “Appreciate it, but I’ve got it.”

      Her earlier worry disappeared as she regained her typical brusque persona. “Right then, would you prefer a class-two vehicle?”

      I frowned, thinking it through. Only so much would fit in the trunk of a Mustang. “Did they share package dimensions?”

      She shook her head. “No, but my impression is the package would fit in a normal courier bag, so size shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Good to know. For a courier run, I would normally turn down the offer of a vehicle with a magical containment box, mainly because it meant the Guild would increase their cut of the job and I would have to slog through a crap ton of insurance papers, but did I really want to risk transporting an unknown package that may or may not go boom in my precious Mustang? Thanks to my innate ability as a Prism, I would survive any magical attack. My baby might not be as lucky. That tipped the scales. “Actually, yes.”

      Adele nodded and turned back to her computer. “I’ll send the request to Carl.”

      Carl was the head mechanic in charge of the Guild’s fleet of vehicles. “Thanks.” I folded the papers in half. “I’ll head up now.”

      She looked up from her computer. “Be safe, Rory, and don’t forget to get both sets of signatures on the invoice.” The last carried an underlying hint of a threat.

      “Got it.” I flashed her a smile. “Have a good night.”

      “You as well.”

      New plans for the evening in place, I headed up to the garage to see what toys Carl had available.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      With November well and truly underway, the stunning pinks and purples of sunset had disappeared about twenty minutes ago. The automatic overhead lights were on the job, spilling their glow over the parking lot. I guided the Genesis coupe into a spot facing the five-story building that housed Dueñas Park. I shut off the engine and stared through the windshield, fighting back a sense of déjà vu.

      Just over a year ago, I had been in the same position, only then, I’d sat in my Mustang as I prepared to take on an unauthorized side job as a Guild employee. Despite some unexpected twists and turns, I had to say it was one of my better decisions because it had led me here. Still, I couldn’t shake that trickle of unease. I considered bringing my Walther CCP with me, but I decided against it and left my gun secured in the custom holster tucked between the driver’s seat and the center console.

      I pushed open the driver’s door, and the melodious chime of the open-door warning filled the quiet. I had asked the overly protective mechanic for something understated with power. I got the Genesis coupe, and its trunk, which doubled as a secured containment thanks to some creative aftermarket warding. The car would easily fit in with the rentals that flocked to Sedona or disappear among the career-minded rides of downtown Phoenix.

      Although it had been out of production for a few years, Carl’s love and care had kept it in pristine shape. Powered by a V-6 and three hundred forty-eight horses, the rear-wheel-drive cutie wasn’t a showstopper, but she could definitely seduce someone into trouble.

      I clicked the key fob then brushed my fingers over the security ward embedded in the frame. Considering there was a weapon in the car, it was better to be safe than sorry. Warding magic brushed against my Prism magic with a familiar tinge that nipped my fingers. The sting there and gone in a heartbeat. I cut through the landscaped patch of green dividing the lot and the sidewalk then jogged across the crosswalk to the stone steps that led to the glass entry for Dueñas Park.

      Like most reflective surfaces, these were heavily tinted in an effort to hold off the near-nuclear rays of the summer sun, but tonight, they were slates of shadow reflecting my image. I reached for the metal handle wrapped in a door mitt, wondering if it would be locked like last time. Instead of the soft buzz of the lock being released, it opened easily, releasing a flood of light and the kind of after-hours silence that filled a normally busy space.

      I walked through a tiled lobby decorated with muted colors, silk plants, and the same plush furniture I remembered from before. In an eerie echo of my previous trip, I headed toward the manned security desk situated to the right of the elevators. Thankfully, the person behind it wasn’t the same as before. This time, instead of a he, there was a she.

      “Good evening,” she greeted with a polite tone, her expression suitably stern. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” I answered as I moved up to the desk. “My name is Rory Costas. I’m with the Arcane Guild. I’m here to pick up a package from Red Maple Collections.”

      Her attention dropped to the computer terminal below the counter, and a few clicks later, she said, “You’ll want to take Elevator Two to the fourth floor. Red Maple is the first office to your left.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll let them know you’re on your way up.”

      “I appreciate it.” I turned and followed her directions.

      Once I was on the fourth floor, it was clear I was expected because a young man stood holding open the door to what I assumed was Red Maple’s office. He spoke the minute I came into view. “We appreciate the Guild’s quick response.”

      I waited until I stood in front of him to respond. “Of course, Mister…” I trailed off in a silent prompt.

      “Simon,” he filled in then stumbled over his words as he moved aside and waved me into an office done with dark wainscoting and wood tones. “I mean, my first name is Simon. Simon Moore.”

      “Rory,” I offered in an attempt to ease his nerves. “Nice to meet you, Simon.” I shifted out of his way as he headed to the reception desk. “I understand we are on a tight timetable tonight that requires a return of the notarized receipt?”

      He rummaged behind the desk then set a piece of paper and a pen on the counter. “Um, yes, that’s correct. Normally, we aren’t so rushed, but this particular transaction, well…” He trailed off, a bit of color seeping under his cheeks as he stepped around me. “Our client is quite excited about its arrival, which is why we’re offering the bonus.”

      That reaction made me think this young man was fairly new to his position. Well, that and the fact he was the one stuck waiting around after business hours for me.

      “Well, the Guild is always happy to be of service.” I picked up the pen and used a finger to pull the paper closer. A quick scan revealed it was a standard notice of transfer, including a statement about verifying the contents. I scrawled my name on the appropriate lines. “I’ll do my best to meet your deadline.” I pushed the paper back toward him. “Is the recipient aware the package is on its way?”

      Simon nodded as he tucked away the transfer notice. “He is.” He held out the file. “The notarized receipt.”

      I took it and scanned the contents to make sure everything was there.

      Simon said, “I’ll just go back and grab the package.”

      I nodded, closed the file, and watched him disappear down the hall. He was back within a couple of minutes, carrying a box that was roughly the size of a book, which made me think the containment ward might have been overkill.

      “Here you go.” He handed it over.

      I took the box and noted it wasn’t physically heavy. When there was no shift in weight, I decided it must be well padded. Magically… well, that was a different story. As soon as the box hit my palm, my Prism snapped into place, creating a barrier between my skin and the irritating scratch of magic. The contents were definitely magical in nature, but even my Prism decided it was more nuisance than actual threat. Adele had been spot-on when she said Red Maple tended to overestimate their security concerns. “Is it just this?”

      Simon frowned. “Yes. The box is warded and can only be open by the authorized recipient, Mr. Maximiliano Vasquez. He’ll be expecting you.”

      “Understood.” Considering they dealt in priceless artifacts, the additional security measures weren’t a surprise. “Any other precautions I need to be aware of?”

      “Other than a reminder that the contents are breakable, so please be careful when handling it, no.” His gaze lingered on the box for a moment before returning to mine. “I was hoping you wouldn’t mind texting me your ETA before you head back as I’d rather not wait at the office the entire time.” He rubbed his neck and offered a self-effacing half smile. “I mean, if you’re planning on coming back tonight.”

      “That’s my goal.” I set the box gently on the desk and pulled out my phone. “If you give me your number, I’ll shoot you a heads-up when I’m on my way in.”

      “Thanks.” He rattled off his digits, and with them safely stored, I wished him a good-night and headed out to hit the road for Sedona.
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      The GPS guided me along the Red Rock Byway, a two-lane stretch of asphalt that veered off the interstate and led into what the locals considered a village but tourists called Sedona. The drive up had been uneventful, and the package sat securely stored in one of the specialized compartments that doubled as a glovebox. Whatever magic the object had been leaking earlier was contained, at least from what I could tell from occasional check-ins with the Genesis.

      It may have sounded strange to treat a car like a living entity, but because I was a Transporter, that was exactly what vehicles were to me, or at least to my magic. Most vehicles hit my consciousness like individual personalities. My baby was a tricked-out classic, all flirty attitude and edgy performance that equated to a sexy punk-rock speed demon. This coupe was all subtle handling with surprising depth that brought to mind a silver-screen queen who still made the boys drool. While I was behind the wheel, my connection to the car hummed in the back of my mind, and since it was staying quiet, the package seemed to be behaving. I settled in to enjoy the drive.

      Since I had time to kill, I used my phone and its alter ego, which I’d named Alfie, to do a bit of a dive on Mr. Maximiliano Vasquez. As I’d learned in the past, it was best to know the customers. It hadn’t been as necessary when I worked solely for the Guild because I trusted them to do their due diligence. However, once I became my own boss, only one person would cover my ass—me.

      With a quick search of the internet, Alfie shared in a lovely male brogue that Mr. Vasquez was only about eight years older than me and was the heir apparent to a minor Arcane Family tucked under the more-influential Velasquez Family. I risked a glance down at his picture. Dark hair was swept back from a high forehead, the waves ruthlessly tamed but rebelliously curling behind his ears. His hazel eyes were bright with charm, and a dark, neat beard surrounded his full lips. Yep, Maximiliano Vasquez was the epitome of a successful businessman.

      As for his ties to the Velasquez Family, that piqued my interest since I’d had the dubious privilege of meeting the head of the Family, Christina Velasquez. She was one of two women who sat on the Arcane Council, and she was a power to be reckoned with, not just because of the seat she held. I’d seen her in action, and I was not keen on an encore performance.

      On the first pass, nothing about Max gave me pause. According to what was out there, he was well-liked, highly respected, and a generally all-around good guy. He worked with the family investment company and had his fingers in quite an array of businesses. There were no ugly scandals or rumors out there, at least not that I could find in a standard search. He sat on the board of a couple worthwhile charities, and rumors abounded that an engagement might be on the horizon between Max and his long-term girlfriend.

      The sliver of tension in the back of my mind loosened, and I realized that on some level, I had been worried about the urgency surrounding this job. I poked and prodded until I unearthed the lingering trepidation that remained after my recent deep dive into the shark-infested waters filled with powerhouses in the Arcane world.

      More than just my job status had shifted in the last few months. My accepted worldview had been blown apart then reformed into a patchwork of its previous self, complete with paranoid, conspiracy-laced scars that had me braced for treacherous machinations lurking around every corner.

      I reminded myself that the world did not revolve around me, and I needed to get a grip, because it appeared that this job was exactly what it seemed to be—a simple expedited courier run.

      The night sky was dotted with stars. As I came around the last bend, the narrow canyon walls parted, and the road widened into a divided two-lane ribbon. The good news was at this time of night, traffic wasn’t bumper-to-bumper, but it was fairly steady.

      I slowed and curved through the first roundabout as the GPS pointed me past the hotels and clusters of adobe buildings that catered to the gullible and curious. I kept my speed down, not just because Sedona liked their roundabouts or because of the steady trickle of traffic, but because unlike Phoenix, who adored their amber-colored streetlights, Sedona, as a Dark Sky city, didn’t use streetlights. And desert nights were dark enough that the shadows could easily play tricks with a driver’s vision.

      The last thing I wanted, or needed, was an accident.

      When I initially pulled up the address, it had appeared to be a private residence, and so far, that logic was holding. The road snaked into Oak Creek Canyon, leaving the art galleries and restaurants of uptown Sedona in my rearview.

      The GPS continued to lead me along a winding road that slipped between red rock walls. Every now and then, the shadows would lighten enough to reveal faint outlines of the desert foothills. Eventually, Alfie directed me onto a private road. My headlights drifted over the opened wrought-iron gate and barely pierced the darkness veiling the space behind it.

      I pulled through then rounded one last curve. When asphalt gave way to pavers under the Genesis’s tires, I let out a low whistle of surprise. An impressive drive fronted the dramatically lit, sprawling Tuscan-inspired villa set against Sedona’s infamous red-rock hills. It was stunning, and it knew it.

      Based upon the top-tier collection of automobiles parked in the drive, there was one serious house party going on. I tried my best not to drool as I catalogued the recognizable names, including a couple of rare unicorns like a Bentley Bentayga and a Maybach. I hadn’t expected Max to be hobnobbing at this level and questioned my decision to go understated with the Genesis.

      Too late to change rides now.

      I found an open space on the far side near another set of gates that appeared to guard an open-air courtyard. I popped the glovebox, grabbed the package, then picked up the file before getting out of the car. The minute my foot touched the pavers, magic raced over me, and my power met it head-on, like an invisible armor, an innate reaction that made me a tool to be coveted by the Arcane Families.

      As history had proven, the powerful magical elite would go to unbelievable lengths to get what they wanted, regardless of the consequences. Since I happened to vehemently disagree with their perception, I tended not to advertise my ability. Funnily enough, this appeared to be a sentiment shared by generations of Prisms before me, and not just because Prisms had been all but wiped out when the Arcane Families used them as personal shields against magical attacks during the world wars.

      Although that didn’t help things. Neither did the fact that, either due to a desperate need to protect themselves or the selfishness of the Families in power at the time, historical records of Prisms were all but erased, leaving those like me to grow up convinced the only magic I had was the near-symbiotic bond I shared with vehicles.

      All that changed when I discovered that the strange quirk that defended me from most direct magical assaults and ensured I wouldn’t drop dead could also turn the same attack back on its users with lethal results. Then there was the revelation that I wasn’t an orphan at all. Nope, in fact, I was the great-niece of Sabella Rossi-Giordano, the matriarch of one of the oldest and most powerful Arcane Families. She also happened to be one of my biggest contracts, but that was an entirely different story.

      I crossed the drive as whatever magic surrounded the villa bit at my shield with an annoying itch, indicating a warding of some kind. With practiced ease, I ignored it and headed for the stone arch that guarded the front entry. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as I felt someone—or multiple someones—watching me. Not a surprise. A place like this wouldn’t be unguarded.

      As unobtrusively as possible, I checked for electronic or human security—and found both. Tucked under the eaves, little black security cameras were watching and recording. I took the two wide steps, but before I hit the top, a man slipped out of the shadows and stood in front of the wide, heavy wooden door.

      “Good evening.” His greeting was polite, but not exactly welcoming. He was undoubtedly security. Not just because he had the build and expression of a brick wall, but the irritating buzz of power ratcheted up a notch, indicating I might be facing a combat-level mage.

      “Evening.” I heeded the unspoken warning and stopped. “I’m with the Arcane Guild to deliver a package from Red Maple Collections to Mr. Maximiliano Vasquez. I believe he’s expecting me.”

      “Credentials.”

      I shifted the package and file folder to one arm, retrieved my ID, and handed it over.

      “Thank you.” He did his due diligence before handing it back. “If you would please wait inside at the bar, we’ll notify Mr. Vasquez of your arrival.”

      Bar? I put away my wallet then resecured the package and folder. “Of course.”

      He opened the door and motioned me through.

      I stepped inside and quickly discovered this was no simple dinner party.
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      Hidden inside the thick villa walls was a full-on nightclub masquerading as a mansion. The open interior was clearly designed for indulgent entertainment. An echo of a rhythmic beat pulsed through the tiled floor and pounded under the soles of my shoes. Somewhere, a DJ was set up, either tucked in a basement below or set up out on the patio that lay beyond the opening off the back of the house. Considering the glitter, glitz, and noise level, it might have been more than one DJ.

      Sheesh.

      Here, on what was clearly the main floor, furniture was sparse, leaving plenty of space for people draped in shimmering fabrics and tailored lines to drift among the crowd with casual friendliness under sparkling chandeliers. Flecks of light bounced off cut crystal stemware and various pieces of high-end jewelry like small fireflies. Balloons and streamers decorated the high ceiling, and a banner stretched across the room’s far end proclaimed, “Congratulations Max & Devon.”

      Guess the rumors about Max’s single status were no longer rumors because I’d clearly crashed an engagement party.

      “Ma’am,” the bouncer-slash-guard said at my back as his arm motioned over to the right. “If you would?”

      I followed his command and moved to the elegant bar set up along the right side of the room. He watched me as I took a spot near the end closest to the door and farthest from the woman deftly pouring drinks into cut-crystal glasses. Satisfied I wasn’t going to wander off into the crowd, he turned away, pressing his hand against his ear, most likely notifying whoever was on the other end where he’d parked me.

      Despite my tailored black slacks and short-sleeved, draped V-neck emerald-green silk blouse, I felt decidedly underdressed as I eyed the crowd. I recognized a few faces from various media outlets that covered the antics of the high-ranking Arcane families, but for the most part, the partygoers were simply a well-heeled crowd. Some sat in plush chairs nestled along the opposite side, and others spilled out into the night through the open doors at the far end. The air was full of music, murmured conversations, and laughter.

      “A drink?” The melodious voice slid under the low din of noise.

      I turned to find the bartender, her gaze aimed at me, pouring amber-colored alcohol into squat tumblers with seeming inattention. I met the deep-indigo lenses of her wire-frame glasses and shook my head. “Thanks, but no. I shouldn’t be here long.” I hoped. I tucked the file folder under one arm and kept a tight hold of the package. No sense in tempting good ol’ Murphy. It would suck to lose my delivery to some sticky-fingered guest feet from its final destination.

      “No rush. Stay as long as you like.” She finished her pour and nudged the tumblers toward the young server who was clearly picking up an order. As he hustled off with the drinks, the bartender took another order, her hands moving behind the bar like a concert pianist.

      The next few minutes ticked by, and I got a few curious looks that had me subtly wiping at my face. The third time I did it, the bartender closed in and leaned over. “There’s nothing on your face, Ms. Costas.”

      I dropped my hand, my spine shot straight, and I narrowed my gaze on the fine-boned features of a woman I’d never met before. “I’m sorry?”

      She flashed me an enigmatic smile. “You do realize you’re building quite the reputation with this crowd.”

      I blinked at the unusual response. “I am?”

      “You are,” she confirmed as she half turned to prepare another set of drinks.

      As disconcerting as it was to hear from a complete stranger, it didn’t stop my ego from puffing a bit. I muttered under my breath, “Guess that’s a good thing.”

      The bartender turned back to me, and this time, I was able to see the name on her discreet tag. Cass. Her hands paused midmotion, and with an unsettling seriousness, she said, “Not always, Ms. Costas.”

      Shocked she’d actually heard that, I opened my mouth, only to be stopped short when I heard my name. I turned and came face-to-face with Maximiliano “Max” Vasquez.

      “Ms. Costas, I hope your trip was uneventful.” He held out his hand.

      Shifting the package, I took it, and still a little off balance, I managed a polite “It was, thank you.”

      He squeezed my hand then let it go. “Good to hear.” His gaze dropped to what I held. “Good,” he repeated to himself. Then his eyes came back to mine, and this time, a hint of excitement warmed his face. “If you wouldn’t mind following me, we’ll head up and get this taken care of.”

      “Of course,” I murmured.

      Behind me, Cass said in a low voice, “Smooth roads, Ms. Costas.”

      I looked back at her. She gave me another one of those inscrutable smiles and went back to work. I turned away and followed Max across the floor and up the curving staircase to the second floor.

      As we made our way farther into the house, the noise below faded. Max stopped at a set of double doors and rapped his knuckles in a quick two-beat warning before opening it. A whiff of hot buttered corn laced with a hint of smoky spice escaped, as did a wave of laughter and conversation that seeped into the hall.

      He held open the door for me. “After you.”

      Inclining my head, I went through into a large room, stopped just inside, and shifted off to the side. At the back of the room, a hostess served an older couple at a wet bar. Next to it, on the end, two thirtysomething professionals were helping themselves to a snack at an old-fashioned popcorn stand. The two pub-style tables with matching barstools that sat off to the right in front of a mesmerizing water feature were also filled. To the left, more bodies lounged on an L-shaped, low-slung couch that faced a massive TV with various electronic systems tucked neatly below.

      My entrance barely made a ripple, likely because most of the attention was centered on the poker table that dominated the entertainment space. A mixed group of two men and three women sat at the table. Their hands were filled with cards, and a pile of poker chips was clustered in the center. A blonde in a sheath somewhere between bone and white slapped a string of cards on the felt and crowed triumphantly, “A straight flush, Kent, so pay up.” She exchanged high fives with the other two females—one older, one younger, both dark haired.

      From my earlier search on Vasquez, I matched the carefully made-up face of the blonde to Max’s girlfriend, Devon Olson. Correction, fiancée.

      “Dammit, Devon.” A dark-haired man with silver at his temples and suntanned skin tossed down his cards. “I’m done.” He roughly shoved more chips into the pot, picked up a nearby glass, and shot the contents.

      “It’s just a game, man.” This came from the other male at the table, a dirty blond this time, with an edge to his voice and what appeared to be a permanent sneer. He set his cards aside and sat back in his chair. “I’m sure you’ll get a chance to win it all back next round.”

      “Like I said, Perry,” the dark-haired Kent shot back, “I’m out.”

      “Don’t be such a sore loser, Kent,” admonished the older, dark-haired woman. “And Perry, stop making it worse.”

      Max came in behind me and headed toward the game, leaving me to follow. Devon, who was now raking in her winnings, looked up, paused, and grinned. “I won, babe.”

      “I had no doubt you would, Dev,” Max said.

      She stopped collecting her winnings and straightened, her attention shifting to me and the package I held. Excitement lit her face. “Is that it?”

      “It is.”

      His pronouncement galvanized the room. The card game was swept away, and the table was cleared as chairs were neatly stacked off to the side, leaving a clear space around the table. It didn’t stay clear for long. Guests began to gather round, and I stayed out of the way as Max walked over to Devon.

      The milling guests hid the newly engaged couple from my view, and conversations tumbled over themselves. I caught a few phrases here and there, though, and if I hadn’t been there in a professional capacity, they would have had me raising my eyebrows. I heard words like hidden gold and lost treasure, and one word I itched to look up—pythagographs. A few minutes passed in bustled activity, and a couple curious glances were thrown my way. I held my spot and ignored them, doing my best to become part of the décor. I managed a quick head count, and what initially felt like a crowd was actually closer to a dozen people.

      Once everyone picked a spot where they could see the action, Max ushered me forward. “Ms. Costas, if you wouldn’t mind putting it on the table?”

      Faces turned to me, and a few whispers drifted around, but bodies parted, giving me a straight shot to the table. I took it, and when I got to Max’s side, I noted there were four black-and-white five-by-seven photos laid out in a line.

      Strange.

      I set the package on the table, pulled the invoice out of the folder, and laid it next to the box.

      Max picked up the invoice and scanned it. It didn’t take long. He looked at me. “I’m assuming you’ll be acting as a notary?”

      “Once you confirm the box and its contents, yes.”

      Max dipped his chin in acknowledgement then turned to Devon. “Can you grab me a pen, babe? I think there’s a couple in one of the drawers over by the TV.”

      Before Devon could do as he asked, Perry was digging in his pockets. “Hang on, I should have… right here.” He pulled a pen out of his pocket and offered it to Max.

      “Thanks.” Max took it and bent over to sign.

      I laid a hand over the invoice before he could mark it. “Mr. Vasquez, Red Maple asked that you verify the contents first.”

      Max paused, pen in hand, and blinked. A long moment passed, or at least it seemed long to me, but then he muttered, “Of course. Apologies, Ms. Costas.”

      “Rory is fine,” I corrected quietly.

      He set down the pen and carefully pulled the box closer. Standing as close as I was, I felt the moment he touched it. Not because the box began to emit a soft-amber glow, but because his touch activated the ward, and the magic pulsed against my Prism.

      Devon’s attention, like everyone else’s, was on the package, but she sucked in an audible breath and clutched Max’s arm. The ward shifted from a muted amber to a burning orange as the magic verified Max’s identity. A second then two passed before it blinked out.

      Max let out a slow exhale, continuing to handle the package with care. He began to undo the tape holding the box together. Tension swam through the room, as if something unique was about to be revealed. The reaction left me curious as to what was in the package.

      “If this works, Max…” Kent murmured, his gaze focused on the box.

      “Yeah,” Max said, without looking away from the package. He pulled off the top and set it aside. The bottom half was filled with protective foam that surrounded a pair of wire-frame glasses.

      Excited whispers erupted from those gathered around as Max pulled the glasses free of the foam. When he held them up, light from the fixture above glinted off the lenses. The glass was pitted with age, and the wire frame was a bit misshapen on one side. Clearly, they were old and well used.

      “I was expecting something more…” Devon trailed off.

      “Impressive?” The younger, dark-haired woman from the card game filled in with a quick grin.

      Devon nodded.

      Max pulled the earpieces out and held the glasses out in front of him as he peered through the lenses. “It’s not how they look, but what they show you, that’s impressive.” He frowned then lowered them. “But there’s a good chance the story behind them is just that—a story.”

      “You won’t know for sure until you put them on,” Perry said.

      “And I have to once again warn you against doing that,” Kent cut in. “Messing around with haunted items is the bedrock of any good horror flick.”

      A nervous twitter of laughter ringed the table, but Max, clearly undaunted, put on the glasses. “They aren’t haunted, Kent. They’re supposed to allow the user to see the actual map.” He adjusted the glasses until they sat level on the bridge of his nose. Then he reached for the photos, picked them up one by one, and studied them closely.

      I had no idea what he was looking at. The photos appeared to be random street shots from either the late 1800s or early 1900s, but I didn’t know enough to be sure. Based on the topography in the background, it was somewhere in the Southwest, but just where in the Southwest remained a mystery to me. The road was hard-packed dirt, there were saddled horses tied to a wooden railing outside what looked like a general store, and women in long petticoats walked beside men in dark pants and suit coats.

      Everyone waited with bated breath as Max picked up each photo, studied it, then set it down. He was on the last one when Perry’s impatience finally snapped. “Well?”

      Max lifted his head, and his mouth stretched into a wide smile. “They’re definitely the real thing.”

      “Yeah?” Perry’s sneer disappeared, replaced by a shocked excitement. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Max lifted the photo he held. “Here, check it out.”

      Perry took the photo, and Kent leaned in over his shoulder.

      Max started to remove the glasses, only to wince and give a slight hiss as one of the temple arms left a red scratch along his cheek. “Damn,” he muttered, pulling the glasses away, then handed them to Perry. “Careful, those arms are a bit rough.”

      Devon turned Max’s face her way and gently brushed the small scratch. “You’ll be fine,” she reassured him then brushed a quick kiss over his owie before letting him go.

      Perry got the glasses on and studied the picture. “Hot damn.” He set the picture aside and picked up the next one. He studied the photos then looked at Max. A wide grin stretched over his face. “Looks like we’re going treasure hunting!”

      Cheers filled the room.
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      After Perry’s rather dramatic statement, the party ratcheted up to the next level. Luckily for me, I didn’t have to stick around. Since Red Maple required verification that the package was undamaged, Max had me examine the glasses. The still-red scratch on Max’s face served as a reminder to handle the frames carefully, but the rough metal of one of the arms still managed to leave its mark on my finger. I set the old glasses back in their box, then Max and I signed the invoice. I notarized it and, delivery complete, took my leave.

      My return trip downstairs was unaccompanied, and based on the increased noise level that met me as I walked down the steps, the party was in full swing. I pulled out my phone, checked the time, and was happy to see I was on schedule for the bonus from Red Maple. I hit the floor and wove through the crush of bodies that seemed to have multiplied while I was upstairs.

      At the front entryway, I waited for the quartet coming in to move out of the way then slipped outside. I’d never been a fan of crowds, especially when the crowd included unknown magic users. I let out a relieved breath as I escaped the combined pressure of noise and power. After raising a hand to the doorman as he glanced up from checking in even more guests, I kept walking to the car. Headlights danced over me as another car came up, and I turned my head away to avoid being blinded. I hit the Genesis’s key fob and heard the alarm system beep as I rounded the bumper. I reached for the door, still blinking annoying spots from my vision, then I caught movement from the corner of my eye. The base of my neck tingled in warning, and I turned to see who was lurking in the dark.

      Nothing was there, just night shadows. I froze, one hand on the car, the other fisted at my side as I stared hard, trying to pinpoint what had set off my warning system. Behind me, a burst of laughter followed by a car door slamming broke the weird tension as new arrivals headed toward the villa. After another look around, I pulled open the door and got behind the wheel. I snapped my seatbelt into place, and my knuckles brushed over the gun still tucked away.

      I could hear Zev’s voice in my head now. “Doesn’t do you a damn bit of good locked in the car.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I muttered, feeling a bit silly now that I was in the car. Still, I started the engine and did another scan, both visually and magically.

      Nothing.

      I shook my head, backed out carefully, and started down the long, curving drive. I considered stopping somewhere for coffee before I hit the freeway, but it was late, and time was tight. I didn’t want to
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