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      I laughed at myself for ever thinking war discussions were easy. How naïve that line of thinking was. Then again, how was I supposed to know any better?

      The only war I’d ever prepared for was against Galina, and back then—a whopping six weeks ago—I had little say in matters and less knowledge than I had now. I longed for the days when I was simply Veronica Neill, barista by day and master acquirer by night.

      “I cannot find it in myself to believe the queen is involved,” Adam LaRue, the archangel of Miami’s DEA branch, repeated for the umpteenth time. I lost count hours ago. Despite his words, the archangel’s bright blue eyes betrayed his doubt, and his pristine white feathers fluttered as he leaned back in his chair.

      We sat in a conference room within the Death Enforcement Agency’s headquarters in downtown Miami. Adam had given us one of the largest rooms, which had become our war council operations center, similar to the one back in Haven. But instead of hand-drawn maps on rolls of parchment, the DEA used fancy, expensive pieces of technology.

      Glass panels resembling transparent whiteboards extended from the ceiling and rested against the long back wall. On one, maps of Miami identified the few portals into the Otherworld as bright yellow dots, while several other panels displayed topographic details of the fae realm.

      A small wet bar took up a corner, and it had been well-used today, maybe for the first time. Windows took up one wall, allowing us to monitor any disturbances in the hallway.

      Today, seven of us took up space at the oval table that comfortably allowed a dozen, with plenty of room for people to stand and move about. Except everyone else was busy with other preparations or resting, something I was very jealous of at the moment.

      Regardless, I did my best to pay attention over the last few hours as Adam, Pietr, and the drakony alpha Imos discussed the impending war against the fae man Colin Ó Broin. If it came down to it, maybe all the fae. We didn’t know how many were involved in Colin’s plans yet.

      “Queen Fiadh has always been loyal to the DEA,” the archangel added as if he hadn’t mentioned that several times already.

      The fae queen and Adam had a long history, governing their own realms for centuries, if not longer. Technically, Adam only oversaw the southeastern corner of the United States. Still, his reach was likely similar in size, considering how much larger our realm was than hers.

      Because she oversaw the entire Otherworld, Queen Fiadh held a higher title than the archangel. Her word was as good as her gods’ and goddesses’. Adam wasn’t a king, and he had to obey his god’s law above all else.

      Anyway, Thane, Ivan, and Lena chimed into the conversation as well, though the four of us agreed the others were the true war experts. As the hours dragged on, it didn’t matter that we all came from different backgrounds and species. War was war.

      Except following the back-and-forth conversations between warriors who’d trained for this type of scenario from birth was like trying to read a book with tiny handwritten print when you’re dyslexic. And I knew how challenging that was from personal experience.

      The only thing keeping me awake now was my coffee with our takeout dinner.

      Did I mention my brain was turning to mush?

      “Or perhaps that’s only what Fiadh wanted you to think,” Thane said beside me.

      His thick black hair was tousled from running his hand through it all day, and his ocean-blue irises appeared almost black thanks to the dark circles under his eyes. He’d been going nonstop since waking up to find me missing four days ago, not that any of us had gotten much rest lately.

      “Until we know the depth of the fae’s deceit,” he continued, “we can’t say one or another. We must plan for the worst.”

      My mate might not have trained for war like Pietr, Imos, or even Adam, but he had plenty of experience negotiating with and studying Community members during his five years as a reaper. If he thought there was a chance, no matter how slight, that the queen sided with Colin—or commanded him to carry out these terrible acts—then I would take his word for it.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, welcoming the distraction. It was just an email advertisement for a gym, but it reminded me I needed to check on Kit. I’d texted my best friend hours ago, shortly after we arrived in the human world and after a brief trip to my penthouse for a proper shower and change of clothes.

      I loved my bestie, but I had priorities.

      Besides, Thane had said she was fine.

      I’d used one of my backup phones since I’d long since lost my real one in Mirdrakona, but Kit had all my numbers. Staying silent for so long wasn’t like her, and considering she was likely still at her mother’s house—aka the Devil’s—her silence was even more nerve-wracking.

      I typed out another message, “Girl, you can’t possibly be so busy you can’t message back. Come to the DEA ASAP before I do something crazy.”

      There. That threat should do it.

      After all, I had a history of crazy.

      “You’re sure he’s returned to the Otherworld?” Pietr asked, drawing my attention back to the conversation.

      As captain of my royal phoenix guard, Pietr was a strategic mastermind. He also had the most mesmerizing eyes. His irises swirled between all the colors of the rainbow, a unique trait he shared with his mother, Inessa.

      She and her dragon mate Tundreg had helped me stop the war in Mirdrakona only a few short days ago. A war Colin started to distract everyone from what he was doing in the Otherworld.

      Add in Pietr’s long blond hair and matching beard set against a deep brown complexion, and it was no wonder he’d captured my interest when I stumbled into Mirognya. His well-defined muscles and leather musk hadn’t helped.

      Thankfully, Thane understood my predicament. He had been on his way to angelic ascension and was not available for romantic anything, or so we thought. Fates—or maybe the gods—had other plans, and we had solidified our mating bond since then. Many times over.

      There would always be handsome men in my life, but there was only one who had captured my heart and soul.

      “We have angels stationed at every portal,” the archangel answered Pietr with a nod. “Colin was last seen entering his own realm and has not returned. He claimed the queen called him back.”

      “Coward,” Lena mumbled from her chair on my other side.

      Narrowing her bright blue eyes, she ran a whetstone along her sword’s blade to sharpen it and keep her hands busy. Her black dreadlocks had been half pulled back with a clip, keeping the thick strands out of her olive-toned face.

      After I killed the usurper Galina, Lena became my personal bodyguard, and the warrior woman was as entertaining as she was fierce. Without her, I wouldn’t have gotten through the vampires’ Blood Trials, and Thane would have died.

      “I may not like the guy, but I wouldn’t have thought Colin capable of all this,” Thane said, rubbing his scruff-covered face, his eyelids hooded from exhaustion. “I wouldn’t have mentioned anything about the fae’s involvement in front of him if I had.”

      Even though the reason for his scruff sucked, it gave him a ruggedly sexy look I could get used to.

      The door opened, and a younger-looking grim reaper pushed a large trash can on wheels inside. He moved to the kitchenette and cleaned up the leftover food and drinks from our afternoon discussions.

      I wondered whether the job bothered him. Dying and waking up to find yourself a janitor couldn’t be much fun. At least this kind of cleanup didn’t often happen since reapers and angels didn’t need food or water, and they rarely had visitors stay this long.

      Who knows, maybe he enjoyed getting to listen in. I sure would, even if it bored me. I was nosy like that.

      “Do not blame yourself. I had suspicions but no concrete evidence, or I would have brought you in sooner.” Adam tilted his head to the side. “Although, I must point out that you do not work for me anymore.”

      Thane chuckled. “You know I’m always willing to help.”

      I yawned, which caused a chain reaction from most of those gathered. If I wasn’t so tired, I would have laughed. “I don’t mean to be the party pooper, but can we reconvene in the morning?”

      As much as I wanted to murder the manipulative fae fuck responsible for orchestrating everything terrible that had happened in my life, I also knew things were somewhat stable at the moment. Colin wasn’t even in this realm right now, and I needed to be on my A-game when I faced him and killed him.

      Gods, that was going to be such a glorious moment.

      The others looked as tired as I felt and agreed to stop for the night. Adam had offered our drakony guests rooms within the DEA’s building until he secured another location.

      If we couldn’t capture Colin in the human realm, we intended to bring most of the dragons and a bunch of phoenix warriors with us to the Otherworld. In that case, we would need a much bigger space to house everyone.

      The dragons’ weirdly dilated eyes and overly tall bodies weren’t easy to hide from humans without magic. We needed to conserve all that we had unless absolutely necessary.

      “Imos, before you go, I wanted to get your thoughts on something,” Thane said, remaining in his seat.

      “Of course.” The dragonman’s skin was a darker brown than Pietr’s, but Imos had hair as black as Thane’s. Sitting almost a foot taller than either of the other two men, his golden irises regarded my mate patiently from across the table.

      Thane explained what had happened on the battlefield in Mirdrakona when black scales like the dragons’ appeared on his skin and protected him. We didn’t know what it meant or how to control the ability.

      Imos’s expression turned thoughtful. “I’d not heard of that happening outside a mated bond, but the tsarina does not have enough drakon blood to shift in such a way.”

      “Could it be from the dragonstone?” I asked.

      He tilted his head as he considered it. “It’s possible, though I admit I hadn’t thought a human would be capable of inheriting those qualities.”

      “Well, he’s more than just human,” I pointed out. “He’s a realm walker and mated to a phoenix.”

      Imos smiled, an expression he’d finally mastered. When we first met, he and the other dragons had just woken up from a few decades-long slumber and were adjusting to muscle movement again. That or he hadn’t smiled much before.

      “And mated to a royal phoenix, at that,” he said. “I suppose I could be wrong. Perhaps the combination of the stone and your drakony blood passed through the mate bond and created this ability.”

      Thane leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. Eagerness lit up his face. “My main reason for asking is to learn to control it. So far, it’s only appeared during battle.”

      Beneath the table, I slid my hand over his thigh and between his legs, brushing against him. Immediately, he stiffened, and I had to hold back a laugh.

      The scales had shown up during other climactic moments than just battle. If they hadn’t appeared, I would have killed him during one of my many fiery orgasms.

      Imos dipped his head. “I will ask Tundreg to assist you tomorrow.”

      Perfect. Out of anyone here, the blind dragonman with seer-like abilities was sure to have answers or some ideas. One less thing to worry about.

      If only he’d gotten that chance sooner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          SUNDAY MORNING

        

        
          
            [image: Image of a phoenix]
          

        

      

    

    
      After the excitement of returning home to my extremely expensive pillowtop mattress and silk sheets had subsided, I’d fallen into a deep but troubled sleep. Even as I got dressed the following day, nightmares haunted my thoughts and followed my steps.

      Something terrible loomed on the horizon, and not just the impending war. Everywhere I turned, monsters lurked in the shadows, waiting to strike. I hated this uncertainty of not knowing who I could trust, worried I’d make the wrong choice and someone I loved would die.

      Sure, I once thought of Colin as a bad guy after seeing him with William at the stadium. But when Adam cleared his name, I hadn’t doubted Colin’s loyalty. Certainly not like this.

      I’d even dated the guy, which was harder to swallow.

      Thane and I met Lena and Ivan in my penthouse living room, and we used Thane’s realm walking ability to jump into the DEA’s conference room where we’d met the night before. Imos and Tundreg were already there, filling their plates with fresh fruit, breakfast pastries, and coffee set out on the bar top.

      The blue-winged angel Nathan and Pietr were already seated and deep in discussions. Pietr had declined my offer to stay at my penthouse, claiming a need to be close if Colin showed up at the DEA. He’d also said he didn’t want to sleep on my couch—Lena and Ivan shared my guest room—even though it was super comfy for naps.

      I was pretty sure his reasoning stemmed from seeing Thane and me together, even if the phoenix man and I had moved past any romantic involvement and awkwardness.

      Sleeping arrangements aside, at least I had company with my sour attitude. Everyone was grumpy after rough nights of sleep all around. Everyone except Ivan.

      “If your snores keep me awake one more night, you’re sleeping on the couch,” Lena threatened him with a growl.

      The always chipper young phoenix grinned. His twinkling green eyes reminded me even more of my little brother. Though, unlike Maddox, Ivan’s eyelashes were nearly translucent. His shoulder-length hair was the same shade as a raging fire, and his caramel-colored skin spoke to his love of the sun.

      “Just wear those weird squishy things Veronica gave you.” He bit into an apple with a loud crunch.

      I poured coffee from the carafe into my cup and chuckled. That was an accurate description for earplugs if I ever heard one. I took my seat between Thane and Lena and sipped on my black coffee.

      Whatever bright and sweet blend they’d brewed today was heaven, which was good because I would need an entire pot to get through the day.

      Lena scoffed. “Like I could ever wear those while Veronica exists.”

      “What do I have to do with it?” I asked over my cup, blowing on the hot brew gently. A slight citrus scent wafted off of it and made my mouth water.

      “I can’t risk sleeping through the chaos you create.”

      I shrugged. That was fair. Most recently, I had slipped away in the middle of the night to hunt down Jackson Reed, the man who killed my little brother, only to wind up stranded in Mirognya and captured by dragons.

      Dazhbog must really have a lot of faith in me.

      Adam, Luka, and another man walked in. The alpha of the Miami werewolf pack was as handsome as ever. His eyes were a darker amber than the dragons’, and because of his Latino ethnicity, his skin was more of a russet brown than Imos’s dark brown.

      Like most men present, he was big and beefy, but one of a handful who’d made Lena’s jaw drop when she first met him.

      I vaguely remembered the shorter man beside Luka as his beta. He wasn’t handsome, and unfortunately for him, the effect was worse while standing next to the alpha and archangel, especially considering the broken nose that hadn’t been set correctly.

      Although I doubted that he cared about his looks, not with his status as beta. Now that Luka had his mate, this guy had the pick of the litter.

      Adam gave a quick round of introductions between the dragons and wolves. Outside of pack meetings, having two alphas in the same room was unique, even if they were two different species.

      Imos and Luka eyed each other as they shook hands, but their friendly expressions made it clear they were both more intrigued than threatened.

      “I told Adam on the way in that my pack is ready and waiting to provide whatever support you need,” Luka said as he pulled back a chair and sat.

      His beta snagged a chocolate croissant before leaning against the wall and taking a bite.

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve got another problem developing with the rogue shifter clan, so my attention will be split until action is required.” Luka motioned to his beta. “I brought Francisco to stand in when I cannot.”

      His mouth full, Francisco raised his pastry in acknowledgment.

      “What’s the issue there?” Thane asked, his eyebrows drawn together.

      Unease trickled through our soul link, a fantastic perk we’d discovered after solidifying our bond. We could feel each other’s emotions, especially the stronger they got.

      “A member of another pack got word of a meeting between their leader Rico and a vampire.”

      I groaned. Not vampires again. All they ever seemed to do was cause trouble. “Do they have a new Master of Miami?”

      Vampires had a more complex hierarchy than most Community species, the highest of which was a king and queen who presided over a continent. Master Vampires were a step below them and oversaw large metropolitan areas like Miami. Sometimes whole states.

      “Yes, but I would not count on their support,” Adam said.

      I snorted. “Oh, I definitely don’t count on it. I actually think it might be best not to include them at all.”

      “Wouldn’t they see it as a slight?” Ivan asked, then shoveled another fork full of melon into his mouth. Thanks to my involvement in the Blood Trials, he’d become a bit of an expert on all things vampire.

      Adam shook his head. “Not after what happened with Emilia. We must remain cautious with them until they or we can prove no other vampire is involved.”

      Emilia, as in the Master Vampiress who had worked with Colin and Galina to overthrow my parents’ Mirfeniksan throne, then tried to get me unfairly killed in the Trials. She’d gotten what was coming to her.

      Because the DEA had a rule against their involvement in otherworldly affairs, we couldn’t count on any other agency branches coming to our aid. Adam was risking his job by making an exception. We would have to make do with the Miami Community, minus the vampires of course.

      “What about other witches?” Lena asked as she set down her empty mug. She’d devoured her fruit and croissant before Ivan had, which I was sure she’d rub in his face soon. “What did you call their groups? Covens?”

      A sinking sensation dropped into my stomach. I still hadn’t heard from Kit. She might be preoccupied with her visit to her mother’s, but going this long without a reply wasn’t like her. Even when she was mad at me, she always replied.

      Had something gone wrong at Octavia’s?
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      My heart pounded as I looked over the stream of unanswered messages I’d sent to Kit and Angela the day before. “Adam, did Kit get a new phone while I was away?”

      The archangel frowned. “I do not believe so.”

      Rising panic wrenched at my insides, making it challenging to sit still. I excused myself and stepped outside the conference room, Lena and Thane on my heels.

      The hallway continued to my left and opened into a generous office space for cubicles and desks. Fluorescent lights shone above our heads, reflecting off the white linoleum floor.

      I called Kit and Angela’s phones, but both went straight to voicemail. Dread churned within my stomach, and I lowered the phone, my hand shaking. “Nothing.”

      Thane wrapped his arms around me, comforting me with his warmth. “She told me she was okay, and we have to trust that she is.”

      As much as I loved his positivity and wanted to agree, I knew something wasn’t right. I wiggled out of his grasp and shook my head. “Something’s wrong. I can feel it. We need to go to Octavia’s.”

      Lena groaned, but I shot her a stern look before she could argue. “I’m not being impulsive. I’ve texted and called her and Angela since yesterday with zero response. Adam hasn’t heard from her, and Thane only got a text that she was okay. No one has actually talked to her.”

      Frowning, Thane rubbed his chin. “It is unusual for her not to respond for so long.”

      He would know, too. They worked together for a month while I hid from the necromancers in Arizona and when I disappeared to Mirognya. Both times.

      Man, I had a record.

      “Let me tell Adam we’re going to check on her.” Thane stepped toward the conference room door, his arm raised to open it.

      Blinding light exploded around us, followed by a deafening boom that shook the floor and nearly knocked me off my feet. A fast wind swept down the hallway, tugging at my clothes and hair and threatening to topple me over along with the shaking floor.

      Raising my arm to cover my face from the wind and light, I reached for the wall to steady myself.

      What in Dazhbog’s name was happening?

      Just as I called on my inner fire, the wind and light ceased abruptly, as if they’d never occurred. Lowering my arm, I blinked away the spots in my vision.

      Dense fog surrounded me, and somehow I knew I wasn’t in the DEA building anymore. A chill crept over my body, goosebumps rising in its wake.

      “Hello?” I took a cautious step forward, squinting into the fog.

      The grey mist swirled around my legs and dissipated, revealing a sidewalk in downtown Miami. A full moon shone brightly in the clear night sky between two towering buildings, and several couples walked by, holding hands or locking arms.

      My thoughts were fuzzy and sluggish like I’d just woken up from too short of a nap. A quick glance showed I had dressed in high heels and a short black dress, and I held a black clutch in one hand. I frowned.

      Where had I been going?

      My phone buzzed, and I read the message from Kit, “Have fun on your date.”

      Oh, that was it. I was heading to Azul Restaurant with Thane. Spinning around, I didn’t see my mate anywhere, and I didn’t even know why I had stopped. I shrugged and kept walking, smiling as I thought of the night to come.

      An unlit alley opened on my right, and a snarl came from deep within the shadows. Pinpricks skittered across my scalp as I recognized the sound. Flipping on my avian vision, I approached the alley.

      My lungs seized with fear. Bathed in a red glow from their heat signatures, Thane and Maddox knelt at the end of the alley, bound and gagged as they stared up at the man facing them. Their eyes were wide with fear.

      The other man turned to me and grinned, his white fangs glinting even in the shadows. His brown hair brushed against his chin, and his dark eyes focused on mine.

      Xavier.

      My blood ran cold. I reached into my clutch and grabbed the stake I knew would be there. After my first encounter with the Master Vampire who’d tried to capture me, I never left home without one.

      Moving faster than I could blink, Xavier’s teeth were at Maddox’s throat, ready to rip him to shreds. In his other hand, he held a gun to Thane’s temple.

      “You’ve got a choice to make, little bird,” the vampire said, his voice dripping with honey. It was all a lie, a facade. There was nothing sweet about this monster. “Your brother or your lover.”

      My heart lurched. That wasn’t a choice I could make. No one could. Maddox was my little brother, my blood, and I loved him more than life. I couldn’t lose him.

      But Thane was my everything, my heart and soul.

      I needed them both.

      I gripped the stake tighter. “Let them go, and I’ll make your death quick.”

      Xavier’s eyes gleamed. “Dealer’s choice then.” He opened his mouth and sank his fangs deep into Maddox’s neck, ripping through tendons and muscle. My brother’s eyes widened more while he screamed in agony behind his gag.

      I lunged forward, but I was too late.

      A bullet exploded from Xavier’s gun and drove into Thane’s head, traveling straight out the other side, embedding blood and bits of brain matter in the alley’s wall. My mate toppled to the side and fell, his eyes lifeless.

      My legs froze in place, every part of me going numb. I could do nothing but stand and watch in horror as Xavier fed on my brother’s dying body. When Maddox was as still as Thane, the vampire looked up and smiled, his chin coated with crimson.

      “You’re mine, little bird.”

      Once again, thick fog swirled around me and stole the light. Finally able to move my quivering legs, I screamed out my rage and agony and stumbled forward, raising the stake.

      Except they had vanished.

      The world had disappeared, nothing but grey mist swirling around me.

      Falling to my knees, I squeezed my eyes shut as grief washed over me, a tidal wave of pain ready to destroy everything in its path. I wrapped my trembling arms around my middle, sobbing.

      Had I really just lost my little brother and my soulmate?

      My eyebrows drew together, and I opened my eyes.

      Wait…

      Maddox had died three years ago. I remembered the agonizing grief vividly, and I wiped away my tears, confusion settling in.

      The fog parted, and I was back in my penthouse, kneeling on the dining room floor. I stood and blinked against bright morning light streaming in from the tall windows. A crashing noise snapped my attention to the side.

      Sitting on my L-shaped couch, Maddox laughed and cheered, raising his game controller in the air like a trophy. Beside him, Thane grumbled and slumped back against the cushion. I flicked my gaze to the TV, where a race car had crashed. They were playing video games together.

      My heart pounded against my ribs, almost painful in its intensity.

      What the fuck was going on?

      “Such a sweet sight, isn’t it?” Xavier’s voice whispered behind me.

      I spun to face the Master Vampire. “What are you doing here?”

      In the morning light, deep red highlights sparkled within his brown hair. His dark brown eyes burned red, a sign of his telepathic communication with his minions.

      From all corners of the penthouse, newer vampires scrambled into view, climbing down the walls and creeping forward. Their emaciated, still-rotten bodies and long claws scraping against the floor made them a thing born from nightmares.

      They were on my brother and Thane in an instant, pinning them down on the living room rug. As bloodthirsty vampires hissed around them, terror-filled Maddox and Thane’s faces, and their gazes pleaded with me.

      I cried out, raising my hands to stop the bloodsuckers hurting them.

      Xavier’s lips were at my throat, and his unnaturally powerful arms held me tight to his chest. His hard arousal pressed against my back, and bile splashed up my esophagus. I swallowed against the burn, keenly aware of his fangs so close to my skin.

      “Which one will it be?” His warm breath fluttered the hairs on my neck.

      Something wasn’t right, and I didn’t mean how ridiculous it was that vampires still breathed.

      No, this was the second time he’d asked me that, and he’d killed them both the last time. I closed my eyes, struggling to remember anything before that horrible moment.

      I’d been walking to a date with Thane, but what happened before?

      Fog. Confusion…

      Fear.

      I grabbed onto that strand and yanked my mind toward it, willing the memory to surface. I had felt afraid, but of what?

      Xavier’s fangs brushed against my skin, distracting me and shooting a shiver down my spine. And not the good kind of shiver.

      Think, Veronica.

      I pushed aside the present and dove into the past until tendrils of memories slunk forward. Lena and Thane had been with me, standing in a hallway—the DEA’s hallway. A phone in my hand showed Kit’s picture and a string of texts from me with no reply, followed by a bright light and a boom.

      Like a broken dam, the remaining memories returned in a flood, and I snapped my eyes open. “This isn’t real.”

      The Master Vampire chuckled and pressed his fangs into my neck until I winced.

      It sure as hell felt real.

      “You must choose who you’ll save,” he said, his voice light and teasing. “Your mate or your brother.”

      That was a choice I could never make. “Me.”

      Behind me, he stilled. “What?”

      “Take me and let them go,” I said.

      “You would give yourself to me? For life?” His words slithered down my spine, winding around my heart and squeezing. “Centuries under my control?”

      There was nothing I wouldn’t do for either of them, no matter what it cost me.

      “Yes.”

      “Done.” His dark chuckle rumbled through his chest and against my back. As his fangs pierced my skin like butter and sank deep, stinging pain radiated outward from my neck. I cried out as he sucked my blood, my life, from my body.

      Fighting against the attack, my inner flame rose fast and furious until I shoved it back down, quenching the fire. I had chosen this willingly to let them live. The pain lessened with each tug at my neck, subsiding into a dull, yet weirdly pleasurable, ache, and my life force dimmed.

      My body grew limp and tired, my head rolling back to rest on his shoulder, my eyelids fluttering with heaviness. I met Maddox’s sorrow-filled gaze and smiled sadly.

      I wanted to tell him how proud of him I was for everything he’d done before his life ended much too soon. Like Thane, he was everything to me.

      I love you so much, forever and always, Maddie. As I whispered the nickname he’d pretended to hate, I exhaled my last breath, and my vision went dark.

      Smooth, cold flooring formed beneath my hands and knees. I took a long, shuddering breath and opened my eyes.

      Through a curtain of white-blonde hair, I saw the DEA’s linoleum floor beneath me. My limbs shook from the terror of losing my loved ones to Xavier, who was dead—allegedly. My brain knew it hadn’t been real, but my body still needed to catch up.

      I scrambled to my feet, my pulse racing from whatever had just happened. Thane stood by the conference room door, unmoving, his hand outstretched for the handle. Lena stood frozen beside me with her arms crossed.

      Lightly, I touched her arm. “Lena!”

      She didn’t move, still as a statue and firmly rooted in place. Her eyes stared straight ahead, no recognition flaring to life. Whatever she saw, it wasn’t me, and it wasn’t here.

      I stepped in front of Thane, studying his unmoving face. “What’s happening?”

      No response, not a blink or a peep or a twitch. Not that I expected him to, considering his fixed stance, but I hoped my voice would break whatever spell he was under. The same magic that had me trapped only a moment before.

      My eyebrows drew together, and I glanced inside the conference room through the wall of windows. Everyone, including Adam, sat immobilized, stuck midway through whatever they’d been doing before the spell hit.

      This had to be a spell. Nothing else could explain what was happening. I ran down the hallway, peeking my head inside offices, finding reapers and angels exactly as the others were. I scanned the reapers’ faces in the middle of the rows of cubicles, hoping someone would move or blink.

      Anything that would give me a sign.

      A deafening boom shook the building, scattering paperwork and toppling books from shelves. I grabbed the corner of a desk to avoid going down myself. More explosions and colorful sparks lit up the sky outside an open office window.

      I rushed to it and looked out. Two floors down in the courtyard, a line of mages faced the DEA building, casting spells at the eight-story structure. Several pairs of pointed ears peeked through satin-like hair, and my jaw dropped.

      These weren’t just any mages—they were fae mages. An oval portal swirled behind them, ready to whisk them away to safety. Or worse, send even more through if they cracked the DEA’s defenses.

      Holy fuck.

      The DEA was under attack. They hadn’t broken through the angelic shields yet, but their nightmarish spell kept anyone inside from interfering. A deep chill gripped my bones despite the sheen of sweat coating my forehead.

      If the whole building was under this spell, then no one knew besides me.

      I raced back to the conference room and ducked under Thane’s arm to push open the door.

      “Adam! You have to snap out of it.” I ran to the archangel and shook him, to no avail. I even tried slapping him, knowing he’d forgive me. His cheek turned red, but his gaze stared sightlessly at a map displayed on the wall screen.

      I racked my brain. I needed Kit and her unbelievably strong magic, even bound as it was, but that wasn’t an option until I freed Thane or Ivan. She was too far away.

      Succumbing to the need to pace, I thought through the issue. When the spell went off, I found myself living in a nightmare. My worst nightmare, the one that actually haunted my sleep at night, then it repeated itself when I failed to make a choice.

      But seriously, no one could make that choice.

      Eyeing Thane, I chewed my lip.

      Except…

      The spell broke when I did something unexpected. Instead of making an impossible choice, I gave myself to Xavier and let him drain me. I sacrificed myself.

      That had to be it. Snapping my fingers, I stopped pacing. My sacrifice must have ended the spell.

      I stepped in front of Thane again and took his stiff face in my hands. “Whatever you’re seeing, it isn’t real.” I urged my words to reach deep inside his core through our soul link, hoping to push through the nightmare. “Don’t fight it. Just let go.”

      The building trembled again as another massive spell blasted against the outside, and debris rained down from the ceiling tiles. I covered my head with my arms, grimacing as the others got hit.

      I had no idea how long the DEA’s defenses would last against their magic, but I needed to get help—now.

      But who else besides Adam or Kit could end this spell?

      My gaze wandered over Thane’s face. Maybe I didn’t need to end the spell entirely. He hadn’t heard me as far as I could tell, which meant I needed to get into his mind.

      I needed Tony.
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      Wasting no time, I shifted into falcon form and swooped over the cubicles, racing for the open window. I zipped through it as another spell slammed against the office building. Several windows shattered from the force, sprinkling glass across the sidewalks.

      Humans avoided the immediate area thanks to the DEA’s repellant spells, but if the building fell, so would the repellant. They’d be in for quite the surprise when a ruined building popped up out of nowhere. Not to mention witnessing real magic and fae.

      I had no way of knowing whether the mages wanted to tear it down or just get in, but collapsing it could be collateral damage.

      As I soared through the sky at breakneck speed, colors and shapes ran together. I aimed for the piano shop where Tony worked as both salesman and Gatekeeper for el Mercado Sombra—the Shadow Market—and prayed he was there.

      After landing in an alley, I shifted back to human form and ran to the shop. The bell above the piano shop door rang angrily as I rushed in, out of breath and panting.

      “Well, well. Look what the gods dragged in.” Tony’s rich, baritone voice reached me before he appeared from behind the curtain blocking the back room.

      When I last saw the shop owner before his extended vacation, he was still healing from Xavier’s near-fatal attack. The physical effects of the Master Vampire’s bite were long gone thanks to Community healers. However, emotionally
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