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A Mage Made in Heaven

There are three rules at the Golden Pyramid Casino Poker Tournament:

1.	Don't blow your winnings in one night

2.	Hide your tells

3.	No magic

Ella's life is finally exactly how she wants it. Well, almost. She's running a security firm with Vin, and business is booming. But Vin is sure something is wrong after they are hired to provide extra security at the Golden Pyramid's annual poker tournament, and that instinct proves explosively correct. Now they have to solve the case and protect the tournament participants—plus Ella's mentor shows up, triggering a big life decision—all while trying to avoid getting squished by a building.
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CHAPTER ONE

I stared at the large whiteboard I had installed in the conference room of Freeman Security. It was a system I had developed to help us track which employees were working on which cases. Next to it hung a large calendar that I could cross-reference with the color-coded assignments. I heard there was software that could do the same work with half as much effort, but not only did mages and electronics mix like fire and gasoline, but this kept Bear, Vin, and me on the same page.

Since Vin had moved back to town and Bear had stepped up his politicking career, everything had gotten progressively more complicated. I had stepped into the organizational void and figured out a system more comprehensive than Bear’s method of holding it all in his head and scribbling notes on paid bills. 

Vin grumbled behind me. “Tell Bear he should skip all these brunches and come help us.”

I shook my head as I continued to copy the dates onto the calendar. “These are networking events. There are three open board positions, and Bear hasn’t decided which he wants to throw his hat into the ring for first. He wants to make sure that he can make a real impact, and that means the board has to be open to change.”

“And how do mimosas and Bloody Marys help him do that?”

I wrote in the last event, scooched back to the table, and then jumped up to flip through the rest of the notes. “Hopefully, he imbibes reasonably and talks to people.”

Vin pulled a face. “Talking.”

I nodded. “I know. A fate worse than death.”

Vin just grunted and sat on the table next to me. The table shifted, and I listened for the sound of the wood splintering under his massive frame. 

I looked down at the list of upcoming jobs. “This can’t be right. Samantha?” I shouted toward the open door of the room, hoping that my voice would carry far enough to reach her ears at the front entrance. 

“Coming!” she shouted back. There was a crash and a subtle curse before my familiar Patagonia raced into the room in her enormous black cat form, chased by Mac, my dragon disguised as a dog. 

A few moments later, Samantha limped into the room. “I swear they did that on purpose to steal the doughnut I was eating. I only had half,” she whined. 

I gestured to the box I brought in that morning. “Based on our doughnut consumption, I brought extras.”

She leaped on the box, grabbed one, and slid the box over to us before Patagonia could get onto the table. “Don’t you feed these two?”

“Growth spurt, I assume.”

“A growing pain in my butt. What do you want?” Samantha bit into her doughnut. 

I exchanged a look with Vin but couldn’t hide the smile on my face. Samantha had really been coming into her own. When I first met her, she was being forced into a marriage she didn’t want. She had declared herself a Monza, like me, and started over in a fresh life. Over time, she had gotten more self-assured, though her Monza training was way behind my own. 

“You wrote down the warehouse case on the east side, but we cleared that last week. Mike and Rick looked it over, found nothing, and wrote up a whole report. You should have invoiced the client already.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “I did, and then they called again yesterday and said there is still something wrong. The doors keep unlocking, the lights turn on in the bathrooms, and everyone is freaked out. They paid the invoice but begged for someone to give it another look. They want the best this time.”

“Bear’s too busy right now,” I replied.

Vin chuckled. “They mean you. And me, too, obviously. Samantha, tell them we’ll do it, but we will need to squeeze it in, because we have the poker tournament starting tomorrow.” 

Samantha pushed Patagonia aside and stole another doughnut before leaving the room, calling over her shoulder as she left. “I already did. Thanks. Bye.”

She closed the door behind her, locking my pets in with us. Patagonia jumped off the table directly onto Mac. They wrestled, Mac growling and barking as Patagonia yowled and batted at him. They circled the table twice before knocking over a chair. 

“Enough!” Vin barked, though with no real bite. 

They both stopped to stare at him with big eyes before Mac curled up at Vin’s feet and Patagonia sat to groom herself.

Vin sighed and scratched behind Mac’s ears. Vin was one of the few people to know that the dog was the Clark Kent to his dragon form’s Superman. Vin had handled the truth better than I expected, promising never to out me, even when my “dog” disappeared for a few months at a time and a dragon reappeared in the desert outside of town to dazzle the tourists and locals. 

I got off the table and grabbed the right color pen. “So we are going to take the warehouse case when, exactly? We are already scheduled for the Golden Pyramid casino all week with your sister and Raymond.”

“I don’t think they should go with us.”

“Vanessa is not your flakey little sister anymore. And you know no one will have our back better. Plus, I want another woman with me… to…” I trailed off when I turned to look at his face and realized I had misread the situation.

“I know Vanessa is good. Geez, Ella, I’m not a moron. I can see how she has matured these past few years. I just don’t think this case is the right choice.”

“We can switch Raymond out, but you said— Oh!” It all came together in my head. “You aren’t the only person who has noticed how much Vanessa has matured, are you?”

 Vin grumbled a bit more and crossed his arms.

I continued. “I’m really sorry, but Vanessa has had a crush on Raymond forever, and if he is starting to see her with fresh eyes, maybe it is for the best that it happens when you are there. Right?”

He looked like he wanted to stab me, but I didn’t flinch. Since he had returned to Rambler, we had built a new friendship around saying what needed to be said, doing what needed to be done, and not being too precious about any of it. 

It felt good. The business was running well. My life was back in order. And maybe it was related, but my training was on hold, which was actually a relief. I had taken a step back, in part because of burnout, but also because Colleen, my Monza trainer, was busy with her own projects, and Auntie Ann, Vanessa and Vin’s mother, was helping their cousin set up the gambling tournament. 

Olivia, the cousin in question, owned the Golden Pyramid casino. Auntie Ann was her secretary and right hand and most trusted employee. The tournament had been extended from one weekend to a full week with an opening night gala, a variety of new games, and an overall prize for top ranked across the weekend.

And on top of that was the increased payout to all games in the form of solid gold coins. It was a handsome prize that had drawn in a lot of new gamblers—and possibly more thieves. 

The Golden Pyramid Casino had an excellent security team, which Vin used to run personally, but if anything went wrong, they would be stretched too thin. Plus, extra eyes never hurt. We would be semi-undercover; anyone serious about casing the joint would recognize Vin and Vanessa as silent but partial owners of the casino and all four of us as security personnel in the area, but casual observers would overlook us. 

That was a boon to the casino’s image: we wouldn’t spook the guests. 

 And best of all, there was supposed to be amazing food for all the contestants and audience members who paid for the VIP experience. Several days of wining and dining was about all I needed to insist that it was a job for me.

The front door of the office slammed, and Bear’s heavy footsteps clomped toward us as he called to Samantha, “Follow me.”

A moment later, he appeared and threw a box of cupcakes on the table. I grabbed a red velvet one with thick cream cheese frosting. 

“The mission command board all filled out?” He studied the completed whiteboard and accompanying calendar. “Why are you and Vin on two jobs this week?”

Samantha followed him in. “Because the warehouse requested our best people, and they are willing to pay for the honor. If you disagree with what I am doing, then maybe you could be here more!”

Vin and I exchanged a wide-eyed look. 

I turned back to Samantha. “You feeling okay? You seem a bit on edge.” What I wanted to say to her was that she had overshot firm and direct and landed square on out-of-control rage-monster. 

She sighed and grabbed a chocolate cupcake. We waited for her to work through her feelings. Her brain was churning so loudly we could practically hear the gears grinding in her noggin. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. I’ve just felt so… blah. I really love the job. I swear. But I thought I would be further in life. I’m so glad I wasn’t forced into marriage, but I kinda thought getting out on my own would be more exciting. Dating. Travel. Parties. I don’t know. I guess I am in a rut.”

I patted her shoulder. “We all have been there and probably will be again. Ruts are get-out-able. After this job, I’ll help you if you want.”

Bear interrupted. “Actually, I’m pulling you off desk duty this week.”

Samantha’s face fell. “I said I’m sorry I snapped.”

“No, nothing like that. I’d rather people said what they are feeling than sulking about, so no harm done. But you are going into the field with Ella because Colleen is in town, and she wants to watch you work.” 

I looked up nervously. “We are supposed to be undercover. Vin, me, Raymond, and Vanessa.”

Bear countered. “And now Samantha, Colleen, and a few guests she has.” 

“A few guests? What are you talking about?”

Bear held up his hands. “I don’t know. She just told me to make arrangements, and I already made the call.” 

“When are they arriving?” 

“She said she will let me know. But she sounded excited.”

I blew out a breath. I wasn’t sure what could get the unflappable Colleen excited, but I feared it was going to be very disruptive to my week. 


CHAPTER TWO

I arrived at the Golden Pyramid Casino the next morning with Vanessa in tow. She always slept at my loft when we worked a case and about half the time we didn’t. Patagonia was still snoozing on my bed at home. She could zap in if she wanted to join me. Mac had disappeared in the night, and the dragon on the outskirts of town had reappeared. 

I stepped out, handed the valet my car keys, and looked around to find Vin and Raymond talking to two other equally tall and mysterious men that I assumed were security personnel. 

Vin caught my eye, nodded, and returned to the conversation. I waited for Vanessa to gather up her large purse stuffed with food, a savory and a sweet option for the day.

“The casino has food. You should just throw away the leftovers and keep your hands free.” 

She snorted. “I’ll ditch the bag if it gets in the way. It’s cheap, and there’s nothing of value in it. I just want to have food ready in case I get hungry while I’m watching a gambler or some suspicious behavior.”

I faltered in my step. “That’s actually really smart.”

“Gee, Ella, no need to sound surprised. I know how to do this job.”

And she was right. She was not the same person I had met years ago. Back then, she had only a middling handle on advanced magic, had little ambition, and thought hard work was something to be avoided. Now, she was one of the strongest mages I knew, dang good at her job, and, apparently, prepared enough that she wouldn’t get distracted during work. 

As Raymond turned to greet us, Vanessa let out a little giggle and batted her eyes up at him. “I brought you this.” She pulled a large doughnut from her bag and handed it to him.

“Aw, thanks, V, you remembered that I like maple glaze.” He reached down to hug her.

Vin’s eyes narrowed at that. I caught his gaze and shook my head at him to ignore it. After our unspoken conversation, he turned to the two men in black-on-black suits with earpieces. “This is head of security, Rico, and his second in charge, Damen.”

They didn’t move to shake my hand, and I didn’t either. 

I had the ability to read people’s emotions, except those I was really close to. I could read their body language instead, so it was hardly a loss. 

Neither Rico nor Damen were terribly impressed with any of us, but especially me and Vanessa. It wasn’t the first time that we were underestimated, and it wouldn’t be the last. I would be annoyed if it wasn’t for the fact that being ignored more often than not worked in my favor. 

Rico shifted his body to make it clear that he was speaking exclusively to Vin. “I spoke with Olivia, and she said that you would be a separate set of eyes for areas where security might be conspicuous. That is fine with me, but you will not have access to any off-limit areas, and I ask that you not interfere.”

I was surprised when Vin just nodded and said, “I understand.”

There was an exchange of intense looks, then Rico and Damen left, not quite in a huff but with a speed that was just short of escaping.

Vanessa immediately stepped to Raymond and started a conversation about doughnuts, but I moved in closer to Vin. “Shady or territorial?” I asked. 

Vin was silent for a few seconds before he spoke quietly to me. “I knew Rico back in the day. He resented me even back then, but he is extremely good at his job. He’s right to ask us not to interfere, as he should have a contingency plan for everything.”

“So we are just going to stand around?” 

He gave me a big smile. “Either he forgot or never knew that you, me, and Vanessa have employee clearance already. You brought your card, right?” 

I tapped my rear pocket where I had the thin employee card Olivia had given me years ago. I was honorary family. “Always. So, are you suspicious of him?”

“I’m suspicious of everyone. Let’s get in there, and keep your eyes peeled. This whole thing feels like trouble.”

“Your brain saying that or your magic?” I asked as I reached over to tap on Vanessa’s shoulder and jerked my head toward the door.

“Both.”


CHAPTER THREE

We weaved our way to the check-in desk, where we got our VIP passes. The event had technically started a few hours earlier with a social hour before the first event, so we hadn’t rushed over. The first game was a less popular round of poker called Angel Toes, and the opening ceremony wasn’t until afterward. 

We easily fit in with the few people in line with us. We were all dressed in black pants, sensible shoes, and a pop of color on top just to set us apart from the security staff in all black. Vanessa and I were wearing pink and purple sweaters respectively. The casino always ran much colder than I preferred, and I didn’t want to waste any magic keeping warm. 

Raymond and Vin were in dark green and navy blue, and frankly, Vin was cutting quite a figure. I noticed a few of the waitresses giving him a not-even-slightly concealed once-over. I stepped in a bit closer. If women were rushing him, it would be a distraction from the assignment.

Raymond and Vin were talking about the restaurants at the casino, and Vanessa was hanging on Raymond’s every word, which gave me a few moments to observe them. Nothing indicated they were anything more than a group of friends attending a gambling tournament and looking forward to a few days of relaxation.

Vin smiled, and it reached his eyes, something that I realized had become more frequent in the past few months since he moved back to Rambler. It hadn’t been an easy few years for any of us, but Vin had it the worst by far. He had married the wrong woman and almost been killed because of it. The fact that she died in the end hadn’t made things any easier for him, as he felt guilt that I still wasn’t sure I fully understood. 

He had left town for a while before he returned, partially at my request but mostly because it was time. I supposed, without realizing, that he had healed. This was the cranky, grumbly man that I had known when we first met. When I thought I was falling in love and thought he might feel the same. 

That was a lifetime ago, when I had just learned I was a mage. 

But since then, I had put in far more than the mythical ten thousand hours someone needed for mastery. I was fully a different person, so far divorced from that time that I scarcely remembered those emotions, or the belief that everything could be easy.

Nothing in my life was easy. 

“Your boyfriend?” a woman behind me asked. 

I turned around and gave her a quick smile as I tried to take her all in. She looked my age, which for a mage was practically barely legal. She could be much older than me but using a lot of money to look younger. She was pretty, with heavy makeup and big hair. Around her hairline was a faint scar I assumed came from good old-fashioned plastic surgery. That was a more permanent solution to aging than daily magic, though not as fashionable in magic circles.

 There was an older man next to her, speaking to someone behind them. Combining those facts with the expensive shoes and jewelry led me to think she was arm candy, though I scowled at myself for the assumption. He could be her father or her true love for all I knew.

I looked over at Vin and stuck to our cover story. “My best friend’s brother, but you never know.” I snuck her a wink.

She giggled in a way that sounded a little forced. “He’s very handsome. You should lock that down just like I did my man hunk.” She added the last bit as the man next to her turned to join our conversation. He was just a few inches shorter than both of us, with thin white hair and a ring on every finger. 

“Hello there, pretty lady. Everyone calls me Big Daddy.” He extended a wrinkled hand that had a much better grip than I expected. 

Mages in general could use magic to keep their looks however they wanted, within reason. Much like humans with plastic surgery, sometimes the result of too much work ended up looking worse than leaving well enough alone. In his case, it appeared that he was letting nature take its course, and it suited him. 

He had kind eyes, and when he looked at his companion, they softened in a way that made my heart go aflutter for a second. 

“I’m Ella, and you are?” I shifted to the women.

“Perdita, but everyone calls me Perdy. Are you gambling or just watching?”

“We’re just watching this year. What about the two of you?”

Perdy giggled. “I don’t have the head for all that. But Big Daddy is excellent. He almost won his last tournament.”

Big Daddy beamed at her. “That’s right, and I really think I can take this tournament. I’ve been preparing all year, and I have my lucky charm.” He seemed to realize a moment later what he had said. “I shouldn’t say that. People might think I was doing magic to cheat. It’s like saying Macbeth in a theater. I just mean that with Perdy here at my side, everything has been going my way. She’s encouraged me every step of the way.”

It was my turn to pick up my badge. They double-checked that I was who I said I was then handed me a thick card on a lanyard. 

“This is nontransferable. It must be on your body to activate the elevators to bring you to the second floor and to access all the doors there. No one can be on the second floor except VIP members and active participants in the tournament. If you lose it, there is a thousand-dollar replacement fee.”

I sucked my breath through my teeth and put the lanyard over my head. “Yikes.”

“I know. They are very serious about security at this event. Realize that most spells will be deactivated when you exit the elevator. Do you have any medical spells on you?”

I looked up and down as though I might have forgotten a pacemaker spell or something for a broken foot. “Um, no, I don’t think so. Just some makeup spells. Oh, I do have a bandage on my heel for a blister. Is that okay?”

“That should be fine. The hallway outside the tournament allows basic spells, but inside the tournament hall there is a full lockdown. There are waivers available, but it doesn’t sound like you will need it.” She started checking off a few things on a form before ducking under the table to grab something.

I wasn’t surprised that there were extra bans on magic for the tournament. It was always a balance between the casinos wanting people to have fun and enjoy themselves but keeping an eye out for magic being used to cheat. Whenever they had a new method of finding cheaters, the cheaters found a new way to cheat. 

I took the complimentary tote bag, and after thanking her, joined up with Vin, Vanessa, and Raymond. Vin handed me his tote, which I stuffed into mine. 

Vanessa hesitated then said, “You know, it would make more sense if we broke off into groups of two once we are up there. We would be able to have someone watching our backs while still covering the most ground.”

I snorted when Vin said, “You want to pair up with me, sis?”

She paled a little before recovering. “Obviously you have to go with Ella. Which I guess would leave me and Raymond.”

Vin nodded. “Sure.” 

Vanessa twined her arm through Raymond’s and practically dragged him away, leaving Vin and me in her wake. 

“This is going to be a long week.” 

“Come on. You knew this was going to happen. Let your sister flirt.”

“Maybe when she’s ninety.”

The room was crowded, and Vin offered me his arm. 

“Don’t you eventually want nieces and nephews?”

“Are you trying to encourage me or discourage me?” 

“Come on. Don’t you like little kids?”

We kept walking, but he didn’t reply. A quick look at his face led me to believe he had heard me but was choosing not to respond. 

The crowd parted, and I spotted Vanessa cuddled up to Raymond in the elevator as they waited for the door to shut. 

I paused briefly, pretending to fix the heel on my boot until the doors shut. Vin kept a hand on my shoulder to balance me before it twitched. “You okay?” I asked as I stood back up. 

On the surface he seemed calm, but his eyes darted around the room. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”

“About Vanessa?” I was really going to have to talk him down if he was getting this worked up.

He shook his head. “No, about this job. I really wanted a nice relaxing week, but… something is off.”

Vin has many natural talents, like the ability to rile up his sister, to deliver the perfect zinger to put me in my place, and to compel people to tell the truth. But additionally, he has a great gut. Not just a literal stomach full of muscles but also a magical degree of knowing when things were going sideways. 

As we got to the elevator, I showed our lanyards to the guard, who scanned them for authenticity before letting us approach to press the button. I leaned in close to Vin. “Got it. I’ll be extra observant. Any idea about what?”

He stood solemnly. “Not sure.”

“Yoo-hoo!” Perdy said behind me.

I turned with a smile. “Hi! I guess you are heading up to the tournament?”

Big Daddy gave Vin a once-over. “Sure thing. You gambling in the tournament this weekend?”

“No, sir. Just watching.”

I did a quick round of introductions. “Big Daddy, Perdy, this is Vin.” They all shook hands as the elevator opened. 

We stepped inside and nodded to the elevator operator. I had to admit that the security team had a pretty solid plan for managing access to the second-floor gambling areas. 

“Well, son, pay attention to me this week. I’ve been playing this game for years, and I’m really hitting my stride. You could learn a thing or two.”

Perdy nodded up at us, batting her eyelashes at Vin a bit more than necessary. “He’s the best. If the cards play right, he could take every event here.”

“It really does come down to the cards. Sometimes you just can’t win, but I win more than I lose, and I plan to take home the big prize.”

“I wish you the best, sir,” Vin said. 

Perdy perked up. “We should go out to eat. Maybe the Italian place? I’ve been craving mussels. Are you staying in the hotel?”

I shook my head, avoiding the dinner invitation. “No, we are all local. Are you local?”

Big Daddy chuckled. “No, I’m from Texas, and Perdy is a Yankee.”

She smiled. “I was in Pennsylvania when I met Big Daddy at a tournament in Philly. He swept me off my feet and took me to live with him, and I just haven’t looked back. This is my first time in Rambler.”

“That’s lovely,” I said. 

Vin placed a hand on my back, and when I looked at him, he cut his eyes toward the tournament then back.

I nodded before looking back at the couple. “It has been so lovely getting to meet you, and we’ll have to catch up soon, but we need to go find our friends.”

As we stepped away, Vin leaned in. “We need to get eyes all over as fast as possible. Whatever is wrong, it is starting soon.”
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