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Chapter One

CARY WESTFIELD WASN’T a terribly catchy name for a magician, so the playbill read The Incredible Mr. Mars.

Ty studied the vintage style poster near the theater’s entrance, which depicted said Mr. Mars pulling a bewildered-looking white rabbit out of a hat. Despite the old-fashioned font and style, the poster was brand new. Mr. Mars was a relative newcomer to the live entertainment scene and had only been performing at the Garland Magic Theater for two weeks, but the shows had been consistently sold out. Granted, this wasn’t the largest or the most prestigious venue in San Francisco; however, considering the act in question wasn’t at all original or shocking, consisting of run-of-the-mill stage illusions and a bit of mind reading, it was quite a feat.

The mass appeal would have been something of a mystery had Ty not known exactly what was behind it. That was too bad for poor Cary Westfield—sudden and unwarranted success tended to draw the wrong kind of attention.

Ty followed the line inside. The usher took a look at his ticket and directed him to the back row. Ty took the aisle seat and waited as the lights dimmed. The darkness sharpened the smell of dust coming from the old upholstery, the whispers of the spectators, and most annoyingly, the glare of their cell phone screens. It would seem even the promise of magic couldn’t tear some people away from their social media. The emcee announced the magician, and the show began.

Contrary to tradition, Mr. Mars didn’t have an assistant. His tricks weren’t all that complicated, but Ty had to give him credit for showmanship. He supplied a running commentary for the performance, which was both witty and charming and elicited laughter from the crowd. Smart. People always loved it when a show made them laugh, so they were more likely to forgive the lack of surprise and excitement. Not that Ty was in any way an expert on magic shows, but he was, in a manner of speaking, an expert on excitement.

The magician’s looks didn’t hurt either. His smooth tan skin and fine features made the gaudy stage costume appear elegant. Ty absently noted the lean figure and the fluid movements, but he wasn’t there to admire Westfield’s form.

As Mr. Mars struck another impressive pose, pretending to strain to recite the contents of some woman’s purse, Ty slipped quietly into the shadows, making himself as inconspicuous as possible. Thankfully, the small theater had an appropriately small staff, even on a busier Saturday night, and no one spotted him as he made his way to the backstage passage. There was only one dressing room, and the lock on it was a joke. He let himself inside and closed the door softly. The runes tattooed into his fingertips with invisible ink prevented him from leaving fingerprints, so he could rummage freely without being encumbered by gloves. That shit always came in handy—bad pun intended.

The small room was cramped, serving both as a makeup nook and a storage space for various costumes and stage props. There was a vanity with a large backlit mirror. Ty looked it over, but saw nothing of interest besides a kohl eyeliner and a few mini-sized bottles of flavored vodka scattered all over the tabletop. Either the Incredible Mr. Mars needed some liquid courage before facing the crowd, or Mr. Westfield had a bit of a drinking problem.

It was more force of habit than curiosity. Ty didn’t really expect to find anything of value lying around. He retreated to a far corner, where he spotted an oversized armchair under a pile of old sequined jackets, and settled there, taking out his SIG. The show was supposed to run for at least forty more minutes, but that was okay. He could wait.

 

IT WAS ANOTHER hour or so before the door swung open, admitting the magician. There was a noticeable sheen of perspiration on his forehead, and he was breathing rather heavily, as if he’d run a race. He looked at the door and frowned, testing the doorknob again, probably recalling he’d locked it before going on stage.

Ty moved before Westfield had a chance to retreat. The magician froze as Ty stepped in front of him, holding the gun to his face. His dark brown eyes widened, making his expression resemble that of the rabbit from his own poster.

“Sit over there,” Ty said, nodding toward the armchair he’d been occupying earlier.

Westfield kept as much distance between them as the small room allowed as he slowly walked to the chair and sat down, never taking his eyes off the gun. Ty shoved the door closed again and locked it.

“Now,” he said, taking a step toward the other man. “I believe you have something I want.”

Westfield licked his lips nervously. His eyes darted to the door, but now Ty was blocking his only escape route. He was wearing a ridiculous top hat that looked like something straight out of a Fred Astaire movie, and even his scarlet cravat was soaked with sweat.

“I don’t have any cash,” he said quickly. “The register’s at the front.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Houdini,” Ty said. “The amulet.”

Westfield’s tawny skin turned ash gray. There was no doubt he knew exactly what Ty was talking about, and he wasn’t thrilled about the prospect of being parted with it.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he insisted, despite Ty’s previous admonition.

Ty took another step toward the chair, watching as the magician shrank back instinctively.

“One last chance,” he said. “Hand it over, or we’ll see if it helps you stop a bullet at point blank.”

Westfield pressed his lips together, his nostrils flaring. He looked ready to either burst into tears or lunge at him. Ty tightened his grip on the weapon, but apparently the magician wasn’t that reckless. He slowly reached inside his shirt to reveal an embossed silver disk on a sturdy chain around his neck. There was another moment’s hesitation as he removed the chain and tossed the thing at Ty.

Unfazed, Ty caught it with his left hand. Amateurs were the worst. Such a powerful thing, and this dude was using it to enhance his cheap parlor tricks. Worse, he was wearing it against his bare skin. No wonder he looked ready to keel over from exhaustion.

What was more surprising was Ty had sensed Westfield could actually perform real magic. Not that he could do so on his own; everything he’d done on stage depended entirely on the amulet he’d been wearing. But Ty could feel Westfield’s inherent magical talent coursing through his veins, almost see the genuine spark underneath his skin. Westfield had the gift, the talent for true sorcery, and he didn’t even know it, preferring to resort to hashed out illusions augmented by an external power he had no hopes of understanding. It seemed like a waste to let this kind of potential be squandered in ignorance, but Ty had more pressing matters than guiding a newbie magic practitioner on the path of self-discovery.

The round silver pendant, about two and a half inches in diameter and covered in swirling patterns, felt warm to the touch, even slightly too warm. Ty couldn’t stop to examine it closely, but he had no doubt this was indeed what he’d been looking for. These things always had a certain feel to them, an unmistakable aura. Ty’s talent for magic was nearly nonexistent (as Leland, his former mentor, had made painfully clear), but his sensitivity to its trace presence had been honed like a fine blade.

“Look, man,” Westfield said pleadingly. “I know it’ll sound lame, but it’s kind of important to me, okay? It’s not even that valuable, but it’s sort of an heirloom. Can’t we cut some sort of a deal here? I can give you way more than it’s worth.”

Oh, so suddenly the man did have cash? Ty almost rolled his eyes, but he didn’t have time to listen to any more lies. Undoubtedly, Westfield knew the amulet wasn’t a cheap trinket; he’d been consciously using it. But Ty was also certain he didn’t have a clue as to its real potential. Otherwise they would be having this argument in a much grander place than the dressing room of a backwater theater.

“I doubt that,” he said, pocketing the pendant inside his jacket.

“Come on! I got it from my grandfather. It’s the only thing I have to remember him by. You must have had a grandfather, right? A family?” Westfield leaned forward ever so slightly, probably trying to gauge whether he could get any closer to swipe the amulet right out. Picking pockets wasn’t Ty’s forte, but he knew enough to recognize the telltale signs of someone intending to do just that.

The nonsense about family heirlooms was just a stalling tactic. In any case, Ty didn’t have grandparents. As far as he knew, he didn’t even have parents. At least not parents who wanted him. And family wasn’t something he missed having, not in his line of work.

“Shut it,” he told Westfield, taking a step back. As he was contemplating coldcocking the guy so he wouldn’t try to follow him, there was a bang on the door.

They both froze, Ty with his gun arm raised, Westfield teetering on the edge of his seat, his black-lined eyes huge in his sweat-dampened face.

“Special delivery for Mr. Mars,” said a muffled voice from behind the door.

“You expecting anything?” Ty asked, not taking his eyes off the magician.

He doubted it, though. Westfield looked genuinely startled. Just don’t be an idiot and try to tackle me, Ty begged silently. He really didn’t want to shoot him, not even to incapacitate, and had already made a mistake, talking with him for so long. He should have just knocked Westfield over the head and gone through his pockets instead of playing out all this nonsense, chatting about the guy’s grandparents, of all things.

“Other than someone robbing me? No,” Westfield said testily.

The thumping on the door became more persistent. Shit. Could he have competition?

Ty had had time to check the room out before, and he remembered there was a small window on the farthest wall, half hidden with drapes and a rack of old theater costumes.

“Stay quiet and do as I say,” he said as he went to the window. He pushed the junk away from it and broke the murky glass with the butt of his gun. Thankfully, they were only on the first floor, and the window led to the back alley.

The knocking stopped.

“Get your ass over here,” he hissed at the magician and gestured at the window. He could get the fuck out on his own, but he had a gut feeling whoever was after the Incredible Mr. Mars wasn’t going to pull their punches like he had. For some reason, he didn’t want the guy to get killed if he could help it. Maybe it was the huge doe eyes, though Westfield was definitely not his type.

“What? Why? What if it’s…flowers? A present from a fan? A job offer? Why the hell should I listen to you? You’ve just mugged me!”

There was a loud and heavy thud on the door, as if someone was trying to break it in with his foot or shoulder, quickly followed by another.

“Sure, it’s flowers,” Ty said sarcastically, pushing the broken glass out of the window to clear the way. “Fine, suit yourself.”

He wasn’t about to force it. Pretty eyes or not, Westfield was welcome to deal with whoever it was on the other side of the door if he wanted to. Ty had gotten what he’d come for. It was high time to get the hell out.

“Shit.” Westfield stared at the door for a moment and then darted to the window, apparently coming to the conclusion Ty was the lesser of two evils. “Be a gentleman and help me, would you?”

Ty snorted, holstered the gun, and laced his hands together to make a step for the other man to push off from. Westfield scrambled to climb out just as the old wood creaked and the door burst from its hinges. Ty grabbed the window frame and hurled himself out, feet first, not turning back to see who the unwanted guest was. He landed in a neat crouch in the alley and then grabbed Westfield by the hand, pulling him forward.

“Run!”

Westfield didn’t have to be told twice. They ran for a few blocks, taking the back streets when possible and turning corners at random, until Ty finally pulled the magician into a dark alley and almost threw him against the wall, flattening himself against it as well and peering cautiously around the corner. No one seemed to have followed them, but plain eyesight couldn’t always be trusted. It was time to bail.

“Now listen to me,” he said in a low voice, turning to his inadvertent companion. “My advice—go spend the night in a motel or at a friend’s. Whoever that was, they’re probably gonna follow you home next, looking for that amulet.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” Westfield asked. He was breathing heavily, and there was an almost hysteric note to his voice. Not that Ty could blame him, really. At least the guy had kept his wits about him enough to follow Ty without making any unnecessary fuss. “For that matter, who are you?”

“As for them—no idea. But you weren’t exactly discreet about using that thing, Mr. Mars,” Ty said, ignoring the second question. “If I could find you, others could have, too. Next time you’re dabbling in magic, try not to flaunt it so blatantly.”

“It’s called ‘sleight of hand,’ asshole,” Westfield snapped. Amazingly, he still had that stupid top hat on. It must have been glued to his head or something.

“Whatever.” There wasn’t time to get into pointless arguments. With the competition on his heels, whoever it was, Ty had to make the drop as soon as possible. “Just stay out of it for a while.”

He backed out of the alley, keeping his eye on Westfield. It didn’t look like he was about to tackle him, but in Ty’s experience, desperate people were capable of anything, and watching the source of one’s livelihood being stolen was a damn good reason for desperation. But the man was just standing there, watching him and trying to catch his breath. So when Ty stepped onto the street, he turned and walked away briskly, looking out for any possible pursuit.

There was none that he could spot, so he relaxed marginally and picked up the pace, shoving his hands into his jacket pockets. He didn’t enjoy the part of his job that required him to actually rob people at gunpoint. He much preferred the other parts, in which he got to explore forgotten ruins and visit faraway places. But those parts were rare and far between. The harsh truth of life was that everyone had to do things they didn’t really want to. People like him didn’t have all their dreams and wishes handed to them on a silver platter. They had to hustle to make their way in the world. Sometimes other people got caught under the wheels, and there was nothing he could do about it, except to try to keep the damage to a minimum. Mr. Mars would just have to chalk this one up to experience, pick himself up, and move on to the next gig. If he was lucky, soon he’d realize he didn’t really need any crutches—that he had magic enough within him. Provided, of course, that he managed to dodge Ty’s competition.

But that was none of Ty’s concern, was it? He’d done his job, and the mark’s continued safety wasn’t his responsibility. It was silly to even give it another thought. He’d helped the guy as much as he could, and if he was smart, he’d lie low until the whole thing blew over. Ty’s next move was to drop the hot loot with his fence, getting rid of it so he could focus on the next job.

He definitely had no business thinking about the look of despair that had clouded Westfield’s eyes as he watched Ty take off with his pendant. None at all.




Chapter Two

CARY STAYED IN place and watched as his robber cleared the mouth of the alley and disappeared into the street. Helping hand at the window aside, the man was still carrying a gun, and Cary didn’t want to agitate him any further. Besides, he’d had the opportunity to gauge his opponent back at the dressing room. The robber was a large man—not really bulky, but tall and built of solid muscle, like an athlete. Cary could gather that much from having practically climbed on top of him to push himself through the window. Even if he hadn’t been armed, there was no way Cary—with his self-admittedly fetching, but much leaner physique—could have arm-wrestled him.

He was so damn exhausted and frustrated about someone casually deciding to take his granddad’s amulet. At gunpoint. And just as it was looking like things were picking up for him, too. The show was doing great, and he’d been considering changing the venue for something grander. Why was his luck always running out just when he got optimistic again? He felt like bursting into tears there and then, curling up on the dirty pavement amid the smelly trashcans and giving in to the utter helplessness that was nearly choking him.

It wasn’t fair. The thought was childish, but he couldn’t help it. He had always been such an utter failure in everything he’d done, and why should this be any different?

Cary took a deep breath to calm his wildly beating heart, fighting back the unwanted tears. The autumn air felt cool against his flushed cheeks, adding a little bite as he sucked it into his lungs, still strained from his panicked flight. Childish or not, he instinctively balked at the idea of letting his amulet be taken away. The robber had probably thought that Cary was shitting him, and most likely didn’t care either way, but he had gotten it from his grandfather. Well, he’d found it in his grandfather’s stuff after he died, but it was the same thing. It was something to hold on to—the only real legacy left after years of discord, and there was no way he was going to just give it up, even if it was out of sheer stubbornness. Whoever this guy was, he was in for a surprise. Cary had some tricks up his sleeve, none of which had anything to do with magic.

He took off the hat, the jacket and the vest, and hid them in a neat bundle behind one of the dumpsters. He hoped he’d get them back later, but if not, that was collateral damage. There was nothing else of value in his jacket’s pockets aside from a deck of cards, which he moved to his pants pocket. Then he quickly undid the top button of his shirt, rolled up his sleeves, and tousled his hair. That was it. Now he wouldn’t attract attention, and particularly not from people who, even if subconsciously, expected him to look the way he had before.

He walked out of the alley, looked to the sides quickly to make sure no one was waiting to jump him, and headed in the direction the robber had taken.

 

THE UNDERGROUND PARKING lot was mostly empty at this hour. It was also badly lit. Many of the overhead fluorescent lights were smashed or broken, creating sporadic pools of light on the gray concrete, with the rest of the space occupied by murky darkness. A faint smell of urine permeated the air.

Cary crouched behind a blue sedan, keeping to the wall and doing his best to blend in with the shadows. Following the robber had not been easy. He’d almost lost him a couple of times, as the guy was clearly trying to keep a low profile and avoid any unwanted attention. Cary had been lucky to spot him early on, walking down the street past the brightly lit shop windows. After that, it was only a matter of tailing him without the other man noticing, hiding in alleys and falling back every time he took a turn or crossed the street, keeping away from the lampposts, to the shadows that hugged the almost empty streets.

Once or twice, the guy had stopped and cast a look around, as if he sensed someone following. Each time, Cary ducked behind a truck or the side of a building, avoiding even looking too closely at his quarry for fear he might home in on the source of his apparent unease. But the guy never stopped long enough to catch sight of him, only hurrying along after a momentary pause, keeping his head low and his hands in the pockets of his leather bomber jacket.

When the man descended into the parking lot, Cary had been afraid he was headed to his car, and with no means to follow, that would mean he’d have to forgo any chance of getting his property back. But the guy had stopped in the middle of the yellow-painted section, and was just lounging there against one of the support pillars. Either he was waiting to be picked up, or he wanted to pass his ill-gotten prize on to someone else. Both options were equally bad. In his mind, Cary apologized to his granddad for having been such a useless dolt back at the theater. Apparently, no amount of deftness and dexterity would help if you froze like a deer in the headlights when someone shoved a gun in your face.

The guy’s pocket buzzed, and he took out his cell phone. He swiped the screen and frowned at it.

Cary tensed. This was his window of opportunity. He was considering creeping around and advancing on the other man from behind in hopes of picking his pockets while he was busy reading his messages, when car tires screeched around a corner, and the guy straightened. Cary hid farther behind the hood of the parked car, peeping cautiously around the bumper. Shit, he’d been dawdling for too long and was about to miss his chance.

A large black SUV with tinted windows pulled to a stop in front of the robber. Four men stepped out, fanning around him. They were armed with some sort of stumpy shotguns. Cary knew absolutely nothing about firearms, but they looked like serious business. The robber must have realized this as well, because he slipped the phone back into his pocket and lifted his hands without being prompted.

So—definitely not whom he was expecting to meet. Wouldn’t it be funny if he got robbed in return? Hysterical. Especially since Cary could then kiss his amulet goodbye forever. His luck seemed to be sliding further and further down the hill with each passing minute.

A man in a gray suit climbed down from the SUV’s passenger seat and came to stand in front of the robber. To the guy’s credit, he didn’t flinch or even look too scared.

“You’re not my contact, and I don’t believe we have an appointment,” he said levelly. The voices carried in the near empty parking lot, but neither of the participants seemed to care.

The suit smirked. He actually looked classy, not like those mobsters in fake Armani. Not that Cary had much experience with either mobsters or real Armani, but even he could tell the difference. The guy looked dangerous. He gave off a certain vibe that made Cary’s hackles rise. He’d seen his share of dangerous people, and this one was by far more intimidating than his unlucky robber, with or without a gun.

“Let’s just say AJ won’t be coming today.” The guy in the suit had a slight accent Cary couldn’t quite place. “The merchandise?”

“I don’t have it,” the robber said.

Under different circumstances, Cary would have gloated at the guy having to squirm just as he’d done, but right now, things weren’t going too well for either of them. A deep unease settled in his stomach—some nasty shit was about to go down. He’d had enough of that in his past life, and he really didn’t want to be sucked in it again.

“Liar.” The suit smiled. He was attractive, of average height and slim build, with dark hair and almost aristocratic features. Sleek and easy on the eyes, but it was like watching a poisonous snake about to strike. “Too bad. I was hoping to resolve this amicably.”

One of his henchmen took a step forward, raising his weapon, and Cary’s robber moved too, dropping to the ground and kicking at the armed man’s knees. The bodyguard staggered and took a step back, but the robber had already rolled and sprung to his feet, diving behind the concrete column and whipping out his own gun from a holster hidden under his jacket.

Cary’s heart hammered in his chest as he watched. The guy definitely had balls, but what could he possibly do against all these armed men? A gunfight was about to erupt in the parking lot, and that was bound to end badly for someone. He should probably get the hell out before he somehow got caught in the crossfire, and, considering the direction in which this bizarre evening was progressing, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

“Don’t shoot,” the man in the gray suit ordered. His guards halted, glancing between their boss and their target, waiting for further instructions.

Why weren’t they shooting? The robber was surrounded. He had nowhere to run, and these thugs didn’t look like they’d be squeamish about leaving dead bodies behind.

In the resounding, tense silence, a woman climbed out of the SUV. She was wearing a cherry-red silk blouse and a pair of black slacks that looked like they cost Cary’s annual rent. Everything about her, from the perfectly arranged waves of her dark hair to the tips of her manicured nails, spoke of a high level of taste and an equally high level of income to match it.

Completely unfazed by the volatile tableau, she walked toward the column right past the armed bodyguards, her high heels clicking loudly on the rough concrete, and threw out her hand.

There was…something. Cary couldn’t quite explain what it was, but he felt the air around the woman rippling without anything actually moving. He held his breath for a moment, but nothing happened.

“You gotta do better than that,” the robber called. From Cary’s vantage point, he was half-obscured by the column, but it looked like he was inching back, toward the row of cars behind him.

The woman twisted her palm upward, and the fluorescent lights overhead exploded in a shower of electric sparks and shards of glass. The robber ducked instinctively, his gun arm going up to protect his face. It was a momentary distraction, but it was enough for the bodyguard on the right to slam into him, jamming the butt of his gun into the side of his head. He dropped to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. His gun fell out of his slackened hand and clattered to the ground.

Cary flinched and withdrew even farther into the shadows, watching in shock, but apparently, he was the only one who’d been taken aback by what had happened. What in the hell?

Obviously, it was magic of some kind, but he could hardly believe it. Sure, he knew his granddad’s pendant apparently had some powers that defied his understanding, but that could very much be his imagination running rampant. Seeing someone else perform magic—not stage magic, but some truly dangerous stuff—was another matter entirely.

The armed henchman knelt to pat the unconscious man down, going about it quite professionally. At least, Cary hoped he was unconscious, because he really, really didn’t want to be a witness to a murder, especially not one he couldn’t readily explain to the authorities.

“Take all his jewelry,” the woman instructed.

Cary could only see the henchman’s back, so he couldn’t tell what the guy had found when he straightened and handed something to his boss.

“Thanks, Letti,” the gray suit said, turning to the woman. Through his stunned haze, Cary absently noted a strong resemblance in their features.

The woman shrugged. “I figured he could be useful to us in the future,” she said. “Business is business.”

The man in the suit smiled that unpleasant smile again and motioned to his bodyguards to get back in the car while the woman climbed inside. He then returned unhurriedly to the passenger seat. Cary strained to see what he was holding, but he couldn’t risk being discovered snooping around. But really, what could it possibly be? The woman had said to take the jewelry. That must have included his amulet. The robber hadn’t been waiting in the middle of the night for nothing, even if the wrong people had shown up. Still, Cary had to make sure. It would be silly to leave without checking, especially seeing as he’d been effectively incapacitated.

He waited, unmoving, until the SUV had driven off, and the parking lot was once again deserted and silent. Then he left his hiding place behind the sedan and approached the fallen man cautiously to crouch beside him.

He was covered in tiny pieces of broken glass, still breathing. Cary really didn’t want him to end up dead—not after he’d helped him out of that dressing room with pursuit hot on their heels.

Could these be the same people who had come after Cary in the theater? Someone was hell-bent on getting the amulet. That was for damn sure.

But he didn’t have time to think it over. He hurried to search the other man before he came to, reaching into the inner pockets of his leather jacket. He eyed the discarded gun nervously, but it was out of reach, and Cary was definitely not touching it.

Other than the phone and a receipt for filling gas from this morning, he found nothing. He shoved the phone back and was trying for the jeans pockets when the guy twitched and opened his eyes.

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded gruffly.

Cary snatched his hands away and sat back on his heels, feeling heat creep up his cheeks. Shit.

“I wanted to make sure you were alive,” he said. “Who the hell were they? What did she do?”

The guy sat up and rubbed his head where the bodyguard had hit him, grunting with pain. Cary winced sympathetically. The bump that was already forming promised to be quite spectacular. At least there was no blood. Not that he should care if the guy was badly injured, really. But for some reason, Cary was glad that he wasn’t.

“Fuck, those bastards.” The guy took quick stock of his pockets, much as Cary had done before, coming up with the same results. “Fuck.”

“They took it, didn’t they?” Cary said accusingly. He had no idea why he was still talking with the man, especially since he was pointedly ignoring Cary’s questions, but right now, he was Cary’s only remaining link to the amulet, slim as it was. “No honor among thieves, huh?”

“Rub it in, why don’t you.” He looked around and then stared at his left hand as if seeing it for the first time. “Fuck.”

“What is it?”

“They took it too. My ring.” There was a band of pale skin around his ring finger, standing out against the otherwise lightly tanned skin.

“Was it a diamond solitaire?” Cary asked testily. He rose to his feet, dusting off his pants, which were close to ruined.

The guy gave him a look.

“It’s a magic ring,” he said. He got up, supporting himself on the pillar. He didn’t look as intimidating as he had in the stuffy dressing room. In fact, he was rather handsome with his broad shoulders and a mop of yellow sun-bleached hair, mussed from his recent exertions.

“Like in The Lord of the Rings?” Cary asked. Get a grip, he told himself. Who cares what the guy looks like. He mugged you at gunpoint.

“I wish,” he said. “No, not like that. But it does negate any effects of magic directed at me. Just not its fallout.” He grimaced.

Serves you right, Cary thought, but didn’t have the heart to say it out loud.

“So now what?” he asked instead.

The guy shrugged noncommittally, but now he was eying Cary with a renewed interest.

“How did you manage to track me down?”

“Sleight of hand,” Cary said, deadpan. The other man snorted.

“Well, it looks like it’s all been for nothing. Sorry. But hey, it looks like you can safely go home now. They have what they want. You’re hardly of any interest for them anymore.” He took out his car keys and started walking (wobbling) toward the back of the parking lot, presumably to where he’d parked his car, leaving Cary to stand there, alone and helpless.

This couldn’t be it. No. He refused to just shut up and accept defeat.

“Hey, wait!” He ran after the guy, who stopped and turned to face him again with a weary expression. “That’s it? You roll over and let them take it?”

“What am I supposed to do? Run after the car and wrestle the bodyguards for it? You’re confusing me with Superman.”

“There must be something we can do,” Cary said. That stubborn streak that had always landed him in trouble was rearing its head yet again, but if there ever was a time to be obnoxiously persistent, it was now.

“We?”

When Cary offered no answer, the other man sighed and shook his head. “Just go home. Chalk this one up to experience, suck it up, and lie low. Whoever that was, you probably don’t want to mess with them.”

“And you?”

“Ain’t none of your business. Good night, Mr. Mars.”

He headed to his car—a surprisingly flashy silver Chevy Cavalier convertible—and clicked the doors open. Cary watched in frustration and disbelief as he pulled out of the lot and sped toward the exit. The bastard at least could’ve offered him a ride home.

Cary was tired and wired at the same time. Not enough to run after the SUV like the guy had suggested, but he was itching to do something. The thought of giving up made him almost physically sick. But he wasn’t ready to completely throw in the towel yet. And that sleight of hand remark wasn’t entirely a joke.

He took out the plastic card he’d swiped out of the robber’s jeans pocket and flipped it between his fingers.

The faded lettering read: Geary Lodge Motel.




Chapter Three

TY PULLED UP in front of a run-down apartment building. As usual, there were a number of homeless folk loitering on the dirty sidewalk. He got out and cast a discreet gesture spell, the invisible tattoos on his fingertips prickling with the surge of it. His car was way too ostentatious for this part of town, and this would prevent it from standing out like a sore thumb. Not invisible, exactly, but when protected with the spell, people’s gazes tended to slide right past it and focus on something else. He’d used the same spell on himself on a number of occasions, but maintaining it on a moving person, as opposed to an immobile object, was a lot harder.

AJ, Ty’s fence, lived on the second floor. Well, Ty had no idea if he actually lived there. Other than his “office,” which took up most of the living room, the tiny space was crammed full of old junk Ty couldn’t even begin to categorize. Most of it was packed in various crates and cardboard boxes, but some of it spilled onto shelves and the floor—clocks, books, vintage appliances, porcelain dolls, framed photos. The dolls with their dead, staring eyes creeped him out like nothing else. If there was a bed buried in there somewhere, he’d never seen it.

The short walk up the stairs left him more than a little dizzy. His head was throbbing, but that could wait to be taken care of later. There was no answer when he knocked, so he took out his set of picks and undid the lock. Opening the door, he found himself staring down the barrel of a gun.

This recent trend of being threatened with firearms was really getting old.

“Put that thing down before you hurt yourself,” he told AJ irritably.

“I don’t think so.” AJ’s hands shook a bit, but he kept pointing the gun at him. He was a short, middle-aged man with a receding hairline, but size didn’t matter when one had a gun. His eyes darted behind Ty, as if he expected him to bring reinforcements. There was a sheen of sweat on his forehead, but that was probably due to the room being stiflingly warm. “You don’t lockpick your way into a person’s place to have some nice friendly tea.”

“For fuck’s sake, I texted you nearly twenty minutes ago to let you know what happened,” Ty said. “You didn’t think I’d come to have a chat?”

“Nearly gave me a heart attack, you did,” AJ complained, finally lowering the gun and edging around the desk to shove it into a drawer. The sleek new laptop that was opened on the desktop looked startlingly out of place. “If I’d died, it would be on your conscience.”

“Nice of you to think I have one.” Ty freed one of the chairs that stood in front of the desk of the antique gilded globe that was occupying it, and sat down, stretching his legs. AJ was a hell of an actor, but he’d been genuinely panicked when Ty came through the door. “So what’s the deal with selling me out, AJ? You set me up pretty bad tonight. I thought we had a healthy loving relationship here. Expecting you to show up to pick the merch and almost ending up dead tends to leave a sour taste in my mouth.”

“We do have a loving relationship!” AJ said earnestly, not even bothering to deny the accusation. “Look, I had no choice. That creep barged in a couple of hours ago with all his goons, armed to the teeth, and made me spill the beans on the job. I had to tell him about the drop-off, or he threatened to shoot me right here. What was I supposed to do? Die, and then he’d find you anyway? Besides, I tried to warn you, didn’t I? He told me not to—in no uncertain terms, mind you—but I couldn’t leave you out to dry—”

“You sure took your sweet time about it,” Ty said, cutting him off. “Your text came in too late. They took the damned necklace, so now you’re out of your commission.”

Losing a commission was hardly a fitting punishment for not having his back when the shit hit the fan, but Ty knew AJ all too well. The man didn’t take to being threatened with physical violence. And he had tried to warn him, even if in the end it’d proven useless.
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