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      Warm lips pressed against my neck, following the curve down and across my shoulder. I smiled with my eyes closed. Waking up with Thane by my side and in my bed had made for an unbelievably amazing past few days.

      I rolled onto my back and drew his face closer, kissing him softly. “Good morning.”

      Except soft wasn’t what my mate wanted today.

      His mouth crushed against mine, bruising in his intensity. Scorching waves of desire rushed straight to my core. His tongue brushed over my lips, demanding entry, and I let him have it.

      As his calloused hand drifted across my naked body, he claimed each part of me with a squeeze. He pressed his hardened length against my thigh, letting me feel exactly how much he wanted me. How much he needed me, and I needed him just as much.

      Since I returned from the Blood Trials with the dragonstone and saved his life, we couldn’t get enough of each other. Every day, sometimes in the middle of the night, we woke up ravenous, needing to be connected in every sense of the word.

      I craved him inside of me constantly.

      He slipped his hand down my belly, and I opened my thighs for him. He didn’t hesitate. His finger dipped inside, earning a soft moan from me.

      Unable to resist, I rolled my hips against him as he rubbed and thrust. Intense heat spread through every nerve, each fiber of my being. My inner flame built expectantly, pouring through my limbs with anticipation.

      His thumb circled my clit, and he slid a second finger inside. In between my gasps and moans, his mouth skimmed my jaw, kissing his way back to my ear.

      “Come for me,” he growled, tickling my neck with his warm breath.

      And I did.

      I shattered into a million pieces of pure ecstasy, my body claiming his fingers as he worked his magic. As I rode the supernova of sensations, he continued stroking, kept the fire blazing.

      When I finally opened my eyes, his delicious smirk waited, and steam drifted off my skin. Much to Thane’s dismay, I had learned to control my orgasmic fire from leaving any physical traces on the walls or sheets.

      After I incinerated an entire mattress, anyway.

      Sleep had tousled his wavy black hair—reminding me of Prince Eric’s to this day—giving him the most deliciously sexy bedhead I’d ever seen. Beneath arched eyebrows, ocean blue eyes stared at me with an intensity that threatened to devour me whole. The rest of his sculpted, tanned body was a work of art. A Greek god come to life…

      And in my bed.

      Considering his looks were just the foam on a freshly brewed, mouth-watering, soul-shattering shot of espresso, I was one lucky lady.

      He threw the covers off us and rolled on top of me, rubbing his massive arousal against my sensitive skin.

      Gasping from the touch and already seeing stars again, I wrapped my legs around his waist and gripped his shoulders. I still wanted more.

      Unrestrained desire lightened his eyes to sapphire. “My turn.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, lunchtime had come and gone, and my grumbling stomach demanded attention. We showered and dressed, drawing out and savoring each activity as we made love two more times. The chair in my closet came in handy, and I would never look at it the same way again.

      Feeling refreshed in a tank top, linen shorts, and slip-on sneakers once more, I followed Thane’s shapely ass—sadly covered by a pair of tight jeans—out of my room. It had been worth all the frustration and heartache to discover my soul’s mate in this man, an ex-grim reaper resurrected by an ancestral dragonstone.

      We’d better have a long fucking time to enjoy it, too.

      Lena waited for us in the living room. My royal bodyguard lounged across the L-shaped couch, flipping through channels on the TV.

      After some arguing and name-calling—and pleading and threats—I’d convinced her to wear something more human-world appropriate instead of leather armor all day, every day. Plus, her leathers stunk no matter what we tried.

      Her new daily attire included jeans and a t-shirt, usually black, and she demanded to keep her combat boots. As a last measure, she threw on a loose cargo-style vest.

      Because the lack of armor made the warrior woman feel naked, she wore the vest to hide her weapon collection easier. She loved to remind me several times a day that I was a walking train wreck, implying that she needed to be ready for anything.

      Her blue-eyed gaze flicked away from the TV and inspected us from head to toe. She pushed the power button on the remote and stood, sending the beads in her black dreadlocks clacking together. “About freaking time, people. I’m starving.”

      “You’re always welcome to order in,” I said, pointing to my laptop on my way to the kitchen.

      She shot a look of disgust at the offending computer. “I have no interest in learning your human world technology. But we need to set some schedules moving forward.”

      Thane grinned as he slipped into his flip-flops by the couch. “Don’t blame me if Veronica can’t get enough of me.”

      At the fridge, I rolled my eyes and helped myself to a bottle of water. He wasn’t wrong, but I was hardly the only culprit. My phone buzzed in my pocket. As far as I was concerned, I was on vacation and not expecting calls today. I ignored it.

      “I’m sure that’s the reason.” Lena placed her hands on her hips. She knew him almost as well as I did.

      I twisted off the bottle’s lid and drank. The crisp, cold water doused the inferno still swirling through my body after that last orgasm. All that sexy time left me parched.

      Several gulps and as many persistent buzzes in my pocket later, I couldn’t ignore my phone anymore. Grumbling, I set the water down and took out my phone. Curiously, Thane had done the same.

      A text from Adam read: “Urgent: return to my office ASAP.”

      Shivers ran up my spine. A flutter of uncertainty passed through our soul link, and Thane’s knowing gaze met mine.

      Catching our shared expressions, Lena groaned. “Not again.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam Larue was the Archangel of Miami’s Death Enforcement Agency and Thane’s former boss. His office sat at the top level of the DEA’s eight-story building downtown near Brickell City Centre. Because we’d received a direct invitation, Thane realm walked us straight there.

      Filled to the brim with ancient texts, massive mahogany bookshelves covered one wall, and an equally giant desk took up the room’s back half. Opposite the bookshelves, floor-to-ceiling windows let in ample light during the day.

      A sliding glass door allowed for any angelic comings and goings and provided the entire room the sun’s warmth. Temperature didn’t affect angels the way it did for other species, and, much to my delight, Adam rarely bothered with air conditioning.

      The angel sat behind his desk, narrowing his bright blue eyes at his computer screen. He kept his light, sand-colored hair cropped close to his head and sharpened his facial features into celestial mastery. His lean yet muscular physique would make for a perfect linebacker.

      Angelic football—we could make it a thing.

      Without batting an eye when we materialized, he motioned to the two seats across from him. “I have some bad news.”

      Thane and I exchanged a curious glance and sat while Lena took her usual place standing behind my right shoulder.

      Adam tore his gaze away from his screen to face me. His expression was grim. “Jackson Reed has escaped prison.”
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      The shock of his words twisted through me, and my stomach clenched painfully. “How is that even possible?”

      Thane reached out and took my hand, stroking the back with his thumb.

      Jackson Reed was the man who killed my little brother, Maddox. Well, he was the one who performed the physical deed, but Galina had ordered the hit from the realm walking murderer. For the past three years, a maximum-security prison detained him. I visited him there once, trying to determine why anyone would want to kill a sixteen-year-old boy.

      Before meeting Thane and discovering Jackson’s involvement, I hadn’t known realm walkers existed. Their kind was rare and potentially dangerous. No magical ward—not even the DEA’s—had kept a realm walker from entering a place he wanted to go.

      Only iron stopped them from jumping. You just had to get close enough first.

      “How or why, I cannot say, but I am worried for your safety.” Adam clasped his hands together on the desk. “You must remain highly vigilant.”

      Thane gripped my hand tighter. “You think he’ll attack Veronica now? Are you tracking him?”

      The angel shook his head. “With Galina’s death, he has no reason to fulfill the contract. Unfortunately, we found his implant in his cell.”

      The DEA implanted an electronic tracking device in all Community members sent to prison. Most times, agents didn’t remove it until after the parole period ended. Depending on the severity of the crime, sometimes they left it in forever, like with Frank Turner, the necromancer. After the Society of the Dead debacle, Adam gifted him a new tracker and cell.

      Removing or tampering with a device would land the offender back in prison, only with no option for future parole. It was one strike and you’re out kind of a deal.

      “Maybe he didn’t have a business reason to fulfill the contract, but he may have a personal one,” I said.

      “Did you piss him off, too?” Lena muttered behind me.

      I scoffed at her over my shoulder. “He pissed me off, but that’s not what I meant. Maybe he just wants to say he did it. Maybe he doesn’t like boxes unchecked, or he craves the fame that comes with taking down the woman who killed somebody as powerful as Galina.”

      “Do you think he knows what Emilia planned?” Thane asked.

      Adam leaned back, rustling bright white feathers as he adjusted his wings. “It is possible. That would certainly give us a reason for his escape. Someone desires the answers he has.”

      “Or they want him to take those answers to the grave,” Thane said.

      Goosebumps broke out on my arms. I was okay with somebody other than me killing Jackson, but that also meant someone might still pursue Emilia’s plan. Otherwise, why silence him?

      Adam sighed. “As soon as we apprehend him, I will let you know. Your presence during questioning would be helpful.”

      Despite the bad news, I perked up. I would definitely take him up on that offer.

      The only thing better than knowing Jackson was dead was watching him bleed. Besides, the angels might allow me to join the fun.
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        * * *

      

      After we wrapped up our meeting with Adam, I texted my best friend Kit. I wanted to tell her what we’d just learned and ask her to track Jackson down. If anyone could find him faster than the DEA, it would be her. I was a bit surprised the angel hadn’t asked her yet.

      Kit was what some people called an enigma—she dressed like a rock-and-roll fan but preferred classical music, worked out more often in a day than most people brushed their teeth, and stuck to a minimalist lifestyle even though she was insanely rich.

      I would say rich like me, but her family’s wealth put the zeroes in my bank account to shame. Despite disowning her family decades ago, somehow she always had more than enough money for anything. That much cash didn’t come solely from our jobs together.

      Regardless, the actual reason Kit might track down Jackson faster was her hacking skills. My bestie was a technological genius with a computer setup that would make most professional hackers cry. It was the only thing she ever splurged on.

      With any luck, she’d be home and ready to jump right in.

      I wasn’t so lucky.

      When I checked her reply, I groaned. “She’s at the gym.” I threw myself onto the tan leather couch outside Adam’s office. “She might be there for hours.”

      The archangel’s grim reaper receptionist gave me a curious glance before resuming her book. For such an important guy, Adam never seemed to get many visitors. Other than ours.

      Well, and Colin’s visits, but the fae man had recently returned to his realm—the Otherworld. He hadn’t been happy to learn about my flame choosing a mate.

      “Why would being at the gym stop us?” Lena leaned her shoulder against a wall.

      I forgot she didn’t know about Kit’s intense fitness routine yet. Very few things would get that woman away from her workouts.

      “Because…” As a new thought occurred to me, I leaped to my feet. “Actually, great point. She can keep doing her thing, and I’ll do all the talking.”

      Thane raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what always happens?”

      Ignoring Lena’s snickers, I shook my finger at him. “Don’t make me fly and leave you behind.”

      In the blink of an eye, he disappeared until his breath tickled the back of my neck. “You can run but you can’t hide.”

      My heart beat faster. His warm presence, so close to me, promised levels of pleasure I had only dreamed about before they became a recent reality. “On second thought, we should take a siesta and try her later.”

      His knowing chuckle sent desire pulsing through my body, pooling between my legs. He kissed my bare shoulder. Immediately, a fire raged through me, demanding release. Gods above, that man turned me on faster than flicking a light switch.

      Lena groaned. “No. You guys have had enough sex for today. I’m tired of sitting around your apartment.”

      Behind her book, the receptionist shook her head.

      “I didn’t realize we had a limit,” I said, trying to hold back a laugh. “You can always take a vacation to Italy without me.”

      Lena narrowed her blue eyes at me, and pink tinted her otherwise light brown cheeks. “We’re talking to Kit, and that’s the end of this discussion.”

      We hadn’t known each other long in the grand scheme of things, but I’d never known her to be nervous. Add in Kit’s witch friend Holly, who we met in Rome, and I had a whole new warrior woman to deal with. It was so much fun teasing her about her crush, too.

      Before I could heckle her some more, Thane took both our hands and whisked us away.

      When hard ground solidified beneath my shoes again, I opened my eyes. He had jumped us to a mostly empty parking lot near Kit’s gym. We all knew its location because she went every waking moment that she wasn’t doing something else, like research.

      I was convinced her training regime had less to do with looking good and was more about protecting Angela without her magic. She’d always been a workout-aholic, but her addiction had risen to new levels recently.

      She had set up a decent gym in her apartment, but she couldn’t complete some of her favorite workouts there. The cheap floors would buckle under the amount of weight she dropped, and there definitely wasn’t enough room to flip any giant tires.

      Before swearing off magic for over half a decade thanks to an unfortunate incident involving a massacre, she had also been a formidable and fearsome witch. So powerful, in fact, she had control over all five elemental magics, an extremely rare ability. Like, once in a few centuries, kind of rare.

      I had only found out the truth about her magic when she tried to kill me.

      To be fair, she thought her now-fiancée Angela had died and taken the news hard. We had moved past that unfortunate incident, but Kit also bound a significant amount of her magic so she wouldn’t lose control again. Hence, obsessive workout habits.

      We pushed open the gym doors and entered the building. Cool air hit my skin and dried my sweat. The whirring and clanking of exercise machines mixed with the steady tempo of several pairs of feet beating against the nearby treadmills.

      Gyms always smelled funny to me, like a weird concoction of bleach, perfumes, mold, and way too much body odor. This place was no exception. The good news was once you started working out, you didn’t even notice the stench anymore—you were a part of it.

      The overly muscled and tanned man and woman behind the desk flashed bright white smiles in our direction.

      “Welcome to Super Fit!” the woman said. “Are you guys members?”

      I wished I could bottle up her boatload of enthusiasm and sell it on the black market. I had nothing against gym rats. Hell, I used to be one until a few months ago. But training for and living through an actual battle—not to mention a gladiator-like vampire competition—had killed my gym buzz.

      Good thing bedroom sexcapades burned calories, right?

      “No, I just need to find a friend,” I explained. “It’s urgent.”

      The woman’s big smile faltered, and she produced a clipboard and pen. “Oh, yeah, no problem. Sign in as a guest here. I can only allow one of you back without filling out a bunch of paperwork.”

      I turned to Thane and Lena. “I’ll let her know what’s going on. You two wait here.”

      For once, neither argued. I didn’t expect Thane to, but Lena was like a leech these days. Yes, I was her queen, but I was also more than capable of handling myself in a gym. She gawked at the ripped man behind the counter and raised her hand to shoo me away.

      I wrote my name on the sign-in sheet and accompanied the woman past the cardio machines and toward the weight room.

      Only a few local gyms allowed CrossFit-style workouts with Olympic weightlifting, where members dropped several hundred pounds of rubber-covered steel onto the ground—a move Kit’s downstairs neighbors would love if she attempted it at home. As expected, the gym stench faded as we wound past machines and my senses adjusted.

      As we entered the weightlifting room, grunts and heavy thuds preceded us. Unlike the machine and dumbbell zone behind us, no mirrors existed on these walls, and only a handful of members found their way back here, despite the room’s size. Activities like flipping giant tires, jumping onto wooden boxes, and training with battle ropes required significant space.

      I thanked the woman and approached my best friend, who was in the middle of a deadlift set. Four hundred pounds was a hefty amount for anyone, but Kit could probably do more. If only she didn’t have to worry about scaring humans too much.

      Oh, hey, there was an idea. Once I passed the royal Mirfeniksan torch to Pietr, I could open up a supernatural gym just for Community members. I hadn’t a clue whether anyone other than Kit would use it, but I tucked that thought away for later.

      In her bright blue sports bra and matching short shorts, my best friend stood out from the few others in their whites, greys, and blacks. She preferred not having an audience, but she also wasn’t the least bit modest about the amount of brown skin or tattoos showing.

      That’s my girl.

      A coiled bun held her black braids in place, and the shaved side of her head displayed the letter “A.” No doubt for Angela, but I still snickered inside. At least she hadn’t dyed her hair scarlet.

      As I reached Kit, she didn’t so much as blink. Sweat dripped down her body like raindrops. “Why are you bothering me?” She pressed her lips together and lifted the barbell to her hips with only a minor grimace. “You know I hate being interrupted.”

      “Jackson Reed is on the loose,” I said.

      She dropped the barbell, and I jumped back to avoid a toe crushing. As she turned her wide-eyed brown gaze on me, a bead of sweat dripped off her chin and landed on the floor. “What?”

      I smirked. “Worth the interruption?”

      “Why didn’t you just text me?” She raised her arm and pointed to her smartwatch. “I could’ve read it and responded right here. Like when you asked where I was.”

      “Um, because I missed you?”

      Rolling her eyes, she bent to grab the barbell again. “How?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I mean, you’re my best friend. Of course I enjoy hanging out with you.”

      She groaned, and not from the weight. “No, how did he escape?”

      I grinned, knowing exactly what she meant but unable to resist the opportunity for a tease. Getting a rise out of my super literal friend was a favorite pastime. “No one knows.”

      “He removed his implant, I take it?” She adjusted her grip and stance.

      “Yep, and I was hoping you’d track him down for me.”

      “Sure. Now go away.” Her back tensed and she lifted the barbell.

      Instead, I leaned against the exposed brick wall. “Have you decided when you’re going to your mom’s yet?”

      “No,” Kit said between clenched teeth as she lowered the bar again.

      Against Kit’s wishes, I’d kinda sorta promised her mother, Octavia Parker, a visit from Kit in exchange for an item the vampires sought. Not just promised, either—I’d made a blood oath. My bad.

      I hadn’t planned to swear by blood, but Octavia knew my reputation as a thief and the stigma that came with the job. Kit had been furious, even though I had saved her ungrateful life from execution. The European Vampire Association’s king and queen hadn’t been too thrilled seeing her face in Italy again, even decades after the human massacre.

      “When’s the full moon?” I asked.

      She bent to pick up her water bottle and took a long drink. Her gaze remained fixed on her weights. “Soon.”

      “What does Angela think?” Seriously, this was like pulling teeth. She should know by now that the sooner she gave me information, the sooner I would leave her alone.

      After a brief hesitation, she took another swig. “I don’t know. I can’t read minds.”

      I blinked at Kit. That was an unusual response, especially about Angela. Sure, taking so long for her fiancée to finally come clean about her visit to Octavia had pissed off the human witch. But who wouldn’t be? Those two shared everything with each other.

      Was there trouble in paradise once again?
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      Pietr stood at the palace window, his arms crossed. Falcons zipped by on their daily errands, flitting through blue-leafed canopies and diving under branches. The colossal tree supporting the palace rose from the center of Sokol hundreds of feet below.

      Except Pietr wasn’t watching the falcons’ activities. He was thinking about one incredibly stubborn tsarina who’d failed to return and lead her people, as she’d promised.

      Letting out a sigh, he dropped his arms and strode down the hallway. Ivan, the only living phoenix with the realm walking ability, had arrived almost a week ago with news. Apparently, their tsarina had competed in a brutal competition against vampires of all despicable creatures.

      She’d even volunteered, all in the name of saving her flame’s mate.

      It relieved Pietr that he no longer felt a pang of regret every time he thought of her relationship. What was done was done, and he’d accepted their separate fates. He just hoped her flame’s chosen mate was worthy of her greatness, even if said greatness wasn’t always readily apparent.

      While he understood their connection and her desire to save him, her selfish act had threatened to jeopardize the tentative peace holding steady throughout Mirfeniksa. Without her presence, they were one disgruntled group’s efforts away from another uprising.

      Adrik, for example, had made it clear that he didn’t support the new tsarina when he failed to fight against Galina. If he chose this moment to act, the Mirfeniksan people might flock to his side simply because he was here.

      Pietr sighed. He’d handle one problem at a time.

      The long hall deposited Pietr in the throne room, where he took his usual daily seat beside Veronica’s chair. He’d taken a brief break to stretch his legs before remediating civilian complaints on behalf of the tsarina.

      He didn’t mind stepping in for Veronica while she attended to her human world affairs, but he also hadn’t expected such a lengthy absence. With her track record, he really should have known better. It was his own damn fault for not specifying an exact return date.

      He would have sent Ivan back already, except that sneaky phoenix had kept himself busy away from Sokol and the palace. As soon as Pietr could get his hands on him, he’d order the realm walker to fetch Veronica.

      Settled in his seat, Pietr nodded at the guardsman posted at the main door. The man swept the door open with a flourish and ushered in the next group of civilians.

      Just after the group explained their issue—while increasingly talking over one another—another guard strode in and handed Pietr a piece of paper. Frowning, Pietr unrolled the letter. He was only to be disturbed with other business in the most extreme of situations.

      As he scanned the message, his pulse sped up. The droning in his ears drowned out the arguing phoenixes.

      “You’ll have to excuse me,” Pietr announced and rose to his feet. He stalked out of the room and met his second-in-command Yury, who was waiting in the hallway. “You’ve already read this?”

      Yury gave a clipped nod. “I’ve given the order to gather troops and sent word to the other leaders.”

      Screeching falcons outside drew them to the closest window. The once peaceful scene of daily activity had vanished.

      A nightmare had taken its place.

      Red and orange flames engulfed nearby branches, eating away the blue-green leaves and hanging birds’ nest homes with ravenous ferocity. Thick, grey smoke billowed out from the flames, which were spreading along the remaining foliage and heading for the palace.

      A massive golden beast, several times larger than a griffin, appeared above the smoke. It opened its monstrous jaw and released an earth-shattering roar.

      “Sound the evacuation alarm,” Pietr commanded before sprinting down the hall toward the barracks and armory. “Sokol’s under attack!”

      He took the stairs two at a time. The unnerving sound of cracking branches echoed down the stairwell. The floor rumbled and shook beneath his boots, threatening to throw him off balance. His thoughts turned grim.

      May Mother Mokosh have mercy on us all.
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      “Why would you need to read her mind? She won’t talk to you?” I asked Kit. Angela had been pissed, understandably, once she found out her fiancée hadn’t told her about the visit to Octavia right away, but I thought they’d moved past that already.

      Kit set down her water bottle and bent to dip her hands into the chalk bucket. “She talks, but she’s holding something back.”

      “Do you think she’s worried about facing your mom, considering how you feel about the woman?” I asked.

      If Angela wasn’t worried, I’d eat a griffin. Octavia Parker was well-known as a powerful witch with a reputation for her not-so-friendly ways. She’d been a cruel mother, and Kit suspected the woman would do something unpleasant to regain control over Kit’s life somehow.

      My best friend had warned me about what I promised her mother, claiming there would be dire circumstances, but I honestly didn’t think visiting would count as dire. I still thought Kit’s reaction was a bit dramatic, but I’d keep that part to myself.

      Until they proved me right, of course, then I’d rub it in as much as possible. Kit wouldn’t expect anything less.

      “I know she’s concerned about how I’ll interact with Octavia,” Kit explained as she rubbed chalk over her palms. She clapped her hands gently to release any excess dust and stood straight. “But she’s more worried the visit will send me into a spiral again.”

      I pulled my eyebrows together. “You bound your magic though.”

      We were far enough away from other gym members for them to hear our conversation, but their grunts and clacking weights provided extra noise, which drowned us out.

      “I don’t need my magic to go to a dark place.” She lifted her gaze to meet mine. “Depression affects more than just the person feeling it.”

      While I had never experienced true depression myself, I knew what Kit meant. I’d helped her through a few bouts in our five-year friendship. Tried to, anyway. Her bleak emotions scared me, worried that I was going to lose her the same way I thought I’d lost my little brother. My reactions only made her feel worse.

      It was an unfortunate cycle, but knowing what I knew now about Mad’s death might make it easier to handle next time.

      “Why don’t you just ask her what she’s holding back?” I asked.

      She flexed her hands. “I don’t want to push too hard, you know? Let her come to me when she’s ready.”

      “That’s kind of like you holding back the news about your mom,” I pointed out. “Maybe she wants you to push.”

      She pursed her lips. “How am I supposed to know that’s what she wants without her telling me first?”

      I wanted to laugh so hard because this was every straight couple’s argument, in the history of ever. But her confusion was genuine, just like a man’s would be.

      I cocked a hip and flipped my hair off my shoulder. “Women, am I right?”

      Smirking, she shook her head. “Fine. I’ll push. After I find out where that slime Jackson slithered off to.”

      When she bent to grasp the barbell again, I knew that was the best I would get for now. I blew her a kiss and headed back to the lobby, where Thane and Lena waited in a secluded corner.

      While my man leaned against a wall and scrolled through something on his phone, Lena sat on a bench with one foot kicked up, resting her elbow on her knee. She ogled every woman who passed, and even a few men. Bringing her here might’ve been a terrible idea, but at least I didn’t have to worry about Thane.

      I approached them just as a group of women in brightly colored sports bras and high-waisted yoga pants sauntered by, chatting about their upcoming Pilates class.

      I grinned at my friend’s slack-jawed stare. “See something you like?”

      “I have seen nothing I don’t like.” A hint of awe tinted her tone as she fanned her face.

      “Hate to interrupt your fun, but Kit’s going to finish her workout before digging into Jackson’s whereabouts,” I said, taking Thane’s offered hand.

      He pulled me to his side and wrapped an arm around my waist. “Where should we jump to next?”

      Without his reaper ability to repel unwanted human attention, we needed to remember not to chat so candidly in public places. Even if crazy people weren’t altogether unexpected in Miami. All those Florida man stories really did us a favor.

      Regardless, our corner of the lobby was free of humans and their tendency to eavesdrop, providing enough privacy for now.

      “If Adam’s angels couldn’t find him, we’d be wasting our time looking into his disappearance ourselves,” I mused as I soaked up Thane’s warmth. “Kit’s the best, so let’s move on to another problem. Why the hell was a wolf fighting in the Blood Trials?”

      “Sounds like a good question for Luka and Tabitha,” Thane said.

      Frowning, Lena dropped her leg from the bench and stood. “Who?”

      “The werewolf I told you about, the one who was going to kill me,” I said.

      “Oh, right.” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, let’s go chat with a wolf who wants to eat you.”

      “Kill. And he doesn’t want to anymore,” I pointed out.

      While it was true that Luka Navarro, alpha of the Miami werewolf pack, had wanted to kill me once upon a time, he’d also had a change of heart since then. By sneaking into his house to steal a ring for his now-mate Tabitha, I’d ended up playing matchmaker for the two. Before that, she had avoided him and the pack over a misunderstanding.

      Happily ever after never looked so good as it did on those two wolves.

      “Don’t be too sure. He had to fend for himself against the mages when you leaped through the portal after William,” Thane said, grinning.

      Lena threw her hands up into the air with an exasperated sound.

      “Hey, whose side are you on here?” I nudged him playfully. “I’d love to see Tabitha and Julian. Plus, she’ll stop Luka from eating me.”

      Thane laughed and followed me out the door, Lena on our heels as she muttered in Yazyk. I really needed to learn more of the phoenix language soon, but I was pretty sure she said something about me having a death wish.

      I didn’t have a death wish per se—not today, anyway—but I had no desire to live my life in fear or paranoia. Facing challenges head-on was exhilarating.

      After the cranked-up air conditioning inside the gym, the Miami humidity embraced me like a welcoming hug. Most people claimed to hate the wet heat, but my kind thrived in it. Out of my periphery, I caught Lena’s shoulders relaxing as the sauna-like air washed over her as well.

      At the back of the parking lot, Thane took Lena’s hand, and the world went black. A heart beat later, gravel crunched beneath my shoes.

      We faced the alpha wolf’s tiny house on sticks on the outskirts of Miami. When I first visited, the size of the home
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