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      Today was the day. With any luck, the judge would sentence Xavier to beheading, and I could finally stop fantasizing about said beheading. Brutal? Maybe, but the Master Vampire had tried to add me to his collection of exotic pretty things by way of soul theft and murder. He wasn’t exactly redeemable, which made death the only viable option for a guy like him.

      “Hey, V,” said Joe, one of my favorite regulars, breaking through my train of thought, “can you make a little bird in the foam?”

      I glanced up from behind the espresso machine where I had just started pulling his shots. From his perch on the bar stool, he gave me a wink before reaching a hand up to ensure each strand of his thick black hair was slicked back in its proper place. His sleek grey business suit, precisely tailored to fit his slender frame, and those Italian loafers were as much a constant as his hair style, even if he did need hair dye to achieve the look.

      I grinned. “Anything for you, Joe.”

      Today was going to be a good day.

      Only a week had passed, but it no longer bothered me that the supernatural Community knew that I, Veronica Neill, and my alter ego the Falcon were one and the same. Especially people I considered close enough to be friends like Joe.

      The Morning Grind coffee shop where I worked my day job wasn’t terribly busy that Thursday at mid-morning, which meant no one was close enough to hear our conversation at the main bar top. Most of the local crowd had come and gone. The grinders, steamers, and overall loudness of the various machines would have helped mask the words if we were busier.

      Lucky for us, only two other metal and wood stools stood along the bar, and both were empty now. Four rustic industrial-style tables set along the open brick side wall were far enough away it wouldn’t have mattered if we spoke normally.

      I’d been working here for about three years, ever since I quit my corporate job. Until this past week, what I used to do at night wasn’t technically legal by our Community standards—and no, I don’t mean hooking. I had started acquiring supernatural goods that fell into human hands. Okay, yeah, I was a thief and usually a damn good one, until this last botched job. In all fairness to myself, I was set up.

      But after the whole Xavier incident outed my alter ego, I switched to acquiring goods in a more legal fashion. The new jobs didn’t have the same sense of danger and adventure, but they meant less chance of death.

      So there was that.

      You would think relieving humans of magical goods before they hurt themselves (or worse) would be a praise-worthy job, but the angels still saw it as breaking and entering and theft. Making my case more difficult to argue was the fact that some of my customers weren’t super high on the morality scale. Like Xavier, for example. Talk about a big fucking oops.

      “Carmella wanted me to thank you,” Joe said, his voice dropping close to a whisper. “Duke Ó Faoláin didn’t deserve to go that way.”

      When the milk finished steaming, I removed the pitcher for Joe’s latte from the machine and cleaned off the steaming wand. A rich cafecito was much more common in Miami, with the strong Cuban influence here; but Joe, born Giovanni, was an Italian through and through. Well, other than actually being one of the fae like the late duke, Broderick Ó Faoláin. His ability to glamour away his distinctive fae features allowed him to move about the human world without outing the Community.

      “No one deserves what happened to him,” I said sadly, remembering the crime scene photos of the duke’s murder that had nearly made me vomit into a trash can.

      Removing a fae’s wings was blasphemy, and that evil act had been done before Sophia, the rogue grim reaper working with Xavier, stole Broderick’s soul and ended his life. A slight shudder rocked my shoulders. The Master Vampire of Miami might not have planned to steal my soul, but he had plenty of other ways he could’ve tortured me for the next few hundred years.

      I removed the ceramic mug now filled with rich espresso from beneath the machine and slowly poured steamed milk on to. I moved my hand in such a way to create the image of a bird spreading its wings in flight. Before handing it over, I took a quick snapshot on my phone. Social media went wild for well-done coffee art, and I could be such a sucker for praise sometimes.

      “The queen has used this whole ordeal as another reason to call our kind back.” Joe shook his head, his upper lip curling in disgust as he raised the mug to his mouth. “That she would use the duke’s death to push her own political agenda just proves how self-righteous she truly is.”

      I didn’t have much to say to that. The last week had taught me more about fae politics than I had known my entire life…which wasn’t saying much since my knowledge was close to zero before all this. I was nowhere near an expert or even proficient at the subject, but at least I could fake it a little better these days.

      The fae queen had made it clear she wanted all her kind to return to the Otherworld, a magical realm that existed parallel to this one. Most of the Community presumed it was because she wasn’t a fan of half-bloods. The word for them in their native language meant more along the lines of bastard, but I could never remember what it was. Studying wasn’t really my priority growing up, either. Dyslexia will do that to a kid.

      Regardless, half-bloods were the nine-months-later result of a fae and a human—or any other species—deciding to have a baby or, more often, just getting down and dirty between the sheets without protection. She hadn’t said anything to stop that presumption from growing, either. Fae weren’t exactly known in the Community for their humble personalities, and half-blood orphans were only becoming more common.

      Joe wasn’t a half-blood, but he had been born in the human realm, grew up in Italy, and considered it his home. As one of the few people I actually got to know past acquaintance status in recent times, I liked having him around, and the idea of not being able to see him again weighed heavy on my heart. Not many fae were as kind and friendly as him, even others descended from the Summer Court like he was.

      “I hope the opposition is able to show her the error of her ways,” I said at last, steaming milk for the next order.

      “Ah, I am boring you, sì?” he laughed.

      “You never bore me, Joe,” I said with a quick smile. “I’m just distracted about…this afternoon.”

      He nodded, a knowing gleam in his eye. “He’ll get what he deserves.”

      My boss Isaac huffed up on my left, out of breath as usual. Thinning grey hair barely covered his glistening head, but bushy eyebrows of the same hue more than made up for his hair loss. A portly belly made his apron stick out away from his clothes, which meant he always left his shifts with some sort of stain on his uncovered khaki shorts. He’d gained a bunch of weight after his wife left him a few years ago.

      I almost felt bad for him except he wasn’t my favorite person, nor was I his. A mutual dislike, if you will.

      “Veronica, I need you to work a few extra hours today,” he said, wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead with a napkin. “Chloe called out sick, and I’ve got to get this supply order finished.”

      Joe waved goodbye as he finished his latte and slid off the stool. I kissed the air twice as if kissing both his cheeks before turning back to Isaac.

      “I can’t today,” I said, honestly feeling bad. Leaving my coworkers with less than a full crew wasn’t ideal. I slid a fresh pitcher of milk under the steaming wand and started it up. “I’ve got an appointment.”

      “Can’t you reschedule it?” Isaac’s tone made it clear he didn’t believe my answer, which wasn’t new.

      “No.”

      He clucked his tongue. “I’m really disappointed in your lack of effort lately.”

      Rising anger made my hand shake as I removed the steamed milk from the machine and cleaned off the wand. Wiping that disapproving look off his face with the real reason I couldn’t stay would be so satisfying. I couldn’t exactly ask the Death Enforcement Agency—you know, the one governed by angels—to reschedule the sentencing of a Master Vampire. But sharing that fact with a human who had no idea the supernatural world existed would only land me back into trouble, and I’d had enough of that for one lifetime.

      Also, there was no way I would miss a chance to see Thane Munro again. He had some questions to answer, like why he was avoiding me. Not only was I looking forward to seeing if the agent’s touch still caused some inexplicable, unladylike reactions in my body, but he had promised to find out more about my brother’s murder.

      “It’s not exactly fair to fault me for making an appointment outside of my scheduled hours.” I kept my expression as neutral as possible while I poured the milk into a mug to finish a cafe con leche.

      Isaac let out a huff of indignation. “This is hardly the first time. You’ve been slacking.”

      “Slacking?” I couldn’t stop my glare as I practically slammed the nearly empty pitcher down on the counter. The remaining milk splashed over the side. So much for staying neutral, but the last week and a half was rough. I’d almost died more than once and almost had to out myself as a phoenix to the entire DEA and a nest of vampires. And not just any phoenix—the last phoenix. “I had one bad day because I came down with the flu, and you call that slacking?”

      Sure, my best friend Kit had forged the doctor’s note, but Isaac didn’t know that. My blood was starting to boil, and it didn’t help my current situation that my kind already ran pretty hot.

      Isaac smiled at a customer who turned to look at the commotion. Lowering his voice, he said, “Do not embarrass me in front of our customers and your coworkers.”

      “You don’t need my help to embarrass you,” I said, though I did keep myself from yelling like I wanted to. I finished the drink and called out the order.

      “You are on thin ice,” he hissed through his teeth. “If you keep this up, I’ll⁠—”

      “What?” I interrupted, putting my hands on my hips and staring him down. “Fire me?”

      He spluttered as he tried to come up with something to say back. The man was used to bossing around high school and college kids at their first jobs, kids who typically backed down, though often with a resulting sulk.

      “Save your breath. You might give yourself a heart attack.” I practically ripped off my apron and threw it on the counter, wincing slightly as my ribs groaned in protest. They still weren’t quite healed from my fight with the vampires. “My shift is over anyway. Let me know when I’m welcome back for my next one.”

      After grabbing my purse from the cubby beneath the counter, I waved to my snickering coworkers and left. The heat and wetness in the air outside greeted me like an old friend, immediately bringing my anger down a notch.

      Most of the people I knew in Miami were accustomed to the oppressive humidity and constant ring of sweat around their armpits, but that didn’t mean they didn’t like to complain about it any chance they got. I might have been alone in my love for the heat, to the point that I only drank my coffee hot all year long, but the warmth also felt really good on my sore bones today.

      I had taken a beating—almost been eaten alive if I wanted to get technical—and an angel’s healing had only put the bones back together and closed up the cuts and bites. Time would have to heal the rest.

      I sighed as I waited for a city bus to pass before crossing the street. I didn’t know why I kept the barista job after everything that happened last week. The Community knew who I was, and I didn’t need a day job as a cover anymore. My work acquiring goods gave me more money than I could have ever hoped for in my previous corporate career. I loved coffee, but that didn’t mean I needed to make it for anyone but me.

      Maybe I could become a professional latte artist, attend competitions and all that. Yeah, that sounded much nicer than dealing with Isaac’s bullshit.

      Heading for an alley just another block down and squeezed between a restaurant and a thrift shop, I checked my watch. It was late morning, which meant I had just over an hour to shower and get over to DEA headquarters before the sentencing started.

      I clenched my teeth, hoping the hour would give me enough time to cool down from the argument with my boss as well. The last thing I needed was to go into the courtroom already riled up and ready for a fight.

      After a quick glance up and down the strip mall’s sidewalk to make sure anyone around was preoccupied with their own lives, I turned into the alley. I hadn’t driven that morning, but I wanted to get ready at my secret penthouse apartment rather than my smaller one close to the coffee shop. I had stayed close by over the last week so my pseudo guardian angel, Jessa, could check in on me.

      The luxurious atmosphere at the Brickell Flatiron would help soothe my worries and keep the throb building in my temple from getting any worse—stress could be such a dick—but I also kept the place hidden from everyone except my best friend Kit. Even from Jessa.

      As the angel assigned to keep me alive after my brother’s death, Jessa didn’t watch me 24/7, she just kept an ear out for anything or anyone that might cause me harm. The whole mess with Xavier wasn’t her fault; her boss let me take the fall to find the real soul stealer among his own ranks.

      Just past the two side doors of the adjoining shops, the narrow alley ended at a dumpster and a wall. I was just about to shift into my other form when I got there, but something hard pressed into the middle of my back.

      “Hand over your purse,” said a gruff voice.

      I groaned out loud. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Hurry up.” The assumed gun pushed harder into my back. My bruised ribs cried out in protest.

      “Listen, guy,” I held up my hands, though I had no intention of complying with his demand. “I’ve had a really rough week, and I’m not a good target. Walk away and go find someone else to rob.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion, bitch.” A click indicated he pulled back the hammer.

      I did warn him.

      Before he could pull the trigger, I whipped around and disarmed him. Pointing the gun back in his face, I smirked. The man turned out to be a kid who probably wasn’t even old enough to buy liquor. He gaped at me beneath his dark hooded sweatshirt, beads of sweat dripping down his face. Miami was way too fucking hot for that outfit.

      “I’m going to keep this gun as a memento of our short time together, okay?” I used the gun to shoo him away, and his sneakers beat a fast tempo on the cement as he listened this time.

      That was the most action I’d seen in a week, and most definitely not the type of action I needed. I cleared the round, removed the magazine, and tossed that and the gun into the dumpster. Muttering to myself, I shifted into my falcon form and flapped my wings to gain height.

      I glanced back as movement caught my eye, which turned out to be the ultraviolet light of someone kneeling next to the dumpster at the end of an alley. The wide eyes of a homeless man stared up at me as I caught the wind current and winged away.

      Shit.

      Today was not going well at all.
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      When I arrived downtown at the Death Enforcement Agency courtroom an hour later, the place was packed, every row of seating filled. I guess I wasn’t the only one who wanted to see the motherfucker burn. Or watch his head roll. Whatever the judge decided was fine by me as long as it included him turning to dust and bones.

      Technically, today was just the sentencing, but it was one step closer to justice. Xavier Garcia had hurt a lot of people, and he was found guilty of his crimes—murder, torture, assault, and kidnapping, just to name a few. I had almost been next, a fact that always made my hands sweat as they did now. I wiped my palms as discreetly as possible on my dark jeans while searching for an empty seat.

      The courtroom was large enough to hold five hundred or so people on rows of pew-style wooden benches in the gallery. A desk for the judge sat on a raised platform at the very back of the room, facing those gathered. Even though the court was governed by the DEA and the angelic choir, the Florida state flag hung on one side of the wall behind the judge’s desk and the Community flag on the other.

      As the Master Vampire of Miami, Xavier’s job had been to keep his creations in line, work with the local hospitals to keep his people fed and happy, and otherwise keep the human and Community populations of Miami alone. He failed to do any of that properly. Some tried to blame his actions on a vampire’s general bloodlust, rising from the grave sans soul, or centuries of oppression—an argument that had me snorting in derision since vampires were among the wealthiest people on the planet—but none of the other Master Vampires ever attempted what Xavier had, which quickly negated that argument.

      I scanned the rows of people, noting those who sat hunched over, those with bruised faces and bandaged arms. His victims. My lungs constricted, my breaths becoming shallow as I saw them for the first time, knowing how close I had come to being among their ranks. Those unfortunate souls who were caught and tortured by Xavier.

      But also those fortunate enough to have made it out alive. Others had not been so lucky.

      Their eyes darted around the room, and they jumped at the smallest sounds. Most of their physical injuries were healed, but how long would it take to heal the emotional wounds?

      My best friend Kit caught my eye from where she sat a few benches up and waved me over. I took a deep breath and held my head high as I walked down the middle aisle. Since I had pulled my long white-blonde hair up into a sleek ponytail, my violet irises would be visible to anyone who looked at my face. I wouldn’t hide who I was anymore.

      Well, part of who I was. I still didn’t plan to tell anyone else who or what I really was. I liked danger, but not that much danger.

      The whispers started immediately. People didn’t know what to do around me. I had brought down a Master Vampire, with a little help of course. No small feat and thoroughly awe-inspiring. Or maybe terror-inducing was a better fit, even if I had almost died. Whatever the word, I also lived the last few years as a thief, and some still considered me capable of murder despite the DEA clearing my name.

      Can’t win them all, I suppose.

      When I reached Kit’s pew, the Community members who had to stand to let me pass didn’t seem to mind my presence, at least. I even heard a murmured thank you, but when I turned to respond, no one would make eye contact with me. After a quick nod to acknowledge whomever spoke, I continued toward Kit.

      I adjusted my black blazer as I sat, letting out a small squeak of discomfort as I jostled my ribs, then leaned toward Kit and whispered, “A packed house to watch a man die, huh? Does that make us all sadists?”

      She threw me a look, her dark brown eyes full of disdain.

      I held up my hands in a sign of surrender. “Kidding. No need to put a hex on me.”

      “I didn’t think you’d make it on time,” she said, brushing her braids back behind a shoulder as she turned to watch the front again. The shaved side of her head faced me, the buzzed hair getting a bit too long to make out the pattern. She’d create a new one soon, usually a book reference or some kind of sci-fi symbol.

      “Surprising, right?” I was late to one event and she never let me live it down. Embracing her taunt was the only option at this point.

      Kit was an enigma to most people. With both Cuban and Dominican genetics, her skin was that beautiful shade of brown that appeared when an espresso shot finished pulling, almost caramel-like, and smooth as marble. The girl never broke out—ever. But what did she choose to do with that perfect skin? She decorated it with tattoos galore. One whole sculpted arm was sleeved, and she was fast at work on the other. I wouldn’t be surprised if models wept in horror after she passed by.

      I liked tattoos, just not on myself. I preferred a golden, coffee-with-creamer hue, sans tan lines, which I could maintain lounging on my penthouse terrace in the buff almost all year long.

      I digress. The point is, most people would not peg Kit as a technological mastermind capable of hacking into the DEA’s security system, especially considering her outfit of the day for a courtroom included ripped jeans and a t-shirt that read “What the FRAK?” Whatever the fuck that meant.

      But most people would be wrong. She was a goddamn genius.

      “New bling?” I asked, nodding to her nose ring after she raised an eyebrow at me.

      She tapped the green stone in the middle of the silver hoop. “Malachite. Its properties should help keep my negative energy at bay.”

      Kit was also a witch, though she had given up practicing most magic and devoted her life to tech after World War II. It was a long, depressing story involving a genocide she helped carry out, and it was her own to tell someday. So, let’s just say she wasn’t super happy with those who governed the witches and warlocks and pretty much renounced their way of life.

      Their loss, my gain.

      “Did you bring any extra malachite for me?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Will it work on me if I snuggle you?”

      “No.”

      “What about if I just hold your hand?”

      “No.”

      I opened my mouth to heckle her some more, but the door to the left of the judge’s desk opened and the whole room fell silent.

      Show time.

      Two guards escorted Xavier into the courtroom, thick iron chains clanking around his hands and feet, limiting his stride to a halting gait. Above the bright orange hue of his prison uniform, red highlights in his otherwise rich brown hair seemed even brighter. The strands reached his chin and looked like they were washed and brushed that day, except that was just one of the perks of being an ancient immortal creature—no need to wash his hair. It stayed luscious all on its own.

      When he raised his dark gaze to meet mine, my heart leaped to my throat, blocking my airway and urging my flight response to get me the fuck out of there. And then he smirked. The goddamn bloodsucker had the balls to smirk at me. Clenching my fists at my sides to keep from launching myself at him, my fear turned to simmering anger about to boil over. I could not wait for him to die, only I wished I could be the one to do it.

      The attendees and I stood as one when a guard asked us to, a nervous energy binding us together in a mutual hatred of this vampire. The judge came in next, his iridescent white wings tucked behind his back as he strode to his seat and waved us all to sit again.

      Unlike a human court and justice system, the Community had no need of lawyers—the angels were the end-all-be-all. Their word was justice in this human realm, regardless of the fact that humans and the Community alike all worshipped different gods and goddesses, who did, in fact, exist. Millennia ago, part of the agreement to initially allow other supernatural types into the human realm required us to be completely obedient to the angels’ laws.

      The judge was one such archangel whose word was law, and an old one if his shimmering white hair was any indication. I actually didn’t know, but he looked older than Adam, the grim reapers’ boss, so I made an assumption. I was probably wrong.

      After we sat, I kind of blacked out—not literally, but I honestly couldn’t remember what anyone said if I tried. My hatred for the vampire who wanted to own and breed me like a broodmare filled every fiber of my being and manifested as trembling in every part of my body. It took all my energy and a death grip on the bench’s seat to stay where I was and keep my shaking from becoming noticeable. I had tunnel vision as I stared at the side of Xavier’s face, willing my rage to murder him where he sat.

      Alas, I didn’t have that kind of power. He knew the truth of who I was, but he chose to keep that knowledge to himself.

      But for how much longer?

      I only came to after Kit nudged me. I glanced at her, startled, and she tilted her head to the side, back behind me. When I turned to look, the rage all but vanished, replaced by something close to rapturous desire.

      Thane Munro.

      Why in Dazhbog’s name did this grim reaper affect me so strongly, even after a week of not seeing him? He was a dead guy for fuck’s sake. I could do better. Sure, he was quite possibly the hottest man to ever walk the earth, with his velvety black hair, swoon-worthy deep ocean-blue eyes, and lightly tanned skin that reminded me of the creamy, delicious first sip of a freshly made latte. I caught myself just before I licked my lips.

      But his looks didn’t mean he was good in bed or a decent partner in life. Quite the opposite was more likely. Men who were too pretty usually didn’t have to try too hard, and for some unknown reason, most women let them get away with it. I wondered if I would let him get away with a sub-par experience for a chance to see his⁠—

      Sun above, I sounded like a horny high schooler again.

      The reaper turned his head toward me, catching my gaze and giving me a wink as if he heard my thoughts. A flutter tickled my stomach. I rolled my eyes at him and turned my attention back to the front only to find Xavier had turned to stare at me with narrowed eyes. He glanced at Thane, then back at me.

      Well, well, well. Seemed like Mr. Master Vampire didn’t like his so-called things touched by anyone else. If only there was time to have some fun with that. My lips twisted into a smirk before he turned around.

      “Xavier Garcia, you have been found guilty of crimes against humanity and the Community,” the judge said in his concluding speech. “To pay for these crimes, I sentence you to death by beheading. The sentencing will be carried out just before dusk this coming Monday. Court is adjourned.”

      He banged his gavel and stood, leaving the same way he came in. As soon as his door shut, the courtroom erupted in cheers and applause, some even booing Xavier while the guards led him away. The delay in carrying out his death was typical, though still irritating—even the agency had paperwork to fill out and process. The Master Vampire cast one last glance back at me, catching my eye between the shoulders and heads in front of me. He had the audacity to wink.

      Despite knowing that he was going to die—for real—in just a few short days, dread settled around my shoulders and goosebumps rose along my arms. Only he would be so narcissistic to wink at someone he tried to enslave, moments after being sentenced to death by decapitation.

      So why did his nonchalance unsettle me so much?

      After following everyone else out of the courtroom and into the headquarters’ foyer—both rooms sharing the first floor to keep prying eyes out of the reapers’ business—I parted ways with Kit. She had business to attend to, and I planned to catch Thane and ask him about my brother’s file.

      Only he caught me first.

      Warmth crept up behind me. I turned to look at the cause, and there he was. He had his hands tucked into his navy-blue dress slacks, and his white button-down top was left open enough to display a hint of hardened pecs. His familiar smirk pulled at his lips, those luscious, full lips I craved to feel all over my body. I wanted to swoon into his arms, except I was most definitely not a swooning kind of girl.

      Maybe I could be persuaded to swoon if the right guy came along. Roleplaying was supposed to be fun, right?

      “Nice to see you on your feet again,” Thane said, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes, “without vomiting.”

      Ugh, he just had to remind me that the last time I saw him I threw up at his feet. Angelic healing aftereffects at their finest.

      “Yeah, well, you’ve been avoiding me,” I said, crossing my arms.

      He ran a hand through his mop of dark hair. “Not intentionally. Things have been… chaotic.”

      “You owe me.”

      “I know, and I will deliver.”

      “When?”

      “How does tomorrow sound?” he asked.

      “If that’s the best you can do.” I didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in my tone. He’d had over a week already.

      He sighed. “Listen, a lot has been going on around here, not just with this case.”

      My eyebrows pulled together, curiosity instantly engaged. “Like what?”

      “I’m not permitted to discuss it.” His gaze darted around the foyer, which had mostly emptied of Community members there for the sentencing. Only a few stragglers like us remained, chatting in small groups of twos and threes.

      I let out a huff. “Then why bring it up?”

      His eyes met mine, the dark blue shade lightening to sapphire. “I wanted you to know I wasn’t avoiding you on purpose.”

      If I didn’t get out of there soon, I was going to kiss him. “Noted. Call me when you have the file ready.”

      I turned, my ponytail flaring out behind me, and headed for the door. It’s not that I wanted to be mean or even play coy, but that man did something to me that no other ever had. I was drawn to him in an inexplicable way, as if his scorching touch would ignite something within me.

      Something new, and possibly dangerous.

      I just didn’t know if I was ready to find out what that was yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          THURSDAY AFTERNOON

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My feelings for Thane obviously hadn’t changed, especially now that I knew he wasn’t avoiding me, just busy. My heart did a little pitter-patter at the onslaught of images of how he could make it up to me. I pushed open the door leading out of DEA headquarters and collided with someone about to come in.

      “Oh!” I stumbled backward a step, hitting the doorframe and grunting from my bumped bruises. A hand reached out to steady me.

      “My apologies, my mind must have been elsewhere,” said a man’s voice.

      Wincing, I glanced up, ready to give this man a piece of my mind for not watching where he was going—ignoring the fact that I, too, had my thoughts elsewhere, because now I was in pain—but my breath caught in my throat.

      He was a fae, and a fairly attractive one at that. They all were, thanks to their naturally immortal genetics, but I hadn’t seen one this up close and personal before. Well, other than Joe, who did his best to hide his fae features.

      The sun peeked out from behind a cloud right then, its warm rays falling on the man like magic. His light brown hair glittered with previously hidden streaks of red, rendering it a shade of auburn that reminded me of fall in the Appalachian Mountains. I had only been once, but the memory would remain forever.

      Friendly blue-green eyes shifted from one color to the other as they
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