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

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

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

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

      “You can still walk away.”

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

      “Only because you’re a stubborn bi⁠—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Pessimist.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      That I could do. “Deal.”

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

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

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

      Which was obviously the point.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      His gaze swept over me from head to toes with a swiftness born of practice. He was probably trying to determine if I was a threat. “Good evening, ma’am. Can I help you?”

      “I’m here for a pickup.”

      “Name?”

      “Rory Costas.”

      He stepped back, spine straightening as his hand shifted to his hip. “Can I see some ID?”

      Keeping my movements calm and measured, I handed over my license.

      He took his time studying it.

      I waited, wondering if he was going to write my name down somewhere. There was a fifty-fifty chance it was a possibility, even though I got the impression someone was doing their best to keep any record of this job invisible. I was betting he would, since in my experience most security liked having a name to assign blame to when questioned by their bosses. Anonymity won the day, and no signature was required. Yet his extended study made me think he wouldn’t be forgetting my face or name any time soon.

      He grabbed a package and handed it, and my license, over. “You’ll want to take the elevators to your left to sub-level 2.”

      I gave him a small nod as I put my license away. “Thank you.”

      Once safely ensconced in the elevator, I opened the padded envelope and upended it. A key fob hit my palm. Seeing the emblem, I couldn’t help my burst of excitement. Nice.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid silently open, revealing an underground parking structure. It wasn’t hard to spot the wheels for tonight’s job. The car was a stunning combination of sleek lines and power. The anticipation of driving the four-door Maserati Quattroporte GTS momentarily overrode my nerves. Mesmerized by the automotive beauty before me, it took me a second to register the man standing by the partially opened rear passenger door. My anticipation dimmed, and caution took its place as his attention shifted from the car’s interior to my approach. He straightened and turned toward me.

      I folded up the empty envelope and tucked it under my arm. I dropped the key fob in my interior pocket and pulled out my gloves as I walked forward. At first glance, he appeared to be fairly average. Brown hair cut short, the longer lengths on top brushed to the side, his lean frame covered in dark-gray slacks, white shirt, and silver tie. Throw him into the hustle and bustle of downtown Phoenix at midday and he could be any office drone. But the closer I got, the more my steps slowed until I stopped, leaving a good distance between us.

      A simmering aura of magic spread like an invisible cloak, staining the area near him with a disconcerting intensity. To have that clear of an impression indicated a powerful mage. Powerful enough to make me leery. It lapped at the edges of my quiescent magic, as if trying to determine my taste. A shiver of apprehension crawled over me with a primal warning. I did not want to tangle with this man.

      He took a single step away from the car, only to stop, as if reluctant to get too far away from the vehicle.

      What? Did he think I’d hop in and steal it? Granted, the Maserati was tempting, but sheesh.

      “Ms. Costas.” Unlike his physical appearance, his voice reverberated with unnerving depth.

      “Yes.” I fought to keep my anxiety hidden as I tugged my gloves in place.

      “Thank you for being prompt.”

      Wrapping my professionalism close, I kept my gaze steady and dipped my chin in acknowledgement. “And you are?”

      He smiled, but if it was an attempt to reassure me he was harmless, he failed miserably. “You can call me Mr. Jones.”

      I started to grimace at the blatant lack of creativity but caught my expression before it could show. Don’t antagonize the client, Rory. “And to what do I owe the pleasure, Mr. Jones?”

      “Consider me part of the delivery.”

      My internal warning system blared. Having a powerful magic user do a ride along for a delivery? This did not bode well. “Precautionary or containment?”

      Something unsettling flashed in his eyes. “Both.” With that disturbing answer, he tilted his head in an arrogant dismissal, turned, and disappeared behind the heavily tinted window of the back seat.

      My sense of unease sauntered out of the corner I’d shoved it in earlier and came forward with an evil grin. Right, so my mysterious package was volatile enough to warrant a mage playing guardian. And here I was flying without a safety net if things went wrong.

      This had to be why the Guild strongly dissuaded its members from taking private jobs. At least when you did a Guild-sanctioned job, the parameters were clearly defined, and no deviations were allowed. That reassuring leash of a rule provided a shield that discouraged potential problems that might hamper a successful delivery and allowed the Guild member protective options should things take a nasty turn. Of course, that didn’t help me now.

      You took the job, so see it through.

      Gripping the envelope, I mentally tugged my professionalism into place and moved to the driver’s side door. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I tossed the empty envelope onto the passenger seat. The soothing scent of newly cleaned leather filled my nose. Despite the car’s luxurious interior, there was no way to miss the thick after-market privacy screen locked into place and hiding Mr. Jones and his package from view. I did my best to ignore the threat hiding behind the opaque window and took a few moments to familiarize myself with the car’s dash. It also gave me a chance to reclaim my equilibrium. Not that ignoring Mr. Jones was easy. It was beyond unsettling to have an unknown mage at my back. I much preferred facing my threats head on, thank you very much. That made it easier to run away.

      I secured my seat belt. Because I couldn’t shake my uneasiness crawling over my skin, I nudged my magic until it blinked sleepy eyes and stretched awake. I hit the ignition switch and took visceral pleasure in the smooth rumble as it purred to life. Ready to ride, I shifted my gaze to the rearview mirror by habit. The privacy screen reflected my image and left a disquieting tension zipping down my spine, but years of discipline came to my rescue, masking my visceral reaction.

      Keep it professional. I was getting paid to ensure the package made it from Point A to Point B intact. It was not my business who, or what, the package was, or why it was being delivered. The reminder didn’t do much to quiet my persistent conscience. Holding my emotions in a choke hold, I forced my attention forward and assumed the car was equipment with an interior speaker system. “Address?”

      Sure enough, Mr. Jones rattled off an address.

      It didn’t ring any bells. Not a surprise, considering metro Phoenix served as a central hub to a cluster of smaller cities. Those bedroom communities added to a sprawling network of streets that stretched over roughly five hundred and eighteen square miles. Street names tended to repeat or change depending on where you were, so to ensure we got to the right spot, I programed the address into the car’s GPS. Someone had given the navigation system an Australian accent, which cheerily informed me that this particular address was on the west end, about forty minutes out from current location if traffic cooperated and more if it didn’t.

      I backed out and wound my way out of the parking garage to the soundtrack of the GPS’s jaunty directions. The next few minutes were spent navigating the grid of one-way streets that served downtown Phoenix. Luckily, the mid-week crowds weren’t the nightmare the weekend gatherings typically turned into, but there was enough nightlife meandering about that concentration was a must. Pedestrians paid little to no attention to traffic signals or marked crosswalks, bravely playing chicken with traffic.

      Eventually I got clear of the bars, restaurants, and hotels lined with death-defying cabs and took the on-ramp to the freeway. Finally free, I accelerated. With a smooth snarl, the Maserati gladly took the reins, picking up speed as we hit the ribbon of freeway asphalt. My Aussie navigator cheerfully warned of a disabled car on the shoulder three miles ahead.

      The subtle click of the intercom being activated preceded a coldly polite request. “Ms. Costas, do you mind muting the GPS?”

      The request carried a hint of an order colored with hauteur that set my teeth on edge, but I dutifully did as he requested.

      “Thank you.”

      Now that I had no reason to respond, silence settled in like an extra passenger. The Maserati prowled down the highway with the leashed aggression of a stalking predator. Normally I’d find the quiet restful, as small talk was never my forte. Tonight, it left me with too much time to think, and where my thoughts led was not good. Between the amount of money being paid for this job, Mr. Jones’s inauspicious presence, and the measures in place to ensure the package was kept hidden, something was off in a very dark way.

      Or you’re just being paranoid.

      That might be true, especially since I didn’t spend all my time on the side of right. Even if it was paranoia, there wasn’t much I could do about it—unless I was willing to violate my rule on professional neutrality.

      Not keen on cluing in the intimidating Mr. Jones to my growing unease, I kept an eye on my mirrors, including the rearview, checking the traffic and on watch for anything unusual. Fortunately, rush-hour traffic was in its last gasp, so traffic was moving at a decent rate despite the endless highway construction. As we headed farther out, the construction disappeared, and the traffic lessened even more.

      To help offset my anxiety, I made the most of my quiet time, slowly sliding my magic over my skin like a thin but nearly impenetrable armor. I wasn’t worried about Mr. Jones picking up on what I was doing. My ability wasn’t showy or intimidating, unlike the power he carried, but it was rare. In fact, I didn’t even know my own power existed until I stumbled on it by accident.

      Growing up without a family wasn’t easy and left you vulnerable to all sorts of garbage. For a while, I managed to evade the worst of them, but eventually my luck ran out. I spent much of my childhood bouncing in and out of shelters, and one night, a low-level Fire Mage decided he wanted my bunk. He and I both learned of my ability when it flared to violent life, bouncing his attack back to him. By the time he realized what was happening, he was sporting second-degree burns, his eyebrows were nowhere to be found, and the bunk in question was a smoldering pile of smoking ruin. After a few shocked moments, I took advantage of his distracted attention and bolted, blanket clutched in my hand.

      Not until a few years later, when I ran across Algin, an old, schizophrenic street tramp, was I finally able to put a name to the power I held, Prism. Getting even that much was difficult, but what I did learn was that my magic acted like a magic-repellant armor, for lack of a better term. It wasn’t impenetrable—a purely physical attack could breach it—but when facing a mage, it did tend to give me enough time to react and escape, which was preferable to being dead. Normally my ability lay inert, but when my stress level rose, so did my magic. Mostly it buffered the worst of a magical attack, but on a few rare occasions, it could turn the offensive magic back to the originator. It was purely defensive, but in my line of work, it came in handy.

      When our exit popped up on the GPS, my armor was firmly in place as I began shifting my way left. The directions took me south of the freeway. With dusk gone and early evening well established, only the occasional passing car broke the illusion that we were in the middle of nowhere. Streetlights were few and far between, providing the deepening night shadows plenty of space to play. Lightning danced along the horizon to the east, but the lack of thunder meant it was a ways out yet. A pool of amber light flared to my right as we drove by a planned housing community. As we passed, even that indicator of life faded into the night, and darkness encased us.

      Unfamiliar with the area, I slowed, dropping closer to the speed limit. Splitting my attention between the GPS and the unlit street signs, I kept an eye out for our turn. To my left the land stretched dark and creepily empty, occasionally broken by the shadows of industrial style buildings. It was a strange mix but not unusual this far out. Another planned sub-division was coming up on my right. Our turn lay just beyond that.

      Halogen lights flared in my rearview mirror. Based on their height, they were attached to a lifted truck. I tilted the rearview mirror to minimize the glare, but the driver stayed on my ass. My fingers tightened on the wheel as I passed the first neighborhood entrance, wondering if he would turn in.

      We passed that entrance, and the truck stuck tight. The hairs on my neck rose. My brain started cataloguing evasive maneuvers, weighing the Maserati’s speed and maneuverability against the truck’s lumbering size and height. We passed a second entrance, and the halogen lights turned away. The truck roared off into the neighborhood.

      My fingers flexed on the wheel as relief displaced my wary tension. Our turn was coming up quick, so I took my foot from the gas and eased on the brakes, preparing to glide through the stop. No way was I doing a full-on stop, not with agitation still poking at me.

      Once through the turn, the GPS indicated our destination was five minutes out. Squat buildings crouched along the left side of the road. On the right, cement walls and overgrown paloverdes half hid the next upcoming turn I needed.

      I continued down the road. A glance at the GPS indicated we needed to turn right at about where I could just make out a stop sign. We were passing a side street on our right when light sparked off the rearview mirror, catching my attention. I checked the road behind us, but it was empty. When I looked forward, someone was standing in the middle of the road, arms held wide in a familiar pose. I hit the brakes. Elemental magic erupted as a wave of red-tinged blue fire roared toward us like dragon’s breath.

      Mage! “Brace!” I yanked the steering wheel, trying to evade the attack. It didn’t work. The magical fire roared along the passenger door, and the punch of an invisible giant fist sent the car tumbling. Air bags exploded, blinding me, but I could feel the world tilt and spin as the car rolled. Metal screeched, something crunched, someone gave a pained grunt, and the windshield fractured. The car bounced then settled.

      Before my brain could shift into gear, I was fighting my way free of the airbag. A layer of bitterness coated my mouth, and something warm and wet trickled into my eye. I swiped at it, absently noting the smear of blood on my hand. I went to wipe my hand clean on my pants, but the glittery layer of shattered glass and dust from the deployed airbags covering my lap stopped me.

      I did a quick inventory on other possible injuries, but everything came back livable. Pain was taking a back seat for now.

      “Mr. Jones?” My voice sounded overly loud and rusty.

      There was no answer. I tried to twist in my seat, but the seat belt held me in place. Considering the tilted perspective, in which the passenger door lay above me, it was safe to assume the car had landed on the driver’s side. I peered out the fractured lines that used to be the windshield. Things were blurry, but I was fairly certain the shifting shadow taking its sweet-ass time coming closer was our attacking mage.

      “Mr. Jones, can you hear me?” I shoved my hand down my left side, hissing as mangled metal tore my skin. When I hit the seat belt’s release, the quiet snap was deafening. Freed from the constraint, I used the seat back and steering wheel to shove up and twist so I could see behind me.

      Well, shit.

      The privacy screen had been reduced to a few jagged pieces and Mr. Jones had obviously forgone his seat belt. Not a wise decision, based on the awkward angle of his neck as he lay crumpled against the door. I didn’t have time to worry about the implications of Mr. Jones’s demise because I finally caught sight of what had been hidden in the backseat.

      A boy, who couldn’t have been more than ten, hung limp from his seat belt, eyes closed. What the hell was going on? Shock morphed into worry. I’d figure it out later, for now I needed to get us both out of here.

      Ignoring the protests from various aches and pains, I grunted and squirmed until I could reach back through the seats. I held my hand in front of the boy’s nose and mouth. A faint puff of warm air hit my palm.

      The rush of relief left me momentarily shaky. I gently brushed back his hair to find a lump on his head where it must have impacted with the window. An angry voice, the words unintelligible, came from outside, quickly followed by the eerie rush of propelled air carrying heat that had nothing to do with the weather.

      I braced and turned my neck, expecting to come face-to-face with the mage and his fire. Instead, the mage was still a few hundred feet out. Strangely, his back was to us, his attention on something or someone I couldn’t see. He stumbled back as if pushed by an invisible fist. Clearly, he was otherwise occupied, which was good news for me. Time to get the boy out of here.

      I turned back to find the boy’s eyes open and on me. There was no missing the fear that left him pale and still. Trying to keep him calm, I managed a shaky smile that felt fake, but it was the best I could manage. “Hey, kid, we need to get you the hell out of here.”

      He gave a slow blink, then looked over, his eyes widening when he caught sight of Mr. Jones. His mouth opened and he began to fight his seat belt, his failing movements rocking the car. His mouth opened as if he was screaming, but strangely no sound emerged.

      “Whoa! Hold up, kid! Stop!” I captured one of his arms before he could clock me unintentionally. “Stay still and I’ll get you out, okay?”

      A shudder wracked his body and his eyes darted between me and the dead man.

      “Hey, I need you to focus on me, okay?” I tried to keep his attention on me. It was obvious the kid was scared shitless. “You’re okay and I’m not going to hurt you, but I need to calm down so we can get out of here, okay?”

      He studied me for what felt like forever but couldn’t have been long. The rapid rise and fall of his chest slowed and he finally nodded.

      “Good.” I let go of his arm. “First, are you okay? Everything working?” He gave me another wary nod. “Can you undo the seat belt?”

      His panic inched back as he scrambled at the seatbelt. His growing frustration became obvious as he tried to manipulate the latch. Using my toes, I shoved my torso through the space between the driver and passenger seats, ignoring the protest of my aching ribs and the way he flinched. Reaching deeper into the back seat, I nudged his hands away. With my head practically in his lap, I could hear his panicked breaths. “Hey.” I waited until his eyes met mine. “You’re okay. I’m going to get you out. Use my shoulder to brace so you don’t fall when I release this.”

      I found the button on the latch and waited until his hands gripped my shoulder. “On the count of three—one, two, three.”

      The latch clicked open, the restraint loosened, and his weight hit me. At the impact, I bit my lip, stifling my pained groan. “You good?” My question came out in a kind of breathy voice.

      I felt his hair against my jaw as he nodded.

      “Right, time to come up front. Ready?” He nodded again, and then, ignoring the lancing pain along my ribs, I was half pulling as he wiggled through the seats. After a final tug that nearly blacked out my vision, he dropped into the front of the car.

      A quick check outside revealed an empty night. Where the hell did the pyro go? Off to the right, the night sky lit up with an eerie glow. The car’s awkward angle blocked my view, but a hoarse shout sounded, quickly followed by the harsh bark of another voice. Giving silent thanks to whoever was occupying the mage’s attention, I grabbed the boy’s hand and we scrambled over the dash and out of the car. Adrenaline was a wonderful painkiller.

      Keeping the car between us and whatever was happening on the other side, I pulled the boy along as I made an awkward dash across an empty parking lot toward the buildings squatting alongside the road. The sounds of fighting chased us, along with the nose-curling sharp scent of ozone, a sign that lethal amounts of magic were being flung around. Since I didn’t want to get caught by whoever was generating that kind of power, I intended to put as much distance between us as possible.

      When the boy stumbled, I wrapped my arm around his waist. Together, we managed a stumbling lope as we headed to the questionable protection of the nearby buildings. Everything was dark and closed up tight, so there was little chance of finding shelter inside, but maybe we could hide in the maze of narrow walkways in between. It wasn’t much, but I just needed a few minutes to figure out how to get us out of this.

      Behind me, the night lit up again with an unnatural glow. A pained screech ripped through the air, and the light flickered out, darkness taking control again.

      Heh, guess I wasn’t the only one not having a good night. Anxiety gave my thoughts a borderline hysterical edge. I spotted a narrow opening between the buildings and darted toward it, dragging the boy along. For shits and giggles, I tried the doors as we passed. Locked, locked, locked. I finally gave up and took random turns until we were deep inside the maze of walkways where the darkness draped everything in thick shadows. I slowed, skirting the occasional pool of illumination cast by the security lights. Another left dropped us into a neatly contained courtyard where two metal benches faced off. I tugged the boy over to one of the benches. “Sit for a second and catch your breath.”

      Fortunately, he didn’t argue but dropped onto the bench. I stood in front of him, surveying the small green space as I tried to slow my racing pulse. Shuttered offices lined three of the four edges like a U, each protected by overhead lights. One more building shared by two offices sat in the middle of the only two entry points.

      We were as protected as we could get.

      I kept an eye on the two shadowed walkways as I crouched in front of the boy. There was just enough light to make out his pale face and wide eyes. The poor kid was freaked, and I couldn’t blame him. I put my hands on his knees and he stiffened but I could feel the tremors coursing through him. I let go and pulled my hands back, trying not to make things worse. “It’ll be okay.” I wasn’t sure which of us I was trying to reassure at this point, but since I was the adult, I figured it was best to fake it until we made it out of there. “What’s your name?”

      His lips worked, trying to form a name, but all that came out was an unintelligible grunt. I didn’t need the color that washed under his skin or his fierce frown as he grabbed his throat to put two and two together. A dark thought struck me, joining the circling suspicions that formed while we made our retreat from the wreck. “Muting spell?”

      He gave a sharp nod.

      Anger burned through my anxiety as my suspicions morphed into uncomfortable certainty, leaving my vow of professional neutrality in ashes. “Mr. Jones?”

      Another nod.

      Mr. Jones was an utter bastard. I kept my opinion silent. “Right. Okay, since he’s dead…” I ignored the kid’s jerk and wide eyes and kept going. “The spell should fade on its own, which means we’ll have to make do. That work for you?” I waited for his agreement before continuing. “Let’s start with your name and see how well I can read lips. Ever play charades?”

      His wariness held fast, but he eventually gave me a nod.

      “Good. So first, how many syllables?”

      He held up three shaky fingers.

      “Got it. The first one sounds like?”

      His lips pulled back, revealing braces, and he puffed out a silent sound.

      I watched closely and began working my way through possibilities. “E? H? J?” At his excited nod, I went through more specific options. “Johnathan? Julian? Jeremy?”

      He grabbed my face, his fingers digging in deep, and nodded.

      After covering his hands, I pulled them down to his lap and squeezed them gently. “Hey, Jeremy, nice to meet you. I’m Rory.” Now that he had given me his name, it was time to figure out how big of a mess I’d stepped into. It would be so much easier if Jeremy could talk, but until the muting spell faded, I was out of luck. “Did you know Mr. Jones?”

      He shook his head furiously.

      Yeah, I’d kind of figured that one out, but I still had to ask. Considering the cloak and dagger of this whole shitshow, I went for the worst-case scenario. “Did he kidnap you?” Jeremy’s nod and the fear on his face sent a chill down my spine. “So, you don’t know where he was taking you?”

      Another headshake.

      There were a million and one reasons someone would kidnap a kid, and none were good. Taking him to the address Mr. Jones gave me was definitely out now. I wasn’t keen about delivering this boy to an unknown party to endure whatever the hell waited for him. That was so far beyond my personal lines I’d never be able to live with it. My best bet was to take him back to the Guild offices and find out who he belonged to. Kissing my impressive paycheck and future plans good-bye, I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze and rose. “Can you stick with me for just a little bit longer?”

      He studied my face then slowly dipped his chin in agreement.

      Asking him to trust a stranger after he’d just been kidnapped was huge, but Jeremy had a depth of strength that boded well for his future. First up, we needed to get the hell out of here. Time to call in Lena. I dug into my pocket, searching for my phone.

      “What do we have here?”

      At the sound of a mocking male voice, I spun around and took a protective stance, keeping Jeremy behind me.

      Sauntering out of the shadows, a wiry male walked toward us and stopped at the edge of the sidewalk. But he wasn’t alone. A woman, tall and broad shouldered, stepped out of the second walkway. With both entry points blocked, we were trapped.

      A litany of foul words ran through my head as I desperately searched for an exit strategy. The man took a few more steps forward, crossing through the illumination cast by the security light. It was just enough to identify a familiar utility belt wrapped around his waist, indicating he was a casting mage, someone who relied on ritualistic spells to assist with his dirty work. The woman mimicked him, gaining a few more feet. A quick scan showed she carried no visible weapons, but I wasn’t fooled. Like Mr. Jones, her magic swept before her, brushing along the edges of mine with a familiar intensity. Great, just what we needed, a pair of mercenary mages. If it was just me, I’d go on the attack, but I had to keep Jeremy safe. The only offensive weapon I had was the gun tucked along my ribs inside my jacket. I could take out one threat, but while I did so, the other would try to take me down.

      This sucked.

      “Give us the boy and walk away.” The woman’s voice was surprisingly beautiful—mesmerizing, in fact—so much so that the sound of it set my magical teeth on edge. The hair along my skin rose in warning.

      Behind me, Jeremy moved as if drawn forward by her voice. I stepped back, crowding his slight frame. I released the tight hold on my magic, letting it thicken around me, and tried to spread it out to cover him. I had no idea what I was doing, but it wasn’t like I had a lot of options here. Luckily, the boy stopped moving.

      “Can’t do that.”

      The man moved forward, pulling my attention to the right. “Sure you can. We’ll make sure he gets delivered.”

      Jeremy’s knuckles brushed my spine as he clutched at my jacket. Not wanting him to reveal the holster under my jacket, I reached back to stop him, but I froze when the woman to my left said, “Uh-uh. Keep your hands where we can see them, please.”

      My thoughts went fuzzy for a second, but I kept my hands at my side and turned my palms up, a clear sign I was unarmed. Wow, a polite attacker. How refreshing.

      My weirdly removed thought collided with the realization that the woman facing me was a Harmonizer. Sound wielded by an air mage was an intimidating weapon. Hit the right frequency and a Harmonizer could liquify your heart or create long-lasting brain damage. Recognizing the inherent threat she posed, my magic hummed, deepening its invisible protective shell. The strange mental fuzziness lifted, and I thought fast. “My contract states I stay with the package until delivery is secured.” If I could convince them Jeremy and I were a package deal, I might be able to work this mess to my advantage.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t work for us.” The man raised a fist, opened it, and blew across his open palm.

      I couldn’t see the spell, but I sure as hell felt it. Damn casting mage. My hands dropped, and I bent over as his magic hit like an invisible fist sinking brutally into my stomach. Invisible chains snapped around my legs, trying to hold me in place as they inexorably wound their way up to my hips and tightened with each coil. The fragmentation spell, which normally shattered bone, hit the protective shield of my magic like a deafening hammer, sending reverberations along my skin. As his spell battered at my power, he stood there and smirked, evidently prepared to enjoy the show.

      Taking advantage of his belief that his magic would trump any defense I could mount, I used my pained position to conceal my movements. I pulled my gun free of the holster as I straightened. I barely registered his smirk shifting to a look of shock as I brought the gun up and fired. The shot reverberated through the night and left my ears ringing. The Caster stumbled back, clutching his left side, but didn’t go down.

      Dammit.

      I adjusted my aim and began to pull the trigger back when the woman opened her mouth and hummed a single, sustained note. Three things happened at once.

      My second shot dropped the Caster. The wave of sound slammed into me with enough force that I dropped my gun and stumbled back into Jeremy. A shadow dropped from seemingly nowhere with an ear-piercing shriek and attacked the Harmonizer, turning her lethal note into pained screams, disrupting her magic.

      A figure strode out of the darkness and loomed behind the woman. A black-gloved hand caught her forehead and jerked it back, exposing her throat. Light glinted off the blade in his other hand. Understanding what was about to happen, I spun around and did my best to block Jeremy’s view of the impending violence. His night was bad enough without adding this particular nightmare to his repertoire.

      Unfortunately, I could do nothing to cover the wet gurgle that signaled that the Harmonizer was permanently out of commission. I craned my neck to look over my shoulder just in time to watch her collapse into a lifeless heap at the foot of the assassin. My relief was short-lived.

      Magic slammed into me, hitting my protective shield like shotgun pellets and leaving behind a stinging sensation as if I were being whipped with nettles. I turned to find the Caster propped up on one hand, his furious gaze on me as his mouth worked, muttering the incantation for his next attack. My magic flared, and I watched in horror as cut after cut opened over every exposed inch of his body. He began to scream, but the sound was cut short by a black-handled blade that sank into his throat. His frantic gaze left me and turned to the nightmare stalking his way with lethal purpose. I lost sight of the Caster as our questionable savior stepped in front of him.

      Locked in place by a nauseating mix of adrenaline-laced fear and protective fury, I missed my chance to get the hell out of there while the assassin’s back was turned. By the time my brain was tracking, I’d managed to pick up my gun and herd Jeremy back a few feet.

      The assassin turned, shadows playing over a face that epitomized menace, and took a step toward us.

      “Stop.” To emphasize my point, I lifted my gun and aimed at his chest. It was a wide enough target for me to hit. I kept Jeremy behind me, my fingers curled around his wrist.

      The man stopped and cocked his head. “What? No thank you?”

      “Thank you,” I repeated back inanely. “We appreciate the help, but it’s past the kid’s bedtime, and he needs to get home.” For a moment I wondered if the Harmonizer’s attack had left me brain damaged. What in the hell was I doing?

      “Going to be a little difficult getting home by curfew if you don’t know where he lives, isn’t it?” He took a couple of steps forward, coming out of the shadows.

      Dark hair and dark eyes were joined by a close-cropped beard covering an angled jaw. Add in the imposing height and wide shoulders, and I knew I was way the hell out of my league. If it was just me, I’d turn tail and haul ass, but I couldn’t leave the kid behind. “I’ve got it under control.” I tried not to wince at the obvious lie.

      White teeth flashed briefly, but Jeremy chose that moment to pry my fingers off his wrist. Unable to keep hold of him and maintain my aim, I turned, lowering my arm to stop him. With my attention split between the assassin and Jeremy, I wasn’t prepared for the silent attack from the air that sliced wicked fire along my extended arm. My vision filled with flashes of a sharp beak and malevolent eyes as I batted away the storm of feathers with my free hand. My fingers spasmed, dropping the gun to the ground a-fucking-gain.  A sharp one-two note sounded, and the flurry of the attacking raptor cleared, just in time for me to see Jeremy darting around me. Heart lodged in my throat, I lunged for him and missed.

      “Uncle Zev!” His voice and the words it formed caught me up short.

      Not only did it appear that Mr. Jones’s muting spell had finally worn off, but “uncle”? I regained my balance as Jeremy hit the assassin full-on with no noticeable impact.

      “I knew you’d come.”

      At Jeremy’s muffled pronouncement, I stifled a wince and slowly straightened, trying to ignore the temptation of my gun lying just out of reach. Great. I was the only one still standing after this cluster of a kidnapping, and I was unarmed. My night was looking particularly daunting. Determined not to give Uncle Grim any further reason to sic his pet attack avian on me, I held my position and kept my hands visible.

      Dark eyes pinned me as he cupped the back of Jeremy’s head while it burrowed into his stomach. There was something arresting about his silent reassurance to his nephew that made the brainless emo part of me go, “Aww, cute” for all of a millisecond. What he said next shut that voice up quick.

      “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t leave you with the rest of the garbage.” The whip of contempt in his voice was barely concealed by his soft tone.

      Not keen on joining the recently killed, I opened my mouth to answer, but Jeremy beat me to it. “That’s Rory. She got me out of the car when we wrecked.”

      Uncle Zev looked far from impressed. I slowly raised my hands, palms forward. “If it helps any, I was hired by a private anonymous party to drive a package to an undisclosed location. When I arrived to pick up the car, I was further informed that Mr. Jones would accompany me on the delivery run. I didn’t realize Jeremy was the package until I was already behind the wheel.” Damn, repeating the job details out loud sounded bad even to me.

      My words did nothing to erase the contempt edging Uncle Zev’s face. “Mr. Jones?”

      “The dead man back at the wreck.”

      “He was a dick, Uncle Zev,” Jeremy muttered, as he uncurled from his uncle to stand next to him. “He hit me with a muting spell.” His wan face scrunched up. “I was trying to unravel it, but it kept slipping away. Every time I thought I had it undone, it twisted back up.”

      The man’s dark gaze flickered to the boy and back up to me. “A muting spell?” A wealth of disbelief weighed his question.

      Why his question made me feel like a five-year-old caught with her hand in the cookie jar, I had no idea. “It obviously wore off.”

      “Obviously.” For a moment I thought his lip twitched, but I must have been mistaken. His eyes narrowed, and his voice was sharp with suspicion. “Yet you still managed to get Jeremy’s name.”

      “Charades.” The word popped out before I could stop it.

      “What?” A frown chased away the fierce lines, leaving behind distracted bafflement.

      “You know, the game where you try to guess what something is called?” Jeremy offered helpfully, completely oblivious to the antagonistic undercurrents between his uncle and me. “She figured it out pretty quick.”

      “Not many names with three syllables and a J sound,” I muttered, resisting the urge to shift uncomfortably under Zev’s hard stare. “We’d only gotten to the first name before Frick and Frack behind you showed up.” A tremor ran through my arms, and the rake marks burned like a bitch.

      Zev’s lips tightened and his head twitched, as if he was shaking off the odd conversation. He re-aimed his intimidating stare and demanded, “Do you know where they were taking him?”

      Since I didn’t want to be the lone target of his anger, I had no trouble sharing. “I have the address.”

      “Good, then you’re taking me there.”

      I was? Funny, I don’t remember agreeing to that. “Why?” Another tremor ran through my arms, and I set my jaw, determined to hold my hands up all night if doing that would keep imminent death at bay. My momentary weakness did not go unnoticed.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, drop your hands.” Impatience snapped through his voice.

      I refrained from snarking back a snide “thank you” and did just that. Don’t bait the assassin, Rory. Blood rushed back into my fingers, and the rake marks on my arms went from bearable to a teeth-gritting burn.

      Oblivious to my inner commentary, Zev answered my question. “Because my job isn’t done until I ensure no one is going to be coming after Jeremy.”

      I was all for letting him go rain hellfire and damnation all over whoever waited at the end of this colossal cluster. “Okay, but don’t you think getting Jeremy out of here might be a bit more urgent?” Not that telling this man what to do could be considered smart, but come on, taking a kid on a vengeance mission? That wasn’t exactly the most adult thing to do.

      “Since your car is totaled, and I’m not about to trust mine to a woman who can be bought by the highest bidder, that’s not an option.”

      Condescending jackass. “Fine.” His dig found its mark, and anger flared. “Then if I’m no longer required, you two run along and have fun.” I was more than ready to call it a night, especially since Jeremy had his grumpy-ass uncle at his side. I might not have wheels, but my legs worked. I could start walking until Lena could pick me up.

      “I didn’t say that.” He squeezed Jeremy’s shoulder and walked over to where the sprawled body of the Caster was illuminated by the security lights.

      Not quite following what he meant, I frowned. “Didn’t say what?”

      “That you weren’t required.” Zev dropped into a crouch by the body and riffled through the dead man’s pockets. His position partially obscured his movements, but his shoulders shifted under the tightly fitted shirt. “Besides, you’re not getting out of this that easy.”

      I caught a glimpse of the small bottles preferred by casting mages as they disappeared into the various pockets of Zev’s dark cargos.  Not appreciating his patronizing attitude, I folded my arms, only to suck in a sharp breath as the move pulled my jacket over the still-seeping wounds along my arms. I breathed through the burst of pain and sent a few foul words toward Zev’s feathered friend. “As if I’d call this easy.”

      Zev’s hands stilled as he turned his head and pinned me with a menacing look.

      If he hoped to shut me up, he was bound for disappointment. My typical clientele ran the gamut from legit to unsavory, so I wasn’t unfamiliar with danger and intimidation. Unfortunately, when both were directed at me, it resulted in my mouth running ahead of my brain. True to form, I waited until he turned back to his search before I added, “Aren’t you worried someone will wave around a handful of cash and change my mind?”

      “Nope.”

      Don’t ask. Don’t ask. Don’t ask. “Why?”

      Zev’s sigh lifted his shoulders as he paused his search again and looked up, pinning me in place with his dark gaze. Even with half his profile shadowed, I caught the flash of teeth as he smiled. “Because you can’t spend it if you’re dead.”

      As a threat, I had to admit it was effective, but a tiny sliver of resentment remained. “Fine.”

      He went back to riffling through the Caster’s pockets.

      Lingering adrenaline rattled my nerves. Unable to stay quiet, I asked, “I’m assuming you have a plan of some sort?”

      “Yep.” He straightened and, with a few long strides, crossed to the woman’s body but didn’t elaborate.

      “Are you going to share?”

      Instead of answering, he repeated his previous position and crouched. This time, he kept his back to me, blocking my view of whatever it was he was doing.

      Frustrated by his lack of response, I glared at the tempting target his broad back offered, especially with my gun lying just a couple of feet away. Wisely, I refrained from giving in and going for my gun. Movement caught my eye, and I realized that Jeremy was trying to see what his uncle was up to. Despite his avid fascination, I figured the kid was going to need some serious therapy before the night was through.

      Zev straightened and turned, a knife in his hands. “You do what I say, when I say it.”  He tucked the knife away and jerked his chin toward my gun. “Go ahead and pick it up.”

      Not about to give him a chance to change his mind, I went over and retrieved it. I did a quick ammunition check. Six rounds. I tucked it back into the holster and looked up to find both Jeremy and Zev watching me. “What?”

      Something moved through Zev’s face before he shook his head. “Nothing.” He turned to Jeremy. “Okay, bud, let’s clear out.” He shot me a dark look. “How far away is the address?”

      Since he mentioned having a car, I went with the safe assumption we would be driving, not walking. “We were about five minutes out when the Fire Mage decided to play roadblock.”

      “Then let’s go.” He nudged Jeremy’s shoulder, urging him to move, and turned to leave.

      A little taken aback at his abruptness, I started, “Umm...”

      He stopped and turned back to look at me, impatience deepening his forbidding expression.

      Undaunted, I gave a pointed look at the bodies. “Are we just leaving them here?” Not that I wanted to carry them back or anything, but…

      “I’ll call in a clean-up crew.” His abrupt response carried a dismissive arrogance that made me think he was used to being obeyed without question.

      Too damn bad I didn’t work that way. Since there was a totaled Maserati and at least one more body out on the road, it was a safe bet that Zev’s clean-up crew wouldn’t be the first ones to hit the scene. “I’m pretty sure the authorities will get here first.” Not that I was anxious to stick around, especially if it meant fielding questions I may or may not have answers for or ending up in handcuffs thanks to the carnage littering the courtyard.

      He angled his body toward me and folded his arms over his chest. A cynical twist curled his upper lip, deepening his raffish appearance. “If you’re inclined to stick around and see who gets here first, be my guest.”

      Taken aback by his offer after he all but threatened me into being his wingwoman of vengeance, I raised my brows in disbelief.

      He must have interpreted my expression correctly because he bared his teeth, turning his expression wolfish. “I’m sure once they hear why you’re involved, they’ll be happy to offer you a pretty set of shiny new bracelets.”

      His assured answer flashed a warning that perhaps I should be a tad bit concerned about who I was dealing with. And I was, but it was just another rock in a growing pile threatening to crush me at some point tonight. I looked away, gritting my teeth so the names boiling on the tip of my tongue didn’t fall out. It did me no good to evade being arrested only to piss off the killer in front of me. I hadn’t forgotten my promise to Lena that I would end the night breathing. With that in mind, I kept my head down, stalked around the irritating jackass, and came over to where Jeremy waited. I shoved my frustration aside and gave the kid a reassuring look.

      With Jeremy at my side, I led the way out of the maze of walkways with Zev right on my ass, his aura all but leaking dangerous intent. It was like being a tasty mouse morsel stalked by a really hungry cat. To mask my nervousness, I decided it was high time to find out what I’d inadvertently been roped into. Without turning around, I muttered, “If I’m going to be arrested, it would be nice to know why.” The crawling sensation along my spine indicated I’d gained his undivided attention.

      “So sure you’ll make it to a jail cell?”

      It was hard to read his voice. I didn’t know him well enough to decide whether he just had a dark sense of humor or he got off on tormenting others. Not that it really mattered, because now that I wasn’t in danger of being killed, curiosity was kicking in with a vengeance. “Fine. I’d still like to know why death or incarceration are my only two options here.”

      “Maybe you should have thought of that before you accepted this job.”

      Fed up with his derision, I came to an abrupt stop in the narrow walkway, turned, and put my hands on my hips. “I don’t know you, nor do I have to justify my decisions to you. You’re the one who wants me to work with you. That being the case, stop with your bull”—I caught sight of Jeremy watching us and cut myself short—“hockey and tell me what we’re facing.”

      As he held my gaze with his, Zev’s expression didn’t lose its mocking edge, but some unknown emotion moved in the depths of his eyes. Seconds stretched before he spoke. “Have you heard of LanTech or Origin Industries?”

      His unexpected question knocked my anger aside. “They sound familiar.”

      “LanTech deals with magic-infused technology, and Origin is a biotech research company.”

      “Okay,” I said, drawing the word out and trying to figure out what that had to do with anything.

      “Both hold contracts with the military that finance their research arms.”

      My brain connected the dots. “Research arms? Like figuring out how to meld science and magic into weapons?”

      I didn’t think it was possible, but his face went harder. “Exactly. Jeremy’s mom worked for LanTech as a researcher, but she decided to share her work and its results with Origin.”

      My hands dropped from my hips as I bit my lip. “I’m guessing that violated an NDA clause somewhere?” No doubt anything that brushed up against the military or government carried a hell of a nondisclosure agreement.

      “Just one or two,” he confirmed, even as his gaze kept shifting behind me. Probably trying to make sure we weren’t ambushed.

      In between us, Jeremy leaned a shoulder against the stucco wall, his face drawn and pale. Putting two and two together, I asked, “Was the kid supposed to be leverage to get her to cooperate?”

      Strangely, it was Jeremy who answered, “If they thought that, they didn’t know Mom.” There was nothing to ease the blunt edge of his statement—no bitterness, no anger, just a simple statement of unvarnished truth. Those thin shoulders rose and fell in an awkward shrug as he shuffled his feet. “Not that it matters.”

      I looked at Zev, who reached out and squeezed Jeremy’s shoulder. “Lara was killed two weeks ago, but they weren’t close. Jeremy was raised by his dad. When he died, Jeremy remained with his uncle.”

      There was so much stuffed into that explanation, but this was not the place or time to unpack it. Reining in my curiosity and sympathy, I tried to stick to the relevant facts. “Is that why when Jeremy got kidnapped, your brother called you in?”

      Zev frowned. “I don’t have a brother.”

      Okay, now it was my turn to be confused. “But if you’re Jeremy’s uncle⁠—”

      The frown cleared, and he waved a hand. “In name only, not genetically.”

      I readjusted my assumptions and tried again. “You work for Jeremy’s family?”

      “You could say that.”

      Oh boy. My mind spun as the bits and pieces began to come together. I got a bad feeling that I was in way over my head. If Jeremy’s uncle sent in a badass like Zev to rescue Jeremy, it meant that Jeremy probably belonged to one of the more powerful Arcane Families, and, by extension, so did Zev. If that was the case, then this situation sat way the hell above my pay grade. At this rate, the best I could do was try to survive the night and pray that Zev forgot all about me when the dust finally settled.

      “Your Mr. Jones,” Zev said, his voice cutting into my whirling thoughts, “was hired by one of the two companies.”

      I refrained from reiterating he wasn’t my Mr. Jones and went with, “But you don’t know which one?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll be finding out.”

      A wealth of threat underlay his words, making me pity those waiting at the delivery address.

      “Now, if you’re done stalling,” he snapped out, “let’s move.”

      There was no way to misinterpret his glare, so I shut my mouth on the other questions begging to be asked. Then I gave him my back and resumed our trek out of the questionable protection of the buildings. My footsteps sounded overly loud in the quiet but were echoed by a lighter scuff that belonged to Jeremy. Zev moved in silence. The narrow walkway spilled out to the broader sidewalk lining the empty parking lot. A mix of paranoia and caution left me worried that other threats lay ahead, waiting for us to step into the open. I wasn’t the only one feeling uneasy, because Jeremy all but walked on my heels. Even Zev stuck close, his attention focused on our surroundings.

      We moved into the exposed lot, skirting the sporadic pools of illumination from the overhead lights. The weird sensation didn’t let up even as I picked my way across the rough ground and back to the scene of the accident. The shadow of the overturned Maserati took shape, and the scent of sulfur from the Fire Mage’s magic lingered in the air. A few hundred yards out from the wreck, the skin-ruffling sensation of being watched became almost painful and caused a shiver of discomfort. I peered out into the shifting shadows of the night and didn’t realize I had stopped moving until the two males came up and stood still.

      “What is it?” The question came from Jeremy and carried an edge of impending panic that added a high note to his voice.

      “I don’t know,” I murmured, still trying to locate the imminent threat.

      On the boy’s other side, Zev tilted his head as if scenting the air. An inky shape with wings glided by us, so close its passage ruffled my hair. With everything that had happened, I’d all but forgotten Zev’s pet. It rode the thermals in ever-widening circles as it rose in the night-shrouded sky. A few tension-stretched moments later, Zev ground out, “We’ve got incoming.”

      A realization clicked in my frazzled brain. Considering the raptor’s presence and how it reacted when Zev initially appeared, it was safe to assume Zev was some kind of animal mage. “Friend or foe?”

      That earned me a sardonic glance. “Unless you have backup coming, I think it’s safe to stick with foe.”

      And here I was hoping it was his backup charging to our rescue. Silly me. “Do you have a head count?”

      He shook his head. “A car, coming in from the southwest.”

      That the car was coming in from the same direction as the address Zev wanted me to take him to did not bode well. “Where’s your car?”

      Instead of answering, he took the lead, nudging Jeremy toward me. “Follow me.”

      Deciding it was better to face the unknown armed, I pulled out my gun and then grabbed Jeremy’s hand. “Stay close.”

      Together, we followed Zev as he bypassed the totaled car. We were coming up on the road when Zev stopped and dropped to a crouch and motioned for us to do the same. Tugging on Jeremy’s hand, I dropped. We waited for the fast-moving sport coupe vibrating with a muffled bass line to zip by. Luckily, they didn’t stop. Apparently, they were too busy rocking out because they didn’t notice us or the wreck.

      As soon as the coupe’s taillights disappeared, Zev was up, and we were jogging across the street. The jolting pace set off complaints from my various injuries, which I did my best to ignore. I strained my ears for the sounds of either approaching sirens, indicating the police, or the familiar rev of a racing engine as our unknowns moved in. Neither came as we made it across the wide street.

      Zev led us down a small neighborhood side street where a dark SUV waited. The sound of the locks disengaging echoed softly, but there was no revealing flash of lights or chirp of the alarm to accompany it. Smart. I opened the back passenger door and ushered Jeremy inside. Once he was in, I tried to close the door without slamming it. Despite my efforts, the dull thud that still sounded made me wince.

      I scrambled into the passenger seat, pulled the door closed, and went to reach for the seatbelt. Breath-stealing pain flared along my ribs. I froze, trying not to breathe as the ache eased into an uncomfortable burn. Carefully, I adjusted my position and tried again, this time taking shallow breaths. I got the belt in place just as Zev turned the ignition.

      “Address.”

      At his abrupt demand, I automatically reached for my phone and found empty pockets. “Dammit.”

      His head whipped around. “What?”

      “My phone’s back in the Maserati.”

      Although the light available from the dash was limited, I caught the whitening of his knuckles as his grip tightened, causing a soft rasp of protest from the steering wheel.

      Tension snaked along my nerves. Before he could say anything, I cut in, “It’s fine. I know where we’re going.” Unable to stay quiet, I kept talking. “Maybe I can claim it was stolen when the police call me.” Not that they’d believe me, but the other option was approaching one of the Guild’s electro mages to wipe it as a personal favor. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I’d
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