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      This last year was difficult on multiple levels, and like, I’m sure many of you have experienced, when life decides to throw curveballs, they tend to be a hell of a curve. For me, the later half of 2023 hit me with a doozy. Like losing traction on black ice, spinning into a hairpin curve with a sheer drop-off  on one side, and solid rock on the other, while handling the wheel blind-folded, kind of doozy.

      Terminal Drift would not have come about if not for all of you and your continued support and enjoyment of Rory and Zev’s stories. While I have to pull off to the side and take a break until the road conditions clear up, I’ll be back at full throttle by mid 2024. I’m just not sure who is going to be hitching a ride.

      Hopefully it will be someone we all love and adore, but until then remember to hold your loved ones close and take joy in the small things because they can flit away before you know it.

      Love to all—Jami
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      “Weren’t you just here, Rory?” The question was accompanied by the slap of a coaster that was tossed in front of me and pinned in place with a chilled glass.

      I picked up my preferred mix of half tea, half lemonade and lifted it in a mocking toast. “Missed me, did you, Cass?”

      My wiseass remark earned an amused snort. “Like a damn rash.” She gave an exasperated headshake that threatened to dislodge her precariously perched topknot as she wiped down another glass. Then she filled it with ice and made quick work with a soda gun and a bottle of whiskey. “You need an office.”

      Pearl of wisdom delivered, she wandered away to hand the glass to a customer a few seats down. When she came back, she continued with her unsolicited advice. “Not sure if you noticed, but with the alcohol”—she waved to the bottles lining the wall under the mirror behind her then swept that same hand out to indicate the space behind me—“the pool tables, the music, and the sticky floors…” Her hand flattened against the bar’s top as she eyed me, laughter glinting behind the purple-tinted lenses of her glasses. “This is a bar, not an office.”

      I widened my eyes and gasped. “No? Really?” She chuckled as I took a sip of my Arnold Palmer.

      “Seriously, girl, I’ve seen more of you in the last few months than, well… ever.” She cocked her head, and a sparkle of sympathy replaced her amusement. “When’s your probationary stint over?”

      I set my glass carefully back on its thin piece of cork. “Two and a half weeks.”

      “Just around the corner, then.” When I didn’t respond but continued to fuss with my glass, she pressed, “Why don’t you sound more excited about that?”

      Because I wasn’t, and the reasons why were too complex to get into with the slightly strange but definitely sweet bartender. I forced a smile and shrugged. “I’m excited. It’s just been a long day.”

      She stared at me for a moment, clearly not believing me, but instead of pursuing it, she circled back around. “Which brings me back to, why are you here? You left…” She looked to the clock hanging on the wall. “Like an hour ago.”

      That was a much easier question to answer. “Got a friend who wanted to meet up for a drink, so I suggested the best place in town, Wonderland.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet. Maybe I can get you a part-time gig as our social media manager.”

      I suppressed a shudder. “I’ll pass, thanks.”

      Someone called Cass’s name, and she excused herself to answer their summons. I sipped my drink and stared unseeingly at the mirror. It was midweek and closing in on eight at night, so the crowd was quiet enough that I could still make out the lyrics of the song crooning through the speakers.

      “Matches in my back pocket, I’m the queen of burnin’ bridges…”

      Oh yeah, I could totally relate.

      Close to six months ago, while on a job for the Arcane Council, I’d set fire to a bridge and watched it burn. Now, when only a few nails were left to completely restore it, I was reconsidering its necessity—probably because the vestiges of previous bridges dotted the gorge underneath, a visceral reminder of my track record.

      Nearly two years ago, the first bridge went down in a blaze of glory after I took an off-the-books job that generated a surprisingly large payment from a very unexpected source. That influx of cash had jump-started my entrepreneurial plans, and within six months, I had left the protective arms of the Western Arcane Guild and hung up my own shingle as an Arcane Transporter. It was slow going at first, then a body dropped on my doorstep, my roommate disappeared, and I got tangled up with Zev Aslanov.

      A year and half later, the body was long gone, along with the person who’d dumped him there. My roommate was currently canoodling with her geeky electro mage snuggle bunny, and Zev had a drawer in my dresser. More importantly, the connections Zev had encouraged me to forge in those initial months were the only things keeping me in the black now. I wasn’t as deep into the black as I had been when the Arcane Council was on my roster, but enough to hold the bill collectors at bay and cover my half of expenses.

      Hence my current decision conundrum. Did I really want to take the Council contract back on, and the convoluted strings it brought with it?

      In my heart of hearts, where I tucked my most personal things, the current answer was a resounding no.

      Granted, the suckiest thing about the Council cutting me off for six months was losing access to the associated Guild resources, like their fleet of various magically protected vehicles and steady stream of Transporter assignments to fill the gaps in my schedule. The insurance rates for even a class-one Arcane-provisioned vehicle were astronomical, and without the Guild’s discount, it really cut into my profits. Not to mention that some of the Arcane Families had decided that doing business with me was too risky while I was under Council censure for not following their dictates.

      Of course, that had been inevitable the moment the Council handed down their judgement. It hadn’t taken long for word to get out that I was no longer the Council’s preferred Transporter. Initially, it was a huge hit to my bottom line, but I wasn’t stubborn for nothing. After clawing back my professional reputation and patching it back into shape, I’d managed to restore my earnings to survivable levels by taking a wide variety of jobs from an even wider variety of clients. Over the last handful of months, I’d kept more than busy, which meant less time to sink into the rabbit hole of what-ifs, as I was currently doing.

      Granted, there had been a few black moments when I’d given serious consideration to a couple of murky assignments for even murkier clientele, but I’d already learned that lesson once and didn’t need a repeat. No sense in tempting fate (again) with something that would make me Zev’s, or another Arbiter’s, target. Getting on someone’s most-wanted list—and not in a positive way—would not be good for my heart on a multitude of levels. Plus, I wasn’t a fan of lying to Zev or putting him in any more corners, so I chose assignments that might skim the gray line but never crossed the threshold to black.

      That was the most appealing thing about being an independent operator. I was the one who got to decide which jobs I took and how much I was willing to risk for my clients. Not to mention there was something to be said for not having to justify my professional decisions to the Council or document the events with the mounds of paperwork their hoops required. The last few months had been blissfully free of such patience-straining discussions, and honestly, I was over putting my life on the line for a group of people who believed that sacrificing the one for the many was a viable option. An even bigger bonus, my medical copays had all but disappeared.

      And that brought me back to my original question—did I really want to be connected to the Council again?

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and so deeply involved in my introspective reverie, I startled. Hard.

      The weight disappeared, and deep voice said, “Whoa, Rory! Relax, woman.”

      I twisted in my seat and came face-to-face with a thick-chested, beefy bald man in well-worn jeans and T-shirt with a faded logo of a long-gone gas station. His hands were up in effort to show he wasn’t a threat.

      “Wheelz, hey.” I got up to give the man a hug. “Sorry, didn’t see you come in.”

      His return squeeze was gentle and completely at odds with his appearance. “Obviously.” He let me go and eyed me. “You good?”

      I waved off his worry. “Totally. I was just thinking about something.” My attention shifted to the man standing next to Wheelz. “Hello.” I held out my hand. “Rory Costas.”

      He shook it and smiled politely. “Toby Wilson.”

      The name rang bells, and once the notes connected, I asked, “As in Wilson’s Custom Rides?”

      That earned a chuckle. “One and the same.”

      “Nice, I love your work.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Can I get you gents a drink?”

      At Cass’s question, both men turned to the bar and placed their orders.

      I picked up my glass and waited until they were done. “Let’s grab a table.”

      I led them over to a booth on the far wall, where the music didn’t drown out conversation. I slid into the side facing the room, leaving the other side to the two of them. I scooted in and set my drink in front of me.

      Rather than squeezing in next to Toby, Wheelz snagged a chair from a nearby empty table and set it at the booth’s edge. “Thanks for meeting us on such short notice.”

      “Of course.” I didn’t bother pointing out that I hadn’t expected Wheelz to come with a friend. “Are you two working on something?” It was a logical question, considering Wheelz was a mechanic and Toby’s custom designs were all the rage with high-end clients.

      “We are, but that’s not why we’re here.”

      “Okay.” I drew out the word.

      “The thing is⁠—”

      A server came over to deliver the two men’s drinks, cutting Wheelz off. I waited while she did her “Will there be anything else?” spiel and waved off Wheelz’s offer to share cheese-smothered fries.

      When the server left, Toby resumed the conversation. “I’m in a bit of a bind, and when I was talking to Henry, he suggested that you might be able to help me out.”

      Henry? It took a second for it to click that he meant Wheelz. My lips twitched because that name did not fit the night racer I knew. When I caught Wheelz’s gaze, I mouthed, “Henry?”

      He gave me a small headshake even as red slipped along his cheekbones.

      I coughed away my humor and asked Toby, “What kind of bind?”

      “You know I do custom rides and restorations?” He waited for my nod. “I’ve got an order I need to get to a client in Vegas, but my normal delivery driver is currently unavailable, and I’m looking for a reputable replacement.”

      Not that I didn’t want the job, but… “I’m flattered, truly, but I have to ask, why me?” I looked between the two men. “There are plenty of drivers out there that would jump all over this.” That was an understatement—I was sure Toby had an exhaustive list of people more than happy to get behind the wheel of one of his rides, including the man next to him.

      Wheelz lifted his glass and tipped it Toby’s way. “Told you that would be her first question, so drinks are on you, buddy.” He downed a healthy amount from his glass.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Toby blew out a breath, sat up a little straighter, and met my gaze head-on. “Normally, your assumption would be correct, but in this case, my client… has… well, he’s a bit…” The man was clearly struggling with finding the right words.

      Wheelz took over. “Damn, dude, just tell it to her straight. She’s good—hell, she’s dealt with worse.”

      My eyebrows rose at that rather-cryptic praise, and my curiosity came to quivering attention, but I waited for Toby to make his decision.

      He drummed his fingers against the tabletop for a few seconds then sighed. “Look, my client, who prefers to remain anonymous, is concerned that a professional rival may try to interfere with this delivery since they ended up in a bidding war.”

      There was a lot to unpack in that statement, but I went with the most important because a lot could go wrong on a five-hour road trip. “Interfere how?”

      “I don’t know. However they could, I guess.”

      “Right, that doesn’t tell me much, Toby.” I shifted in my seat and leaned in to emphasize my point. “I’m trying to determine what threat level I need to anticipate. Would your client’s rival stick with being an annoyance or something more substantial?”

      He frowned. “What do you consider substantial?”

      “On a scale of one to ten, with one being a flat tire and ten being run off the side of a mountain in a fiery crash, where would you rate this run?”

      He blinked at me. “Who would rate a simple transport run a ten on that scale?” Thankfully, he didn’t wait for my answer. “I was thinking more along the lines of stealing it. You know, maybe causing a flat or waiting until you stop to fuel up.”

      I cocked my head and blandly pointed out, “Basically, a carjacking, which, you know, could also end up with me dead.”

      He shook his head adamantly. “No, no way. They might steal the car, but they wouldn’t want you dead. These two are highly respected professionals. They would never go that extreme over a car.”

      Wheelz snorted. “Brother, that’s why they have fancy, high-priced lawyers. That way, shit doesn’t stick when it hits the fan.”

      “Not these two,” Toby said. “They aren’t the type. I would never put my driver at risk if I thought that was a possibility.”

      “Good to know.” I sat back. “So which car are these two fighting over?” It had to be something good to cause this much concern for Toby.

      “A restored 1955 Mercedes-Benz 300 SL Gullwing.”

      “Mercedes-Benz?” I let out a low whistle, impressed. “There were—what? Only fourteen hundred or so of those made in like three years?”

      “Yep, between 1954 and 1957.” Toby’s smile was small but smug. “But this is one of the twenty-nine that has an alloy body.”

      Stunned, I blinked. “Original body?”

      He nodded. “And the original numbered engine.”

      “Wow, that’s a hell of a find.” When it came to classics, finding an intact body, much less the original stamped ID plates that were put on frames and engines, was like finding a unicorn munching grass in your backyard. “No wonder you’re not worried about an accident.” No one who appreciated cars would dare hurt such a beauty.

      He laughed. “Like I said, at worst, they’ll try to take it from you before you hand over the keys.”

      No doubt, because once it got handed off to its owner, that precious piece of history would likely get locked down in a fancy, climate-controlled personal showroom somewhere. What a waste. As for me, I wasn’t about to pass up a chance at this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Excitement stirred. “What’s the delivery window?”

      “Tomorrow by three.” Then he proceeded to name a fee that elicited even deeper excitement from my bank account.

      I did a bit of mental rearranging of my schedule. “I can make that work.”

      “That’s great news. I’m assuming manual won’t be an issue for you.”

      “Not at all.”

      That last bit of his hesitancy disappeared as he sat back with a relieved smile. “Good.” We then proceeded to work out a time to meet in the morning so we could review the various business pieces, like the nondisclosure agreement, payment venue, and necessary insurance documentation. In the end, we were both grinning.

      When I finally sat back, Wheelz tipped his half-filled glass my way. “You owe me, girl.”

      I snagged one of the few remaining cheese-covered fries from the plate. “I’ll take you out for a nice dinner when I get back.” I popped the fry into my mouth.

      He dragged a fry through the cheesy goodness, brought it up, and asked, “How about that cordless Milwaukee impact wrench instead?” The fry disappeared.

      “Seriously?” Toby asked.

      I eyed Wheelz as I chewed and swallowed. After using my Arnold Palmer to wash down the last bits of carbs, I lowered my glass and asked, “With the recharge charm?”

      “Oh yeah.” An avaricious light hit Wheelz’s eyes as Toby shook his head. “Yeah, that would work.”

      That was an IOU I could get behind. “Deal.”
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      Even though I had to be at Toby’s garage early the next morning, I was still up, camped out on my couch and flipping through channels, when someone knocked on my door as midnight closed in. I popped my head up so I could see the softly lit entryway. The muted snick of the locks had me scrambling out of the comforting confines of my sofa. I managed to find my feet as I heard the door open and felt the brush of magic as the security wards flared in warning. By the time I rounded the couch and headed to the entryway, the wards had gone quiet, indicating they had been deactivated. There were only three people who could do that, and two were shacked up elsewhere.

      A contented sort of joy swept through me, and I was smiling as I stepped into the arms of the dark-haired man kicking off his boots in my entryway. “Hey, you.”

      I waited until he was done before I wrapped my arms around his waist and rose onto my tiptoes to meet him as he bent his head to kiss me. And just like every time he kissed me, I melted. Zev was a hell of a kisser. He started out gentle, sometimes with a lip touch or a soft nibble, then he would coax me inside. Then boom! The next thing I knew, I was caught up in his whirlwind, my hands buried in his shoulder-length black hair and holding on for dear life.

      His hands drifted from my hips, along my ribs, then up my spine, where he caught the back of my head in one palm then revved my hormones into overdrive by following up his devastating kisses with a sneaky, but lovely, move that got to me every time. He brushed his lips along my neck and nuzzled in where it started to curve. The soft rasp of his closely cropped goatee and mustache lighting up every nerve ending and igniting a wave of goosebumps as he murmured, “Hey back.”

      I sank into him with a soft hum of appreciation and arched my neck to give him more access. The hint of sandalwood and spice that was uniquely him wrapped around me, and I curled my bare toes against the cool hardwood floor. “I didn’t think you’d make it tonight.”

      He pressed one more kiss against my neck then lifted his head, shifting his hold until he had an arm around my waist. “Neither did I,” he said, shuffling me out of the entryway, “but Locke said he’d finish things up with Emilio.”

      “That was nice of him.” I stepped back and caught his hand as I led us farther into the condo.

      Zev grinned as he padded along behind me. “I don’t know about nice, but since he owed me one, I had no qualms cashing in.”

      I stopped by the island counter and looked back. “You want a drink or something?”

      “Water’s good. Too late for much else.”

      We let each other go and split directions. He headed to the couch, and I went to the kitchen.

      He glanced at the frozen screen and picked up the remote. “What are you watching?”

      “Nothing in particular.” I grabbed a glass out of the cabinet and hit the ice maker in the refrigerator door. Once the clatter of ice was done, I turned to the spigot in the sink for filtered water and filled it up. “Wasn’t ready to sleep, so was channel surfing.”

      I got to the couch and handed him his glass as the low murmur of the TV regaled us with the latest and greatest must-have gadget.

      He muted the TV, took the glass, then settled back into his lounging position in the couch’s corner—one arm along the back of the couch and his long legs propped on my coffee table. “How’d things go with Wheelz?”

      I stole the remote and hit the off button. “Good, actually.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I curled up next to him. “Found out his real name is Henry.”

      That got me an amused eyebrow lift as he wrapped his arm around me. “Henry? Really?”

      I grinned then settled in next to him. “Yep.”

      “Uh, yeah, I get why he sticks with Wheelz, then.”

      I laid my head against his shoulder. “He brought along a friend.”

      Zev’s fingers nudged under my T-shirt so he could stroke along my ribs. “A friend? Who?”

      I put a hand on his chest and angled my head so I could see him—well, the underside of his jaw—as he took a drink from the glass. “Do you know Toby Wilson?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell.” He held the glass against the armrest before angling his head so he could see my face. “Should I?”

      “Not unless Emilio decided to pick up a classic-car-restoration hobby.” That was a hell of a long shot since Zev’s cousin was plenty busy leading the intimidating Cordova Family through the shark-infested Arcane waters, chomping on whoever got in his way.

      Zev chuckled. “Yeah, that’s not a hobby that would fit him.”

      Curiosity about Emilio sent me on a minor detour. “What would be?”

      “For Emilio?” He shrugged. “When we were teenagers, he had a hell of a weapons collection.”

      That did not surprise me. Zev’s cousin was an intimidating force, professionally and personally, so I could see him acquiring tools that matched that persona. Of course, that description could also fit the man currently serving as my pillow. “Arcane or mundane?”

      “Both.”

      I thought back to the last time I was at Emilio’s and had dared to nose around in the many rooms that made up his spacious home, but I couldn’t remember seeing a weapons collection hanging around. “What happened to it?”

      His gaze lifted as he looked over me, his brow furrowed. “You know, I’m not sure.” He gave me a gentle squeeze, and his gaze came back to mine. “But I’m sure it’s still around.”

      Hmm, next time we’re at Emilio’s estate, I’ll make sure Zev gets me in to sneak a peek. It would be interesting to see what Emilio thought was worth collecting.

      “So, this Toby guy,” Zev said, getting us back on track. “He restores classics?”

      “Not just any classics.” I grinned, unable to hold back my excitement. “High-end classics. He runs Wilson’s Custom Rides, and his stuff tends to dominate the car shows each year.”

      “Wilson’s Custom Rides,” he murmured. “That actually sounds familiar. I’m just not sure where I heard it.”

      “Probably from someone who knows Emilio since Toby tends to cater to those with deep pockets.”

      Humor sparked in Zev’s voice as it rumbled against my ear. “You sound a little jealous.”

      I tilted my head back, my cheek against his chest. “I’m a little green around the edges. His work is beyond stunning, but it’s way out of my league, so I’m stuck coveting from afar.”

      That earned me a chuckle as Zev reached out and tucked a curly strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m guessing he offered you a job.”

      I nodded eagerly and pushed up off his chest until I was sitting on my knees, facing him. “Catch this.” I curled my hands into his T-shirt as my excitement spilled out. “He asked me to deliver a 1955 Mercedes-Benz 300 SL Gullwing.”

      His dark gaze studied me, humor lighting the depths. “Sounds like it’s the shit.”

      “Oh my gods, Zev, it’s like a freakin’ unicorn of classic cars.” Because I was such a gearhead, my enthusiasm sent my words tumbling over each other. “These coupes had Sonderteile engines, which increased their two-hundred-and-fifteen horsepower by fifteen, which, back then, was amazing for an inline six-cylinder engine, four-speed manual transmission. Even though they were intended as high-end street rides, they held their own against the racers. This one”—I pushed and pulled on his T-shirt then leaned in—“has an alloy body, and there were only twenty-nine of those made. I think the last one at auction got like four or five million. I never would’ve thought I’d get a chance to get behind the wheel of a beauty like this.”

      Zev’s smile deepened, and he covered my hands with his, probably so I wouldn’t rip his shirt. “I’m guessing you took it.”

      “Oh, heck yeah. I meet with Toby tomorrow morning to go through all the paperwork before he hands off the keys.”

      His smile faded around the edges. “Tomorrow?”

      “Yep.”

      “Isn’t that a little… I don’t know… rushed?”

      I wasn’t offended by Zev’s implied paranoia. I got it. His job as the Cordova Arbiter meant he typically interacted with those with nefarious intents as he doled out judgement and punishment, but this had nothing to do with the Arcane Families. It was just a cool transport job. In an effort to alleviate that suspicious glint in his eye, I explained. “It is, but Toby said his normal driver ended up in the hospital unexpectedly, and when he was sharing the situation with Wheelz, Wheelz suggested he connect with me, see if I was available.”

      Zev eyed me for a moment before he relented. “Where are you taking it?”

      “Vegas.”

      “Vegas? Really?”

      I nodded.

      “Huh.”

      “Huh what?”

      He gave a slight shake of his head. “Nothing.”

      I knew better than that. I caught his face between my hands so he couldn’t look away. “Spill.”

      His free hand went to my hip as he consciously chose his words. “A car like that, that’s worth millions, why on earth would anyone risk it on the open road? Forget about what could happen in the long stretches between here and there, just getting through local traffic would be tricky enough. Why not use a transport company and have a truck haul it up? Wouldn’t that be cheaper?”

      I managed a half-hearted shrug. “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “So why have you drive it up directly?”

      I really needed to convince Zev to take a vacation here soon so he could rebalance his perception of his fellow humans, because his first instinct was to search out potential ulterior motives for every-freakin’-thing. I might not like it, but I understood it, especially after I spent the last couple of years trying to swim with the big fishes, only to be churned into chum. Surviving that had required a combination of luck and Zev’s help. I had to admit, even if it was only to me during the darkest depths of night, that I was actually relieved when the Council had cut me loose. The very first thing I’d done was vow to stay clear of the whirlwind drama that typically spun around the Families and their business. It was the only way I could ensure I would keep breathing. “It’s not like I was the first choice here, babe. I’m getting lucky because someone got sick.”

      Zev’s gaze narrowed. “And you know for a fact the driver’s in the hospital?”

      “Okay, Mr. Paranoid, take a breath. This is a transport job for some business hotshot with too much money that likes to collect cars. That’s it.” My mind kindly pointed out Toby’s disclosure about the owner and his rival, which came remarkably close to the kind of Family drama I’d been avoiding, and I flinched the tiniest bit. Okay, fine, whatever, so there’s a good chance I’ll encounter a few stray breezes. But it’s a 1955 Gullwing for goddess’s sake.

      His powers of observation were on point, because he asked, “Uh-huh, so what was that?”

      “What was what?” I tried to play innocent, but when he continued to stare at me, I blew out an aggrieved breath. “Fine. There was a bit of a bidding war on the car, and the winner is concerned the loser won’t let go gracefully.”

      All of Zev’s humor winked out like a switch being thrown, and the hard-ass Hunter rose to the fore. “How dangerous is this run?”

      I petted his chest, knowing my answer wouldn’t help, but I was confident in my skills as both a Transporter and a Prism. “It’s got some risk, but nothing I can’t handle.” I held his gaze, letting him see I really wasn’t overly concerned. “I’ll be fine, Zev.”

      “If you run into problems⁠—”

      I cut him off with a quick press of lips, and when I drew back, I said, “You’ll be my first call, promise.”

      Knowing that was as good as he was going to get, he let it go. “Are you flying back?”

      “Most likely.” There was no way I was taking a bus, so I would sacrifice a few coffee runs and maybe pencil in a night race to cover the ticket home.

      “Text me your flight info once you have it. I’ll pick you up.”

      “Not sure if it’ll be tomorrow night or Friday morning,” I warned.

      “Either one. I’ll be there.”

      I flattened my hands against his chest and leaned in until I was lying along his side, our faces close. I tried batting my eyelashes, which probably looked ridiculous, but still… “Pick me up on your Harley?”

      The last bits of grimness drifted away as he tugged on my hair. “I’ll bring the Harley, and we’ll take a road trip up north.”

      I grinned. I loved Zev’s bike. I loved it even more when he relented and let me drive instead of ride, but I wasn’t pushing my luck tonight.

      He stopped playing with my hair and drew a finger alongside my jaw, his gaze roaming over my face. When it came back up to my eyes, he switched topics. “You give any more thought to my suggestion?”

      It was my turn to study him, and as I did so, I felt his body still. “I have.”

      His gaze sharpened. “And?”

      I settled deeper into him. “I shared it with Lena, and she’s considering it.”

      A few weeks ago, Lena got an offer for our condo, and it had sparked an unexpected conversation. Right now, it was a seller’s market in the valley, so she knew she could make bank on it. Good for her, not so much for me.

      I got lucky with this place when she asked me to move in when her last horrific roommate bailed with no notice. Lena was one of the top Keys for the Western Arcane Guilds, and her curse-breaking skills were in high demand, a truth reflected in her paychecks. Still, rent on a two-bedroom condo was a bit hefty, even with us splitting the costs, but since my previous apartment wasn’t the greatest, I’d jumped all over that offer. A newer place, with tighter security I could never afford on my own, located in the heart of downtown Phoenix, and my bestie as a roomie? Yeah, that had been a no-brainer, even knowing that getting my solo Transporter gig off the ground would keep my finances on the lean side of things for a bit.

      That was two years ago, and now, things had changed. The biggest one was my take-home pay. Even with the loss of the Council’s fees, I was still in a much better financial position than when I’d first moved in. Granted, there were a few weeks where my business overhead could get a bit daunting, but that was what savings accounts were for. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough set aside yet to make Lena a competitive offer on the condo.

      That was where the second-biggest change came into play.

      Both of us now had significant others. Lena’s lovebug was Evan Fields, the premier electr omage for the Guild who somehow managed to pull off the messy-but-sexy-professor look without trying. Most nights, she ended up at Evan’s place in an older neighborhood in the nearby Biltmore area, leaving the condo to Zev and me. The fact that her stuff was slowly migrating into Evan’s house was playing a big part in her consideration to sell.

      As for my snuggle bunny, he lived with his cousin Emilio in the very spacious Cordova estate at the northern end of the valley. It made his trips to see me a haul. Even when we switched it up and I went to the estate, it was still a challenge, mainly because when Zev was there, a part of him remained “on-duty.” As the Cordova Arbiter, his primary objective was to keep the family safe, especially the head of his family. He never really relaxed, and over time, that low-level vigilance took its toll. It was also why he preferred spending time at my place.

      I wasn’t much better when we were out at the estate. I was never really able to relax either. So when I mentioned my worry about possibly having to find a new place, especially in a market where “affordable” was debatable, Zev had made an unexpected offer to go in with me on a down payment, either for a new place or to buy the condo from Lena. My first reaction was shock, but the more I thought about it, the more I wanted it. Still, I had learned to be cautiously optimistic about huge life changes. Zev had employed some pretty heavy-duty convincing to mute my anxiety enough to give his idea serious consideration.

      Zev’s voice nudged me out of my thoughts. “Hey, you okay?”

      I blinked. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      He studied me. “You sure? You were thinking about something pretty hard. Did Lena say something?”

      I shook my head. “Lena was relieved, actually. I guess Evan’s been after her to move in with him for months.” She’d kept that from me because she thought I had enough to worry about and she had her own concerns to work through. “She was going to tell him about your proposal tonight.”

      “So we’re doing this?”

      “Looks like it.” Hearing the words out loud made my pulse pick up speed.

      Whether Lena agreed to let us buy or we ended up house hunting, life was about to change in a big way. My experiences with change weren’t always positive, which left me a bit leery. I curled my hand until it fisted above his heart. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t.”

      No, Zev was not the type to make meaningless offers of any kind. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” he repeated softly, then he leaned up to kiss me.

      I got lost in his taste and the hunger that rose at his touch. I buried my fingers in his hair, holding him close as our tongues tangled, and my body lit up like an overzealous Christmas tree. When he finally let me surface, I was breathing hard. My vision was a little hazy, but I didn’t miss his wicked smile or the glint in his eye.

      He leaned in and softly nipped my lower lip before he pulled back just enough to whisper, “Wanna go celebrate?”

      I held on tight and breathed, “Oh, hell yeah.”
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      Since Zev spent the night, he offered to drop me off at Wilson’s Custom Rides so I wouldn’t have to worry about my precious rebuilt 1968 Mustang Fastback making it back to my place. He knew me so well, because leaving my baby unattended would drive me nuts. There was a chance that Toby would have a secured garage I could use, but truthfully, I wasn’t the most trusting of souls when it came to my ride, as evidenced by the high-dollar, custom-spelled security system I had installed shortly after winning the pink slip from an overconfident frat brat with more money than sense.

      Typically, that would be enough to deter any of the nefariously curious, but there were times, especially during the last six months, when my job took me to some truly sketchy neighborhoods. Those denizens weren’t easily scared off, which was why I’d had Lena reinforce it with her uniquely intimidating touch a few months back. Still, the memories of those earlier attempts lingered, which meant I would continue to worry about my baby being jacked instead of being focused on the assignment.

      And Zev wanted me focused. Despite my reassurances last night, he remained unconvinced that this would be a straightforward job, so as we got ready, I did some more feather smoothing before we headed out to brave the steady stream of morning commuters as rush hour was just getting underway.

      I gave a silent snort. Rush hour, what a misnomer. More like rush hours.

      The multiple suburbs that surrounded Phoenix meant traffic was a snarly beast from just after six and typically didn’t let up until near ten. It made driving in it a test of patience and luck. On the plus side, it provided justification for an additional surcharge on any contracted job that required dealing with it.

      This morning, however, I ignored the headache-inducing crush of cars and let Zev handle it. We managed to sneak in an early-morning coffee run, for which I was eternally grateful, especially since I had a five-hour drive ahead of me. I had tucked my cup of joe into the console’s holder and was scrolling through emails on my phone when a text flashed across my screen. Seeing the sender, I flicked over and read it. “Uh, that’s wild.”

      “What?” Zev asked a bit distractedly as he navigated traffic.

      My fingers flew over my phone as I typed and talked. “Sabella had a change of plans. Initially, she was scheduled to be back in the Valley on Sunday, but now she’ll be in Vegas on Friday then coming home next Thursday.”

      “I thought she was back east with some kind of advisory board or something?”

      “Board of directors, actually,” I correctly absently while I texted my great-aunt that, funny enough, I would be hitting Vegas tonight. “Something about a merger in Europe or something.”

      Just another day in the life of the worldly woman that was Sabella Rossi-Giordano. As the head of the Giordano Family, one of the original twenty-seven Arcane Families, Sabella was an indisputable force, both magically and financially. In some cosmic twist of irony, she also happened to be my great-aunt on my mother’s side, a family connection that I’d only learned about when I started to wade into the Arcane Family waters. Initially, we’d both shied away from being too public with that tie for a plethora of reasons on both sides, as Sabella hadn’t risen to her position by being nice and polite. Then, when a narcissistic ex (Zev’s, not mine) lost her mind and tried to assassinate the head of another prominent family in front of the Council, that little tidbit came to light, and to this day, I continued to check my rearview for unexpected fallout.

      “I thought her son handled the European businesses.” He maneuvered around a lumbering school bus caught behind a street sweeper then smoothly slid back into the right lane that branched off to the freeway exit.

      “He does.” My message left with a soft swish. “But she offered to step in on this side, said it gave her an excuse to visit friends back east. Her words, not mine.”

      “She needed an excuse?”

      “I didn’t think so, but what do I know?” An incoming text dinged, and I read out loud, “Che buono! Let’s make it a weekend. Stay with me at the Four Seasons. I’ll switch my reservation to a two-room suite so you can check in before I arrive.”

      “Is that a request or an order?” Zev merged on to the interstate and fought his way over to the carpool lane on the far left.

      I waited until we finished our real-life game of Frogger before I answered. “A request.” At least, I hoped it was, because I wanted to spend my weekend with Zev and his Harley. We were closing in on the end of May, which meant the summer’s brutal heat was creeping back in with a vengeance. “I’m letting her know we had plans.”

      I was still typing when he said, “I’ll make you a bet that she insists you stay.”

      “Sucker’s bet, babe.” I hit Send. “And she’ll resort to the tried-and-true weapon of every matriarch ever.”

      “Guilt?” Zev asked dryly, making me laugh.

      “Guilt,” I agreed. Three dots appeared on my screen as Sabella crafted her response. “Though I guess I should take it as a compliment.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it’s exactly how she manages her kids.” And those kids were a good ten to fifteen years older than me and just as inclined as the next person to buckle under Sabella’s pressure. My text dinged, and I huffed out an amused noise as I read it.

      “What?”

      Without looking up, I started to type back, but told Zev, “She says you should come join me.”

      Instead of brushing it off as I expected, he made a soft hmpf.

      My fingers froze midstroke, and I lifted my head and saw he was watching the traffic studiously. I narrowed my eyes. “What was that?”

      He managed a credible blasé “What was what?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I angled in my seat, resting my phone face down against my thigh as I watched him closely. One of his fingers tapped the wheel absently, but his white knuckles and blatant attentiveness to driving belied his studied indifference. I stifled my grin and asked casually, “Zev, dearest, did you want to go Vegas with me?”

      His finger missed a beat, but he didn’t look at me as he met my question with one of his own. “If I said yes?”

      Truthfully? A road trip with Zev hit the top of my list any time. Throw in the custom classic ride, and it was a shoe-in for best idea ever, but there was his Harley and… “You sure Emilio would cut you loose on such short notice?”

      This time, he shot me a look before he rolled his shoulders. Then he flexed his fingers on the wheel and resumed watching the road. “Emilio’s not an ogre, babe. Besides, Locke’s in town this weekend, and he doesn’t do well when he gets bored.”

      My lips twitched as I thought of the combat mage who was Zev’s friend and backup when it came to protecting Emilio’s ass. The Locke I knew could laze around a pool with the best of them, making me think boredom wasn’t really the issue. “You’re doing this for Locke, then?”

      He grinned. “Nope, not just Locke’s ass I want to keep out of trouble.”

      It was easy to read between the lines. Instead of taking offense, I folded my arms and mock-glared at him. “Are you insinuating that I’m trouble?”

      He chuckled. “Babe, you are a trouble magnet. You hit Sin City, no telling what the hell will follow you home. I’m just offering to tag along to make sure that trouble thinks twice.”

      There was a smidgen of truth to what he said, which made getting pissed hypocritical. “Whatever.” Yeah, it was a lame comeback, but it was all I had.

      “All kidding aside…” He got serious. “After what you shared last night, let’s just say that I’d feel better if you didn’t do this run solo.”

      I had to admit, having him ride shotgun would be nice. Toby might balk at the idea of truly felonious activity from his wealthier clients, but greed and selfishness had zero to do with what was in a person’s wallet. Plus, bonus for me would be getting to spend a weekend away with Zev in a ritzy-ass hotel room I wasn’t paying for. I could think of it as a mini vacation. Not that I needed much convincing.

      “You should probably let Locke know he’s on Emilio duty.” I picked up my phone and quickly texted Sabella, letting her know Zev and I would take her up on her offer, no guilt required.

      He waited until I was done before asking, “Is it going to cause problems? ’Cause if so, I can meet you up there.”

      “With who?” I asked absently. “Toby?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nah, I think we’ll be fine,” I reassured him, appreciating the offer. “I’ll just let Toby know that after the concerns he shared last night, I decided to utilize reinforcements.” And if he pushed it, I would point out that having a combat mage of Zev’s caliber ride along at no extra cost would tip the odds of a successful delivery in my favor. I downed that last bit of coffee and resettled in my seat as the GPS warned our exit was coming up.

      Traffic had increased, which made working our way back across the four packed lanes a trial of patience and courage with no room for conversation beyond “Watch that truck” and “I see it.” I didn’t dare check my phone again until we hit the less nerve-wracking surface streets. “Sabella’s thrilled. She’s going to set up reservations for Saturday night for dinner.”

      “Maybe we can catch a show afterward,” he suggested.

      That would be way better than hanging out at the tables losing money I didn’t have. “Oh! I heard there’s a new one that just opened up. Something-something menagerie, I think.”

      “Don’t recognize that name,” he teased as he slowed to turn in to a small street that stretched into a series of squat buildings and large fenced lots with an industrial vibe. The buildings were painted in the shades of beige that was the dominant color scheme in the desert. The only real differentiation were the signs above the tinted-glass-door entrances.

      “Aren’t you the funny one?” I murmured as I leaned forward, checking out the names. When I spotted what I was looking for just beyond the stop sign ahead, I pointed toward it. “There, on the left. See it?”

      “Yep.” He took the first left that would get us into the parking lot. We rolled down the asphalt and to the end, where Wilson’s Custom Rides stretched over the far end of one line of buildings. There was the main entrance, a garage door in a mix of glass and steel and a brick fence with a reinforced gate topped by barbwire right next to it. The parking spots in front were mainly empty, probably due to the time. Zev nabbed one by the main door.

      I undid my belt as Zev shut off the SUV and checked the time, noting we were about ten minutes early. “You want to call Emilio and Locke first, make sure things are copacetic before I tell Toby what’s happening?”

      “Yeah.” Zev grabbed his phone and tapped the screen.

      I set my now-empty cup in the console then got out. I could hear him talking to Emilio as I shoved my sunglasses up to the top of my head and got my lightweight suit jacket from the back seat. I stood in the back passenger door and used the reflective surface of the dark-tinted window to adjust the steel-gray linen jacket so that it lay smoothly over the deep-red silky shell with the Mandarin collar. I grabbed the battered leather backpack from the floor and swung it onto one shoulder. Ready to go, I closed the door, dropped my sunglasses back down, and went to wait for Zev on the sidewalk. While I waited a few feet from the main entrance, I scratched at a faint, irritating itch. When it didn’t go away, I realized it was my Prism’s innate reaction to the magic securing the lot just beyond the cement walls and barbwire and forced myself to stop.

      Thankfully, Zev made short work of pulling out an overnight bag from the back of the SUV. When he stood next to me, he beeped the locks and gave me a look. “You good?”

      I studied his face, but he had his professional blank mask in place, and his dark sunglasses hid his eyes, making him even harder to read. “I’m good. You ready?”
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