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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Out. Want out. Out NOW.

      God, her cat was driving her nuts. “Just wait.” Juno’s snarl was quiet, but a human pedestrian still shot her a startled look as he hurried past.

      Cyrus snorted beside her. “That bad, huh?”

      Juno rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the prickling sensation of her jaguar pushing at the inside of her skin. “Been too long since we ran.”

      Cyrus hummed in agreement. He was seriously too beautiful to be running around fighting demons in the shadows—dark skin, smooth shaved head, cheekbones for days, light blue eyes that glimmered with intelligence.

      And mischief. “Roof?”

      She shot straight into the air, sailing past the windows of the downtown apartment building like she was riding an invisible elevator. A kid playing with action figures on his windowsill dropped one of them as she flew by, his mouth gaping and wide eyes following her ascent.

      She dropped unceremoniously onto the roof, narrowly missing an air conditioning coil. Cyrus grinned when she leaned over the edge to flip him the bird, his white teeth gleaming in the dark.

      Fucking telekinetics. Her lips twitched despite herself.

      The rooftops of the city stretched for miles before her, dotted with utility fixtures and scaffolding, fire escapes and the occasional crappy lawn chairs, potted plants and swooping strands of string lights. Pipes and radiators belched steam and dripped condensation, their puddles reflecting the neon lights and flashing billboards of downtown Concordia.

      Out NOW––

      She let her jaguar explode to the forefront.

      Cyrus and Rogan had asked her once what it felt like to shift into animal form. She’d groped for something they could relate to, but the two dudes didn’t know how it felt to finally whip off a bra after a long day or let your hair out of a too-tight ponytail. A burst of relief, a buildup of pressure finally released.

      She told them it felt like an orgasm. Which made Rogan go slightly pink, and made Cyrus’s ice-blue eyes spark with interest.

      Her black paws ate up the distance across the roof, and when she reached the edge, she sprang off, leaping across the alley far below and catching a hint of Cyrus’s scent as she sailed overhead. Crisp and sensual, like a strong martini, with the underlying tingle of magic that tickled her nose. Comforting, familiar. They’d been squadmates for a long time.

      She went airborne again, limbs stretching, muscles pumping, heart soaring.

      Free.

      The city was alive with smells. Food vendors with their steaming trucks, restaurants venting out the back, clouds of vape and pungent homeless people and splats of bird shit from those damned blue pigeons strutting along the sidewalks. One flapped lazily past.

      Snap. Snap with teeth. Eat? Play.

      Juno inwardly snorted with agreement, but her amusement died when a messenger drone came into view, rising up from beyond the edge of the building to hover close to her head. What the hell was that thing doing up this high? They usually hovered over cars and pedestrians, not up on rooftops.

      Drone? Is it buzzing you? Grab it. Could be surveillance.

      Cyrus’s voice in her head had ceased to surprise her a long time ago. It was one of his many talents, along with being genius-smart, supermodel good-looking, and a powerful telekinetic. The whole silent communication thing only seemed to work with those he was emotionally close to. As far as Juno knew, Cyrus could only talk to her and Rogan inside their heads. She’d be shocked if he could wedge his way inside Killian’s thick skull.

      She snapped at the drone whirring around her. An irritated swipe of her paw brought it crashing to the rooftop, its fragile wings fluttering before going still. She picked it up with her teeth, padded to the edge of the roof, and chuffed at Cyrus before tossing it over. She didn’t bother waiting to see if he caught it, kind of hoping it landed on his pretty head. Spinning from the ledge, she sprang onto a series of pipes before leaping to another rooftop.

      Fun. Free.

      Yes. This was what they needed, both she and her cat. This was what they’d been missing while the squad had been lying low for the past week, trying to find their footing after their world imploded.

      Betrayal was a bitter bite on her tongue. She did not give her trust easily. She’d given it to Magistrate Thackeray White, ruler of the city’s magical population and founder of the top-secret Demon Eradication unit. She’d trusted his kind smile, his quiet encouragement, his fucking money that kept the team in the best gear, the best room and board…and then Rogan, their leader, fell for a half-succubus, and the Magistrate went bat-shit crazy.

      Her claws gripped a scaffold and she swung herself onto the platform above in a graceful arc, trying to ignore the acid burn of shame in her belly.

      She’d watched. Just watched, as her squad leader, her captain, her brother, for all intents and purposes, was stripped of everything he loved and tossed out on the street.

      She’d watched and did nothing. All of them had.

      It still didn’t seem real.

      The sick feeling had yet to totally leave her stomach. And that was nothing compared to the kill order the Magistrate issued next.

      That, at least, Juno would never even consider. The rest of the squad had been just as shocked––and that was before the ceiling caved in and the Magistrate’s secret lab was destroyed by demons. It turned out Jovi, the half-demon who ruined Rogan’s life, was also half angel. Her father, the fallen archangel, Alistor, had appeared at the end of the battle and scared Jovi’s psycho succubus mother back to hell. ARC, the Archangel Regiment in Command, had ordered the Magistrate to grant all of them safe passage when they said they weren’t working for him anymore. They’d found a new home at the boarding school Rogan had helped get off the ground all those years ago, but Light House wasn’t exactly a fortress of security, and the squad knew better than anyone that the Magistrate had patience, power, and spies everywhere.

      The sense of a giant ticking clock was giving her major anxiety. Add that to the crippling guilt and mandatory R&R, and it was no wonder both she and her jaguar were going out of their skin.

      Her paw slipped on a wet spot, and she torqued to stay upright, her muscular feline body reaching for the next foothold even as a sharp pain zinged along her shoulder blade. The electric sensation jolted her memory, taking her back to a pool of water at the base of an exploded holding tank. The Magistrate’s electric orb hit the water, and all at once, she was a seizing, twitching mass of agony––

      Then, black. Nothing but black.

      She had no clue how long she’d been out. All she knew was that when she lifted her heavy lids, it was to find a pair of lion-yellow eyes inches from hers, a thick, muscular lap cushioning her head, and a hot, wild scent bringing her back from the brink.

      The look on Killian’s face…that utter terror followed by immense, sweeping relief––she had to have imagined it. Right?

      Squadmates didn’t look at each other like that.

      Killian Diallo sure as hell didn’t look at her like that.

      Cyrus’s voice sounded in her head. Got a couple live ones down here.

      Paws scrabbled on the asphalt as she instantly changed direction, locating Cyrus’s scent and springing off the roof with a snarl. She zigzagged her way down to the asphalt, where Cyrus faced off with a pair of skeletal wraiths. At the flick of his finger, a dumpster flew across the alley to pin one of them to the wall. Its inhuman shriek was deafening, but Juno only had eyes for the other target, who was about to launch something at her teammate. She leaped into the air and collided with the thing, a bony sack of skin that stank of sulfur and made her hackles go up. As soon as its bony back hit the ground, her claws went to work. Jaguars had the most powerful bite of any big cat, but she avoided putting her mouth on the enemy unless absolutely necessary. Demon blood tasted like battery acid.

      With a final swipe, the wraith went still. Her jaguar huffed in the humid night air, sniffed to confirm the target was dead, then stepped gracefully off the corpse to check on Cyrus.

      He studied his target with muscled arms folded, casually considering the hellspawn pinned to the alley wall. “Do you work for Inara?”

      The wraith writhed and screeched, trying to wrench itself free.

      “Where’d you get in?”

      They were always looking for hellmouths, the portals where demons entered the midrealm. You’d have thought it’d be easy to find a giant smoking hole in the middle of the city, but the squad had never found one in Concordia. The only one they’d seen had been in hyena territory a few weeks ago, the one that revealed Jovi’s evil mother, Inara, was kidnapping hyena shapeshifters and sending them back to their clan, possessed by demons. The team didn’t know how to close hellmouths, though John was constantly researching new rituals and techniques. The archangels could close the portals, but they had trouble hanging in the midrealm for extended periods of time. Luckily, the squad had a fallen angel on their team now, and though he’d lost a lot of his powers, he had the other archangels on speed dial.

      The wraith pinned against the alley wall hissed something in a strange language. Cyrus made a face, then pulled back his palm. The dumpster flew toward him. Before the wraith could peel itself off the brick, Cyrus sent the dumpster smashing into its bony body, pinning it once again and severing its head, which toppled onto the pile of trash.

      “Ooh, two points.” He shot Juno a cocky grin that turned into a grimace as he lifted his arm to examine his formidable bicep. The metallic scent of blood hit her an instant before Cyrus’s curse. “Damn, it got me.”

      Juno padded closer and saw a jagged slash splitting her teammate’s flesh, shining wet in the faint glow of the city streetlights. It looked nasty.

      Cyrus cursed again and checked his watch. “It’s almost four. I’m gonna head back, have John or Jovi patch me up. You good on your own for a bit?”

      She chuffed and gave him her back. He knew she could handle herself.

      “Stay safe. And Rogan is serious about that four a.m. curfew. See you at home.”

      She watched his silhouette melt into the distance, excitement bubbling in her feline chest. She’d get to run a bit longer, free and on her own. After dragging the headless corpse of Cyrus’s kill over to her own dispatched enemy, she used her teeth to pull a small white marble from a pocket on her watchband. Like all shapeshifters on the squad, her watchband expanded and shrunk to fit both her animal and human forms, which was necessary because their watch was what powered their lens. And their lenses were what allowed them to see the invisible hellspawn that roamed the midrealm.

      The marble rolled to a stop next to the demon bodies before emitting a high-pitched whine. Juno shut her eyes against the blinding flash of light, then retrieved the marble from the now-empty spot on the asphalt. Their enemies had been poofed into thin air, leaving nothing for unassuming, demon-blind pedestrians to trip over.

      She slipped the vaporizer into its pocket and trotted to a nearby fire escape, giddy with anticipation. It had only been a week, but it felt like forever since she’d gone for a run. Her muscles begged to be used. Leaping up the webbed iron stairs, she found herself once again on the rooftop, looking out over the neon-lit streets.

      Silka’s corporate office loomed in her periphery, along with the burnished gold of the Pyramid casino and the towering blue and white blocks of Magical Law Enforcement headquarters. The pillars of her past, each with memories heavy enough to crush her if she let them.

      Lights and smells and sounds rushed past her as she ran, pushing herself higher, farther, faster. There was nothing soft about Concordia. The city was harsh and hard, from its blaring billboards to cold concrete streets. She sailed across another series of slanted roofs, paws spreading for balance. A pile of scrap metal gleamed far below as she leaped across a gap. If she fell, nothing would cushion the blow.

      Good thing she never let herself fall.

      The slow current of Red River glinted in the distance. She made her way toward it, sprinting over balconies, inwardly laughing at the startled cries of the few late-night revelers enjoying a drink under the stars. God, yes, this was what she needed. Loose and alive, powerful and free⁠—

      An acrid scent brought her up short. She skidded to a halt at the edge of the roof. A quick series of jumps brought her to the ground, and she followed the smell of her enemy toward the river.

      The second her paws hit the gravel along the river’s shoreline, there was a screech to her right. She spun and found herself facing a huge, bipedal bat-like demon, narrow mouth gaping wide as it shrieked into the night, diving at her. She crouched low, her jaguar form coiled, ready⁠—

      A massive golden body slammed into her from behind.

      She stumbled, getting tangled in a warm, leathery wing, and felt a burning pain across her jaguar’s shoulder blade. Fuck. Fury gave her claws speed as she fought her way free, wrenching loose in time to see Killian Diallo, in his enormous lion form, slamming her target to the ground.

      His paws plunged into the demon’s sternum. There was a wet squelch, a dry crack, and an ear-splitting scream as its rib cage was ripped apart. Something wet slapped Juno’s muzzle. She shook it off and swiped at Killian’s tail. The slash mark on her shoulder lit up with pain. She ignored it.

      A huge lion head swung around, yellow eyes glinting in the dark.

      She morphed into human form and glared at him from all fours. “What the hell are you doing, Diallo? You’re not on duty⁠—”

      A shriek from the left had her whipping around, ducking under a swiping talon just in time. She dodged and rolled, grinding dirt into her open wound, and shifted into jaguar form before leaping at her target. There was a battering of sound—flapping wings, screeches of pain, her own growls. She almost had it. She just needed the right angle...

      A furry golden freight train bashed into her side, knocking her clear.

      Goddammit. She rolled to her feet as Killian ripped out her opponent’s windpipe, his lethal fangs tearing into the demon with a savagery that made her jaguar purr.

      He spat a mouthful of black blood on the ground and lifted his gaze to hers.

      She morphed back into human form and rose naked from all fours. Those slashes on her back stung like hell. The fact that her teammate took her kill burned even more. “What are you doing?”

      Bones rippled beneath fur. Paws elongated into thick masculine fingers. The coarse ruff of his mane lengthened into tangled strands that hung well past his broad shoulders. The lion’s pelt melted into acres of muscle, and Killian Diallo stared at her from a crouch. He looked just as primal as he did in animal form. Tribal tattoos covered his arms and chest, the black lines a stark contrast to the smooth bronze of his skin. “You shouldn’t be out here.”

      It hurt and pissed her off all at once. He was good at that. “Excuse me?”

      The bones of his face were hard, carved, and animalistic. His dark blond beard did nothing to soften the granite lines of his jaw. Handsome wasn’t the word for him. Raw, yes. Magnetic, yes. Dangerous, definitely. “You don’t remember being electrocuted to death?”

      Abruptly, she was back in a ruined lab, staring up into those lion eyes and watching the weight of the world fall from his massive naked shoulders. “I’m fine.”

      “You died, DeSilva.” His deep voice, already rough as gravel, was pure animal now.

      She pushed the tiny flutter of fear aside. “I didn’t die. John said⁠—”

      “John wasn’t fucking there.” His nostrils flared as he breathed, fogging the air like a dragon.

      She swiped at her long, dark hair, hanging loose after her shift and blowing in the fishy breeze coming off the river. A rat scurried from a pile of trash under the nearby bridge. Her pulse leapt, but she jerked herself back into focus. “He said he would’ve felt it.” John, the squad’s teleporter and healer, was a spirit walker and said there was a web that connected them all, that he could feel each one of them in it. “I didn’t die, and Jovi healed me with her angelic healing powers or whatever, and Rogan cleared me for duty.”

      Killian scoffed.

      “I’m fine.”

      His lip curled. “Yeah, that’s going on your tombstone, isn’t it?”

      The world took on a verdant sheen, and she knew her cat’s neon green eyes were flashing at him. “What the hell is your problem?”

      Their watches vibrated. Four o’clock, patrol over. And a text from Rogan. Everyone in the kitchen, stat.

      Killian read the text on his watch and shifted into lion form without another word, stalking away into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The Light House Boarding School For Magical Youth was an old refurbished factory. Rogan’s burly silhouette waited just inside the front doors, backlit by a rectangle of golden light. Scents bombarded Juno as she padded inside—old metal, the lingering aroma from dinner, dozens of orphaned mage kids, and the scent of magic, strong enough to make her nose tingle. Hanging with Cyrus and John for so long had helped her get used to the feeling, but being surrounded by this much magic on a daily basis was still battering to her shapeshifter senses.

      It was fine, though. She could handle it.

      Yeah, that’s going on your tombstone, isn’t it?

      Rogan frowned at Killian. “What are you doing out?” Sharp green eyes scanned the black blood splattered on the lion’s golden flank.

      Killian shifted to human form. “Needed a fight.”

      Rogan’s frown deepened before he turned to the wardrobe they’d stashed in the entryway and pulled out two stacks of sweats, tossing them each a pair. “Kitchen. We need to talk.”

      Secondhand appliances, steel countertops, and ancient-looking kitchen gadgets gleamed beneath the overhead lights of Light House’s small commercial kitchen. Wolf was digging a hand into a box of cereal, his rubber ducky pajama pants riding low on lean hips, with his tight abs on display. Cyrus’s blue eyes tracked a chef’s knife as it flipped lazily in midair, end over end. The wound on his upper arm was puckered and pink, healing fast. John’s crow familiar, Tika, watched from her perch on John’s shoulder. Alistor, Jovi’s fallen archangel father, loomed by the refrigerator, his black trenchcoat stretched over colossal shoulders, black brows drawn. Juno had yet to see the guy smile.

      Killian’s big arm wedged against hers as they squeezed through the door. She pushed. So did he. They stuck. With a mutual glare, they shoved through the doorway and headed to opposite corners of the kitchen.

      Settling against the doors of a double oven, she raked a hand through her hair and bit back a wince. The slash across her shoulder blade hurt like hell. The cement floor was cold, and she tucked one bare foot against her calf while Rogan made a beeline for his woman.

      Rogan’s woman. It was still weird to say that. Still weird to see that. Jovi was perched on one of the counters in a white tank top and a pair of hot pink panties, returning Rogan’s glare with a sultry smile.

      “Really? No pants?”

      “Oh, nobody cares.” She tugged him forward by the shirt.

      “I care⁠—”

      “I don’t mind,” Wolf said helpfully from the pantry, grinning when Rogan shot him a murderous look. His mop of chestnut hair, streaked with the bright white of his wolf form, flopped as he cocked his head, sniffing the air. “Who’s bleeding?”

      Juno deliberately ignored a certain lion’s pointed stare. “Me. It’s fine.”

      Killian snorted.

      She gritted her teeth. “What’s this about?”

      John was already easing behind her to lift the back of her oversized sweatshirt. She bit back a curse as the fabric scraped her wound. It hurt. A lot. And it could’ve been completely avoided if her teammate hadn’t stuck his big, furry muzzle where it didn’t belong.

      John made a low noise. “That’s ugly.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, it’s fine. She can handle it,” Killian said nastily from his corner.

      She barely managed to keep her claws in. “Fuck you, Diallo.”
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      Well, well. He’d succeeded in pissing off the queen of cool. Killian might’ve been proud of himself if he wasn’t so busy holding back his lion.

      Want.

      His beast was clawing at his insides.

      The scent of her blood sent his cat into a frenzy. He gripped the edge of the counter, welcoming the bite of stainless steel into his palms.

      Silence followed the curse Juno had thrown at him. Several brows popped, but Rogan’s drew together as he turned away from his female. He’d tossed an apron over her head in an attempt to cover some skin, but only managed to make her look like she was wearing a sexy chef’s costume. Then again, Jovi was half succubus—she always looked like a walking, talking wet dream.

      Well, someone’s wet dream.

      He couldn’t help but shoot a glance at Juno, who was staring at him like she wanted his balls for breakfast. John held up the back of her sweatshirt while he worked on her wound, revealing a tawny six pack that clenched as she breathed. Dark hair fell in a curtain around her shoulders, loose as always after she shifted. The second she could find a hair elastic, it would be back in its tight ponytail, swinging with every sway of her hips, brushing the curve of her strong back, begging to be wrapped around a male’s fist⁠—

      Rogan frowned at the two of them. “What happened?”

      She died in my fucking arms, that’s what happened. His hands tightened on the edge of the counter.

      “He kept interfering with my kills.”

      Killian kept his eyes pinned to the opposite wall, wishing he could staple them open—maybe then he wouldn’t sleep, wouldn’t dream, wouldn’t fucking blink and see her lying lifeless in his arms, lush mouth hanging slack, chocolate eyes staring blankly as he shook her like a panicked, desperate fool.

      Juno looked back to Rogan. “You cleared me, right?”

      Rogan’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded.

      “Then, there’s no reason for anyone to treat me like I’m less than a hundred. Jovi fixed me up, John looked me over, you cleared me.” She pointed at each of them in turn. “I’m good to go.” She moved her shoulders irritably, no doubt feeling the prickling sensation of John’s healing abilities. Killian’s lion settled ever so slightly, knowing she was being looked after.

      Fuck.

      Rogan considered her for a long moment. The big knife Cyrus had been flipping with his telekinesis hovered in midair. “Agreed.”

      Juno shot Killian a smug look.

      “But I’m pulling you, anyway.”

      Shock, hurt, and anger flashed across her face before she smothered them with that mask of control that drove him out of his mind. “Why?”

      “We need a lawyer.”

      Juno went very still. Her face revealed nothing, but he saw the way every single muscle tightened up. His own body tensed in response.

      “We need to get Light House out from under the Magistrate. I’m not letting him get his hands on any more kids.”

      Rogan had been an orphan himself, taken under the Magistrate’s wing and groomed into the perfect little soldier for his secret project, the Demon Eradication unit. Rogan had worshiped the man, considered him something like a father figure…until the bastard revealed himself to be a twisted motherfucker who’d lied to Rogan since childhood and had no problem ordering the rest of them to kill him. Evil had a lot of faces.

      But what did needing a lawyer have to do with Juno?

      She tugged down her sweatshirt as John moved away from her. Arms folded tight across her chest, she nodded. “I’ll talk to him.”

      Him who?

      “Who?” Wolf was clearly just as confused.

      Cyrus watched Juno from across the kitchen. “Vasquez.”

      Stainless steel crunched beneath Killian’s grip.

      Jaguars were more solitary than most shapeshifters. They didn’t have the same clan structure as lions or wolves, but they sure as shit recognized power, influence, and strength. Rafael Vasquez, owner of the Pyramid casino, its underground fighting arena, and countless other things that made him rich as hell, had it all in spades, and was as close to alpha as jaguars got.

      He was also Juno’s ex.

      Killian held onto the counter with everything he had, feeling a tendon pop somewhere in his neck.

      Wolf whistled, long and low.

      “What?” Jovi said, looking around the room. “Who’s Vasquez?”

      “Oh, he and Juno used to…” Wolf clicked his teeth and wiggled his brows. “You know.”

      “Ohhhh.” Jovi looked at Juno.

      “It’s fine.” A tiny line appeared between her brows when she caught herself repeating her goddamn epithet. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

      His beast was tearing at the inside of his skin, desperate to claw its way out, to touch, to take, to claim⁠—

      Want.

      “Thank you. I want the rest of us lying low. We keep patrolling, but stay out of sight as much as possible.” Rogan’s wide jaw ticked. “We’re being watched.”

      Cyrus pulled a tiny flying drone from a pocket and directed it to the middle of the kitchen with a casual finger, where it hovered in midair. One wing was crunched. “Juno found this buzzing around the roof.”

      “I’m sure the Magistrate is probably spreading shit about us around MLE. We need to be careful.” Rogan gave Jovi and Alistor a stern look. “You two, especially. I want you to back off on the Sip n’ Spell runs and drinking in the Blender. You draw attention.” His eyes heated as they traveled over Jovi’s luminous skin and waterfall of bubblegum pink hair. “I don’t really want to have to bust you out of MLE again.”

      Jovi folded her arms, sighed, and nodded before jerking her head toward her glowering father, whose own waist-length hair blended in with his black leather coat. “He doesn’t really like it, anyway.” Her mouth twitched. “Everyone hits on him and it makes him feel weird.” She ended on a snorting laugh, and a few more echoed around the room.

      Alistor’s scowl deepened. “These mid-dwellers are very…handsy.”

      More snickers broke out, but Killian didn’t feel like laughing. Maybe the idea of a giant fallen archangel being hounded at the bars would be funny if he could picture anything but Juno alone in a room with Rafael fucking Vasquez.

      WANT.

      “We done here?” he managed. The tendons in his neck throbbed. When Rogan nodded, he all but bolted from the room.
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      Watching an angel try to shoot a gun was funny.

      Juno pressed her lips together. She shouldn’t laugh. But Alistor was just so ferocious and larger than life with that icy stare and big, resonant voice…and the dude couldn’t fire a phaser to save his centuries-long life.

      As he fumbled with the slick metal weapon, Juno’s eyes slid over to Cyrus.

      His voice sounded in her head. Don’t you dare look at me, I’ll lose it.

      She jerked her gaze away from Cyrus to find Wolf biting his knuckles to stifle his laughter, and yanked her focus away from him—only to collide with Killian’s amber stare. She looked quickly away.

      Their makeshift training center was little more than a big, empty room with some weight racks and cardboard targets on the far wall, but it would do. It would have to do. They didn’t have the luxury of the life-like city setting, holographic targets, and real-time weather simulator they’d had back at the Bunker. They didn’t have a lot of the luxuries they’d had back at the Bunker, like 24/7 access to a state-of-the-art armory, and all the weapons they could ever want.

      Luckily, Jovi apparently had friends in low places. Dimitri Zmey, notorious alpha of the reptile shifters, had supplied them with a stock of guns that weren’t fingerprint-enabled. In other words, untraceable. It had cost them a pretty penny, and suddenly, that was something that mattered.

      Here she was again, giving up a silver spoon for a plastic spork. And not regretting it for a second.

      There was a clatter and a foreign curse as the angel fumbled the gun. His broad back flexed as he stooped to sweep it from the floor. He’d tossed his trenchcoat in a corner with a defiant glance at all of them, as if daring them to comment on his wings. If you could call them that.

      Juno’s gut squirmed at the sight of the translucent filaments that hung weakly from his shoulder blades, the forlorn remnants of once powerful appendages. She’d seen archangel wings before, vast and formidable, gleaming with layers of soft feathers, as strong and breathtaking as the angels themselves. The thin wisps that undulated from Alistor’s muscular back were a mockery of what he once was.

      “Have you no swords?” he demanded, black hair flaring around his torso as he whirled toward the gathered peanut gallery. His wings followed sluggishly.

      Apparently, while Juno was busy almost dying, Alistor had thrown his enormous archangel longsword at Inara when she was vanishing into thin air, and the sword vanished with her. They could only hope it had caused serious damage and she’d be licking her wounds for a while. Not that it would stop her minions from finding their way to the midrealm.

      “Fresh out,” Wolf said, sounding strangled.

      There were a few more muffled snorts of laughter. Someone coughed. The angel glared around at them, those crystal blue eyes fierce and defiant, shoulders proud.

      Suddenly, it wasn’t all that funny.

      And suddenly, Juno was back in her father’s plush office, being scoffed at for wanting martial arts training. Back at the academy, the only female and the only shapeshifter in her class, pretending she didn’t hear every single snicker, every single taunt. Back in the Arena, facing off with her first ever opponent while the crowd laughed and jeered.

      Their laughter hadn’t lasted long, but it still made her feel like shit.

      “Here.” Juno stepped forward to help position the angel’s hands on the phaser. “You have to remember to take the safety off.”

      “None of you took your safety off!”

      Beside him, Jovi bit back a smile. She was dressed as usual in a short skirt, black combat boots, a little T-shirt showing off her tight belly, and a stack of candy necklaces around her throat. “Yeah, they did, Dadistor. They’re just super fast. Show him, babe.” She gestured to Rogan, who stepped forward and showed Alistor the red light on his phaser, indicating the safety was enabled. The next second, his weapon was pointed straight at the target, and there was a smoking hole in the center of its cardboard head.

      The archangel blinked.

      Jovi patted his arm. “I know. They’re all annoyingly good at it. I don’t even bother. I just do this.” She launched a stream of fire at the target, which erupted into flame and fell to a pile of ash on the polished gym floor.

      “Hey, that took me forever to cut out,” Wolf protested.

      “You need to work on your other skills.” Rogan planted his hands on his hips and squared off with Jovi. “We’ve talked about this. Your magic burns you out fast, and you might not always have a dozen candy necklaces around your neck to refuel.”

      “Then, I’ll just come find you.” Jovi trailed a fingertip down his chest. “I point, you shoot, right?”

      Something tender passed between the two of them before Jovi stretched one of the necklaces into her mouth and bit off a candy, somehow managing to make her crunching look sexy. She rose on tiptoes to brush her lips over Rogan’s. His hands didn’t leave his hips, but his body softened ever so slightly, melting toward his woman like wax to a flame. Juno’s cat watched, fascinated.

      When Jovi lowered to the floor, Rogan didn’t move an inch. But his pale green gaze pinned her to the spot. And then, he parted his lips, revealing a single hard candy between his teeth.

      Jovi laughed, low and satisfied, and an answering spark flared in Rogan’s eyes before he flicked the candy into his mouth and regarded her seriously. “I mean it.”

      The saucy smirk left Jovi’s face, and she nodded.

      Want.

      Juno shook herself, unwilling to examine whether that thought came from her or her cat.

      Rogan straightened, all business once again. “Alistor, we’ll work on getting you a sword. I’m sure Zmey can make one. For a price. Meanwhile, you have healing and teleportation abilities. Don’t discount those. Maybe you could even step back from combat for a while. There’s no shame in that.”

      John, who was wearing sweatpants and nothing else, was already dipping into his primal strength and mobility movements. He halted for a split second before continuing his fluid, mesmerizing flow. He was beautifully sculpted, graceful as a dancer and strong as a gymnast, in incredible shape despite his non-combat role. Tika cawed from a rafter.

      Alistor leaned in, looking down on Rogan from his towering height. “I have been in combat since the dawn of time, human.” When Rogan folded his beefy arms and held the angel’s gaze, Alistor sighed, looking away. “And I can no longer beam to a location.”

      Rogan’s brows knit. “But that’s how you got to the lab.”

      Yeah, apparently Juno had missed that part, too—the fallen angel appearing in a blaze of light in the middle of the battle at the lab, making one hell of an entrance.

      “That was the first time since my Fall. I was very angry when your friend, Nora, told me of your existence.” Alistor speared Jovi with eyes that matched her own. “Very angry that I had not known.”

      While Jovi chewed her lip, looking awkward, Wolf held up a finger. “Wait, so you got mad, and then you were able to flash to her?” When Alistor nodded, Wolf rubbed his chin, then strode forward and slammed a fist into the angel’s nose.

      Shouts rang out as Alistor’s head snapped back. He righted himself slowly, staring down at Wolf with murder on his face. A trickle of blood leaked from his nose. “You strike m⁠—”

      Wolf kicked him in the crotch.

      Alistor let out a guttural grunt, hunching over and cupping his balls.

      Wolf was already running. “Catch me if you can, big man!”

      With a snarl of rage, Alistor straightened, clenched his fists, and vanished, only to reappear in a flash of light, blocking the doorway just as Wolf skidded to a stop.

      “There you go!” Wolf grinned.

      Alistor’s punch laid him out flat.

      “Saw that coming,” Cyrus muttered as Wolf’s back hit the polished wood floor with a smack. His groans floated across the room.

      “You can flash!” Jovi clapped as Alistor stomped back to the group, wiping blood from his nose. “All we have to do is piss you off!”

      As an earth-shuddering growl rumbled from the angel’s throat, Rogan quickly placed Alistor’s phaser in his hands. “Let’s keep working on firearms for now.” He checked his own phaser cartridge with a sigh. “I need to talk to Father Scott about getting more Holy Light.”

      Alistor scoffed. “Holy Light.” At the resounding silence, he shook his head. “This realm’s religious ideas never cease to baffle me. Do you truly believe some human chanting over a vial of light has some magical effect?”

      “It certainly seems to have an effect on demons.”

      “The light has an effect. It has nothing to do with your priest.” When they all stared at him, Alistor sighed. “The bottom-dwellers are born in darkness. They cannot withstand such concentrated light. It defies their very nature. That is why your light wounds them. You need no false blessing from humans who serve a false deity.”

      Everyone seemed to be holding their breath.

      “Let’s be clear. By false deity, you mean...” Rogan looked at Alistor expectantly.

      “If a single, all-powerful being exists, I have never met them.”

      “Aren’t archangels supposed to be God’s warriors?”

      “We serve ourselves.” Alistor shook his head. “The early mid-dwellers were stupid. They created much false lore surrounding our existence. It astounds me how many still believe it.”

      Rogan didn’t seem surprised, but he spoke carefully. “If you serve yourselves, how do you Fall?”

      Alistor’s face hardened. “We High Ones have our own code. It is binding. I broke it and paid the consequences.”

      Rogan heaved a breath, nodding. “None of us here are Bible followers, but I’ll admit meeting the famous archangel Michael threw me.”

      The fallen archangel glowered. “He always has enjoyed the attention.”

      A few laughs echoed around the group. Rogan was right, none of them were religious, but it was still something to have a literal angel confirm that God as they knew it didn’t exist.

      Although, nothing changed for Juno. She could rely on herself, and she could rely on the squad. Same as ever.

      She was about to suggest they get back to training when Jovi spoke. “What about the souls?”

      Alistor peered at the red safety light on his phaser. “What souls?”

      “The souls that get sent to hell. For torture. Because they were bad.” Her face was white, her crystal gaze haunted.

      “You can’t torture a soul.” John’s low, smooth voice carried across the vast gymnasium. Everyone’s head swung around to stare at him. Black brows lifted. “You can’t torture a soul. It’s not physical. It can’t feel physical pain.”

      Jovi’s voice took on a panicked edge. “But she said that was part of their punishment, that their soul would be made to feel pain. That’s why they seemed solid and real. It was part of their punishment.” She met John’s gaze somewhat desperately.

      Pained, he shook his head.

      “So, all those people I...” Jovi’s throat worked, her eyes a million miles away. “They were real people? Living people?”

      Shit.

      Jovi combusted.

      Shouts erupted as she burst into flames. Everyone leaped back. Rogan jerked toward her, barely halting before he got incinerated.

      “I knew they weren’t all bad.” Jovi’s voice was warped within the flames.

      “Jovi,” Rogan said sharply, hands outstretched.

      Jovi’s head turned until she locked eyes with her father. Pink hair swirled. Fingers glowed like live coals. “All those people I...how did they get down there?”

      The angel’s face was hard as stone. “The bottom-dwellers took them.”

      Jesus. The squad had been fighting demons for years, but they’d never seen hellspawn kidnap people and haul them away.

      “We believe the demons keep them there to feed.” The thin filaments of Alistor’s wings whipped.

      “Sick. Like a fucking pantry?” Even Wolf looked horrified.

      News articles of missing persons flashed across Juno’s mind. Unsolved kidnappings, people who disappeared without a trace. Was this what happened to them? Her stomach churned.

      “That’s not why Mommy Dearest wanted them.” Jovi sounded eerily distant. “She had those people brought there for me. To practice on.” The flames grew.

      “Jovi,” Rogan said again.

      The flames vanished. Jovi stood shaking in the middle of the room, tears pouring down her pale, perfect face.

      Without a word, Rogan swept her into his arms and strode out of the gym.

      Silence throbbed.

      Wolf gestured weakly to John. “Look what you did. You made the demon cry.”

      “She was one of us, long ago. Inara.” Alistor stared at the empty doorway, his voice filled with bitterness. “She Fell for a mortal. Lost her wings. I do not know what transpired afterward except that she asked to return. But she broke the code. She could not return. We turned our backs on her.”

      “So Inara isn’t truly a demon.” Cyrus watched Alistor carefully. “She’s a fallen angel. Like you.”

      “Whatever decency Inara had is lost. She is warped. A different being altogether. I know not what to call her other than one of the vile creatures she commands.” His voice lowered to a snarl. “The day I become like her is the day I hope for my own beheading.”

      Long, uncomfortable seconds ticked by.

      Juno needed to punch something. Or run. Or break a sweat. Anything but sit here and stew over this series of bombshells. “Come on, let’s train.”

      They split up, Cyrus joining the target practice, Killian heading to the weight rack, and Wolf running to one of the ropes they’d hung from the rafters, shimmying up without using his feet. The pink cupcake tattoo on his upper arm bulged with every pull.

      Juno studied the makeshift stations around the space. What did she need to work on? Where was she weak?

      There was a pull-up bar wedged in a doorway.

      Could she pull herself out of a hole?

      She jumped for the bar and did three slow, steady pull-ups.

      What about with a broken arm?

      She tucked one arm behind her back and slowly, excruciatingly, pulled herself up.

      What about blindfolded?

      She closed her eyes and did another. Sweat beaded on her forehead. After a few more variations, she dropped to the floor, chest pumping.

      What if I’m trapped? Pinned?

      She glanced up at the high ceiling. “Wolf. Come lay on me.”

      “Ooh, kinky.” Wolf did a swan dive from a rafter.

      Juno’s heart leaped into her throat as he hit the mats, tucking into a gangly somersault at the last second and bouncing to his feet, arms wide.

      “You’re going to kill yourself one of these days,” she muttered as he jogged over.

      “Never.” He stuck his tongue out with a wild grin.

      Shaking her head, she dropped to her belly on the mat, grunting when his weight landed on her back. He was taller than her, his legs extending far beyond her boots. “Try to hold me down.”

      Wolf was lanky, but made of long, solid ropes of muscle, and she felt the considerable strength of them as he tensed above her. She pressed her palms into the floor, shoving upright with all her power. He was heavier than he looked, but she managed to get some space between her and the mat. Triumph rushed through her.

      He bore down, and her arms collapsed an inch.

      Hell, no.

      With a grunt, she shoved him upright, throwing his weight from her back and rolling smoothly to a crouch, ready for him. Her blood pounded from the effort, but she gave him a smug grin as he sat up, long legs sprawled on the mat, panting.

      “Not bad. Next time, let me tie you up.” His brows wiggled, that shock of white hair gleaming against his wild chestnut waves.

      “In your dreams.”

      A loud bang sounded across the room as Killian practically threw his dumbbells on the rack, shirt off and chest pumping, sweat gleaming over his tattoos.

      Ignoring the jolt in her belly, Juno checked her watch. “I’ve gotta go. Covering Israel’s agility class.” Israel Stroud was one of the world’s most respected fighters, and he did some consulting and freelance work when he wasn’t teaching Light House orphans the basics of combat. He’d asked Juno to sub for his agility class while he was off filming some training videos or something. She couldn’t say she was looking forward to it. Kids weren’t exactly her thing. Dusting herself off, she helped Wolf to his feet and headed for the door.

      “Don’t forget, they’re not all invincible like you.”

      Her head snapped around at Killian’s nasty sneer. He’d moved over to target practice, and he barely met her eye before turning to his cardboard cutout and taking aim, muscular back flaring.

      Asshole. “What the hell is your problem, Diallo?”

      He fired, putting a hole in his target’s chest. She strode out of the room, willing her claws to stay inside her skin.
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        * * *

      

      “Get up that rope. No telekinesis, Kyla!”

      Christ, these kids were lazy. Who knew subbing for an agility class would be so lame? These little mages looked like they’d never even tried to climb a tree. Juno shook her head, trying to imagine her eight-year-old self doing anything other than vaulting through the concrete jungle, swinging from scaffolding and shimmying up cell towers. She’d been a lean, muscular weapon by age ten. Not that it did her many favors.

      Her father was cooly furious whenever she came back from one of her runs around the city, flushed and windblown and more alive than she ever had been inside Silka’s slick corporate walls. Juan DeSilva was so far removed from his jaguar he might as well have been human. Juno could only remember seeing his animal form a handful of times. He was far more interested in power, money, and his multi-million credit corporation. He couldn’t fathom why the heiress to the Silka fortune would rather run across dirty rooftops than slink around his upper-crust world.

      DeSilvas control their animals, not the other way around.

      She’d often wondered if her mother, who died giving birth, had shared her love for movement, for testing her physical limits, for letting her cat out of its cage.

      At fifteen, her father had forbidden her from running downtown in her animal form. At seventeen, she found out just how serious he was about his rule.

      Another kid plummeted to the mats covering the polished wood floor, jolting her out of her memories just as a smoky-sweet scent tickled her nose.

      Jovi sauntered across the gym and stopped beside her, folding her arms and surveying the scene. Any trace of tears was gone. “Wow, they really suck.”

      Should she ask if Jovi was okay? How could someone be okay after that? “You should’ve seen the obstacle course.”

      Jovi snorted. They stood in silence, watching the kids bumble around. When a willowy blonde girl fell to the mat, landing with a sickening crack and a fire engine wail, they swore in unison.

      Jovi waved the girl over. She obeyed, sniffing and cradling her hand, which was already sporting a blackening thumb.

      Jovi peered at it. “Aw, that blows.” As the kid blinked watery eyes at Jovi’s version of sympathy, she laid her palms gently over the girl’s thumb, closed her eyes, and started to glow.

      The girl gulped. “Can I be done for today?”

      Juno watched the bruises fade beneath Jovi’s glowing hands. “Done? Nah, you’ll feel better soon. Jovi’s amazing.”

      Crystal drops clung to the girl’s pale eyelashes. “But what if I fall again?”

      What was this kid’s name? Larissa? Juno put a hand on her small shoulder. “Then, you’ll get up again. And Jovi will heal you and you’ll keep going. Just like you’re doing now.”

      Larissa’s throat bobbed. “I’m scared.” She gazed at her thumb. It looked almost normal, but based on that trembling lip, the girl was still seeing it swollen and black.

      Juno crouched in front of her. “Hey. Sometimes we fall. Sometimes we get hurt. Sometimes we get hurt really, really bad. But that doesn’t mean we don’t keep trying. We get up and dust ourselves off and believe it’ll be better next time.”

      Larissa cast a worried look at the rope. “What if it’s not better next time?”

      She put some steel into her voice. “Then, we try again. Because we’re strong girls. And strong girls don’t give up.” She leaned in. “Especially when there are boys to beat.”

      Larissa’s smile was watery, but a spark of resolve lit her face when she glanced at her classmates.

      Jovi released the girl’s hand. “Good to go, babe. Go kick some ass.”

      With a final sniff, Larissa headed back to the mat. When she swiped a hand over her cheek and grabbed the rope, a surge of pride crashed through Juno’s chest.

      Get it, girl.

      She and Jovi shared a grin. The female’s otherworldly glow had faded, but her skin was somehow still luminous under the buzzing gym lights.

      A little over a week ago, Juno had been beating the shit out of that delicate skin in an interrogation cell, convinced this woman planned to ruin the only life and family she had. And less than an hour ago, she’d seen the same woman weeping with remorse over innocent people she’d been forced to hurt.

      Juno reached into a pocket, pulled a butterscotch candy from the stash she’d started carrying, and handed it over.

      Jovi took it with a smile. “I love the way you guys are handling your guilt.” She popped the candy in her mouth and rattled it around her teeth. The woman was obsessed with sugar, partly because it helped replenish her magic, and partly because she had a relentless sweet tooth.

      Juno shook her head. “It’s not just that. Although, I still can’t believe you’re so cool with it.”

      She could see it clear as day, a battered Jovi shackled to a cell wall, bruised and bleeding, dark circles under her eyes from Cyrus’s attempts to penetrate her mind. And a resigned, dead expression on her beautiful face as she repeated, again and again, that Rogan hadn’t breached confidentiality. That she had no idea the squad were demon hunters. That he hadn’t told her any of their secrets.

      Lying for him, over and over, knowing he’d given her up for capture and torture and God knew what else.

      What would it be like, a love like that?

      Jovi watched a girl propel herself up a rope by shooting force fields beneath her own ass. “Sometimes, you just do what you have to do. And I know why you did it. You were protecting your family.” Her gaze fell to the floor as she sucked her candy. “I always wanted something like that.”

      Juno’s heart clenched. She remembered that feeling, that deep ache, that yearning for something warm and safe and soft. She hadn’t found it until Rogan made her a part of the team—the family—he was building.

      And she’d almost let Magistrate Thackeray White take it away from her.

      She had zero experience with female friendship. The kind of females who slinked around Silka had tongues sharper than their claws. But this was Rogan’s woman, and she’d basically brought Juno back from the brink of death.

      Plus, she was really fucking cool. “Well, you’re part of it now.”

      The smile Jovi shot her quickly turned crafty. “So, what’s with you and the big, bad lion?”

      Every muscle in her body tightened. “You mean, besides the fact that he’s an asshole?”

      “Mmm.” Jovi’s knowing blue eyes gleamed. “He didn’t look like an asshole when he was holding your dead body in his lap. He looked destroyed.”

      “I wasn’t dead,” she said automatically, even as her heart sped up.

      “Same difference. You guys never…”

      “No.”

      “Why not? There’s obviously a thing between you two.”

      Heat rushed through her before she could stifle it. “There’s nothing between us except squad. Just like all the other guys.”

      “Uh huh. So, why are the two of you so bitey and the rest of you are totally cool?”

      “Because he’s a dick.”

      “Hmm.” Jovi considered this, then shrugged. “Yeah, he kind of is. Probably needs a cuddle.”

      A laugh escaped her. Killian, the growliest male on the planet, needing a cuddle? Might as well snuggle up to a giant, pissed off cactus.

      “Works on Rogan.” Jovi grinned at Juno’s incredulous look. “Tough guys need snuggles, too.” She appeared to think. “And tough girls.” Her gaze slid over, but Juno refused to meet it.

      She did not need snuggles.

      She had the squad, she had her freedom, she had a strong body and no trouble finding a willing male to take the edge off when she needed it. She was fine.

      They stared at the kids for a while, but all Juno could see was big, golden Killian Diallo curled around some soft, beautiful female, nuzzling her hair, soaking up the comfort of skin on skin.

      Jovi’s bellow snapped her back to the present. “Hey, you buncha pussies! Quit using your powers. This is agility class, for fuck’s sake!” She darted forward, scattering kids like a flock of startled pigeons, and leaped onto a rope, where she clung like a monkey and pointed at the other ropes hanging empty nearby. “Get your asses up there!”

      Juno grinned. This chick was something else. No wonder Rogan fell for her. No wonder he fought for her.

      Her smile fell as guilt pooled in her belly once more. You were protecting your family.

      Yeah, she was. And she would do it again, no matter how much it sucked, because this family was all she had.

      She stapled that thought to the inside of her brain. She’d need it later tonight, when she walked straight into the jaguar’s den.
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      The slinky black dress parted high on Juno’s thigh as she climbed the Pyramid’s sweeping front steps, black heels clicking on white marble. Her gaze traveled upward, tracing the bricks that rose like a golden mountain from the city streets.

      Her jaguar’s hackles went up. Threat.

      It was a warm night. The ornate double doors were flung wide and flanked by tuxedoed bouncers wearing earpieces. Music, laughter, and the cacophony of slot machines poured onto the steps. A potpourri of various vapes floated above it all, making her nose twitch.

      She steeled herself and nodded at the bouncers as she strode inside.

      The Pyramid dripped gold. Glossy black walls and floors reflected opulent gold chandeliers and carved pillars, the vast, curving bar, its ring of velvet chairs, the staff’s satin vests—all shining in some shade of the lustrous hue. A far cry from the dirt and concrete of the Arena buried far beneath their feet. She could almost smell the sweat and blood, the bleach lingering on the cement, the cloud of cigar smoke and vape. The roar of frenzied crowds echoed in her ears like it was yesterday.

      Maneater. Maneater.

      Juno wound her way toward the back, skirting patrons who were no doubt buzzed on her father’s liquor, and headed for the door she knew was tucked into a dark corner.

      Another tuxedoed bouncer watched her approach. Though her stomach squirmed with nerves, she gave him a smooth smile. “Javier.”

      He didn’t
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