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      It was down to him or me, and I was not going down without a fight.

      I steadied my right hand, pinning down the gift-wrapped package, and reached for the tape dispenser, never moving my eyes from the target. I had been at this task for at least five minutes now, also known as an eternity.

      But of course, it could never be a simple job.

      The dispenser tipped over with a thump, mocking me with its distance from my fingers. A bead of sweat threatened to obscure my vision—less from this sad attempt and more from the desert’s summer heat. I leaned farther, stretching as much as I could without losing my grip on the package. My fingers brushed the device once. Twice.

      Third time’s the charm.

      Triumph roared through me as I slapped a strip of Scotch tape across the brown paper reserved for such attempts, forever wrapping the newly purchased book in place. Until the recipient opened it, anyway. I shoved the mess of a wrapped gift into the customer’s reusable cloth bag and looked up, a please-don’t-ask-me-to-redo-it smile plastered across my face. Because the next time was sure to be worse.

      “Here you go,” I said to the grey-haired customer. She gave me an odd look behind thick-lensed glasses before muttering a thanks. The bell chimed above the glass front door as she left. Outside the shop’s window, the woman peeked inside the bag and shook her head.

      I winced. I didn’t blame her reaction one bit.

      Yes, this was my life now: feigning excitement over selling dead trees to people and wrapping them in even more dead trees like some sort of cannibalistic ritual. Books and I had never really gotten along, thanks to the challenges of dyslexia, so it was anyone’s guess why I thought working at a bookstore of all places was a good idea.

      Since no one was around to see, I rolled my eyes. Oh yeah, to hide from an army of bounty hunters after a set-for-life kind of payday. I brushed a strand of dark brown hair out of my face, glaring at it because it wasn’t my normal white-blonde. Not that it was my hair’s fault for being brown—no, that blame belonged to a shit-for-brains fae necromancer—but it was better than taking out my frustration on an unsuspecting bookstore customer.

      I focused on tidying up the counter. Crumpled bits of brown wrapping paper and sticky tape littered the surface from other attempts today. Wrapping gifts was a skill I did not possess, nor would I have ever chosen to possess it had I not been exiled from my previous life.

      Only a month had passed since leaving Miami, also known as paradise, for Tucson, also known as hell. Okay, to be fair—maybe it was just purgatory. Some people chose to be here, for generations even. And to be even more fair, I wasn’t actually banished or exiled, it just wasn’t safe for me to return to Miami right now.

      The delightful owner of Antigone Books, the eclectic 4th Avenue downtown Tucson bookstore, gave me a job stocking shelves and ringing up customers, never the wiser that it was merely a distraction to keep me from getting bored enough to do something stupid—also known as my specialty. Day after day, I rang people up, wasting away while waiting for news from my witchy best friend, or my grim reaper pseudo partner at the Death Enforcement Agency, or even my guardian angel. Someone needed to call me before I went batshit crazy.

      I also held a strong flair for the dramatic.

      Don’t get me wrong—Tucson was pretty damn cool, with lots of history I knew nothing about and a weird mishmash of people. It had only rained once while I was here, but it left behind the strangest scents, which had me getting weird looks from the locals when I sniffed the air. After I commented on it to a random restaurant server, he explained it was the smell of wet mesquite trees and creosote bushes. I had no idea what either of those were, but I took his word for it.

      But even with the neat oddities to keep me distracted, it wasn’t home. It wasn’t even green. Greys and browns seemed to make up the whole town. And worse, there was no Community presence, which was the reason this locale was chosen to be my hiding place. But I had absolutely nobody to talk to about what was really going on in the world, like the possibility of a rising zombie apocalypse courtesy of a maniacal unseelie fae.

      I even missed my previous job as a barista at The Morning Grind, serving espresso to regulars like Joe. I’d almost be okay dealing with Isaac’s bullshit again. Come to think of it, did he ever officially fire me? I wouldn’t know since I didn’t have my phone, and I was banned from using the internet while in Tucson.

      Oh well. At least the overwhelming woodsy, pulpy smell of new books permeating the store no longer bothered me. I sighed. My brother would have loved it.

      “Don’t worry, Maddie,” Ashley’s singsong voice cut through the silence, “you’ll get the hang of it all soon.”

      The petite blonde girl rocking bright blue eyes and a killer tan was the typical all-American do-gooder. Top of her class when she graduated high school. Studying for her bar exams now. She probably should have looked down on a woman like me, a twenty-seven-year-old corporate career failure turned barista turned part-time book stocker, except she was too goddamn nice to look down on anyone. I would miss her when I was finally allowed to return home. Or maybe I would convince her to come with me. Miami would definitely need lawyers more than this place.

      “If only to prove you right.” As she popped around one of the shelves, I grinned and tucked the tape dispenser back into its place near the register.

      It wasn’t Ashley’s fault she didn’t know who I really was. For starters, Maddie wasn’t even my real name. But part of my escape to the desert included keeping my identity under wraps until one sexier-than-sin grim reaper came galloping in on a white horse—or, more likely, teleported in—to throw me over a shoulder and haul me home. I’d even take a spanking, a thought that sent a tingle of excitement through my body. I clenched my legs together and shut that feeling down real quick.

      Or I would stay until I got bored enough to stop following the rules. It could go either way with my track record.

      “Got any plans this weekend?” she asked. “There’s a concert at the Hotel Congress. The place is haunted, you know, and a bunch of my friends will be there.” Her blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Ashley, are you trying to help this old bird make friends?” I slid the scissors back into the drawer beneath the rusty cash register, which flaunted raised metal keys. The old-time behemoth was there simply to add to the store’s charm since we used a tablet and chip reader these days. But now the counter looked good as new, and with any luck, no one else would ask me to wrap their books for them.

      Ever.

      “I know you’ve only been in town for, what? A month?” she asked but didn’t pause for me to confirm, “But there’s tons of fun to be had in this city if you know where to look.”

      I grimaced. “Am I that obvious?”

      She laughed. “Even the dead would know you don’t like it here. The desert’s not for everyone.”

      Goosebumps rose along my arms at her mention of the dead. Little did she know that the dead were Rising, en masse.

      I attempted a smile to hide my discomfort. “It’s a neat place, but I’m sure my wandering soul will call me away again someday soon. I’ll do my best to enjoy it while I’m here. When are you guys meeting up?”

      While she rambled on about her friends and the infamous Hotel Congress, my thoughts drifted away. Madison Fox, the pseudonym I had taken on here in Tucson, was a nomad, moving from place to place, city to city as the wind called her name ever onward.

      In reality, Veronica Neill, the real me, was the last phoenix and in hiding to save my ass from all the bounty hunters after my hide—or feathers, in my case. Not to mention Bill the Necromancer probably wanted to make me pay for ruining his night of entertainment and blowing up all his Risen—as in necromancers’ walking corpse creations that tried to eat people—and revealing his hideout.

      I hid a snicker behind a cough. Oops.
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        * * *

      

      True night had fallen by the time Ashley and I locked up the shop and headed our separate ways. She would drive home to the ’burbs, and I would walk to my apartment in the teeny tiny downtown district. I picked a place only a half-mile from the store for convenience, while also feeling a little like I was home in Florida with the taller surrounding buildings. They really didn’t even come close to Miami’s high rises, but I appreciated them for trying.

      Flickering streetlamps and neon business signs lit the way home, and there were plenty of people still out and about in this part of town where tattoo parlors, hip bars, and wide-ranging knickknack shops all shared real estate. I tucked my hands into my slacks’ pockets as I walked, doing my best to enjoy this small bit of normalcy. In recent years, the city had poured money into revitalizing the downtown area, adding a streetcar and decorating everything (including trash cans) with pretty, desert-themed designs. Copper, turquoise, and cacti everywhere you looked.

      The shops in this area were brightly painted, too, some with giant murals sprawled across entire walls, reminding me a bit of home. But cacti, sparse trees, and scrubby shrubs were the only greenery in the otherwise barren landscape. I missed the towering palm trees, freshly mowed grass, and bushes gone wild. The ocean and the salty breezes, even the thickness of the humidity. This dry air had my skin thirsting for lotion day in and day out.

      I waved to the giant stone warrior head at The Hut as I passed. The statue of a moai saved from a mini-golf course now protected the entrance to a bar. I had yet to try the place out, but I found kinship with the fake monolithic head as we were both outsiders here in the desert.

      Did I mention I was going stir-crazy?

      I passed a few more bars on my way to the underpass, a road which dipped below the train tracks above. The pass would spit me back out onto the only other real bar hopping streets in this city—Congress and Broadway. My place was on Broadway, the next road over. The underpass was mostly empty of people tonight, except for a couple walking hand in hand on the other side of the short tunnel, and a guy heading toward me in a baseball hat and jacket, probably aiming for 4th Avenue. Since I never wore headphones, the constant hum of the light fixtures and the whoosh from cars passing by became the music of the night.

      June meant it was hot in Tucson. Like, hitting triple digits on most days. I didn’t mind the heat, just the dryness, and it made the nighttime air super enjoyable. The desert had this habit of dipping thirty or more degrees overnight. Still, no one in their right mind would find it cold right now, not even cool enough to wear a jacket, except this guy in his hat passing me on his way for a drink or maybe heading home. I didn’t think much of him or his jacket until I recognized the faint tingle of otherness as we passed each other.

      I stopped and blinked. What the fuck? I spun around, just catching sight of his muddy boot as he disappeared out the other side of the underpass.

      A Community member.
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      My heart beat wildly against my ribs, and I fought with indecision. To go after him and find out why another supernatural Community member was here in a city where I should have been alone, or keep my head down and go home, hoping he didn’t notice me. The smart thing was to keep on walking and not ask questions.

      But fuck that. I was done with smart.

      As I raced back the way I came, my shoes slapped the cement, echoing across the now empty underpass. Even though it was dark out, my enhanced phoenix vision picked up heat signatures, but there was still no sign of him. I ran up 4th Avenue and glanced down each dark side street, peering into parked car windows and ignoring the odd looks I got from the few people I passed. A warm, fast breeze whipped my hair into my face.

      Where the fuck did he go?

      A heavy hand fell on my shoulder. I grabbed it, shoved my hips and butt backward, and flipped the assailant over my body. He landed with a grunt on his back. Before he had a chance to recover, I was straddling his chest, my forearm pressed to his throat. Only then did I realize this wasn’t my guy—just a plain old human who didn’t look old enough to buy a lottery ticket.

      “Let me go,” he sputtered.

      I pushed off him and held out a hand to help him up. Instead, he rubbed his throat and glared at me, scooting away on the sidewalk.

      “Jesus, I was just going to ask if you needed help.” He got to his feet. “I didn’t know you were a crazy lady.”

      I laughed. “What kind of an idiot thinks it’s okay to come up behind someone at night and put a hand on them?”

      He shook his head at me and backed away, muttering something about me being a bitch.

      “Yeah, yeah, get mad at me for your bruised ego.” I rolled my eyes and let him go. He wasn’t my guy and definitely not worth the fight. I hadn’t even lost my breath. Chances were I had overreacted a wee bit, but I was used to living in a crime-filled big city. More than one gun had been pulled on me back home. This was small-town living in the wild west, a surprise around every turn.

      After glancing up and down the street one last time, I knew this search was futile. The Community member had gotten away. My gaze drifted toward the cloudless black sky, dotted with a handful of bright stars and the crescent moon winking back at me.

      Well, he had gotten away from my human form.

      I strode quickly down the avenue toward the next side street, my heart beating faster as my excitement grew. I promised my best friend Kit I wouldn’t shift into my falcon form unless it was life or death. I turned down the side street leading away from the lights and sounds of Tucson’s nightlife, chewing on my lip while I thought through my predicament.

      Could I consider this life or death? The guy in the underpass hadn’t threatened me in any way. Hell, he didn’t even seem to notice me, a fact which got me thinking—did I imagine his otherness? Did a month away from anything supernatural make me feel something that wasn’t real?

      Nah.

      But what business would a Community member have here in Tucson? Was it just a random stop on his way somewhere else? A coincidence? Kit would probably kill me, but I didn’t believe in coincidence.

      At this moment, anyway.

      Convinced I had a solid argument if I needed one, I glanced around to make sure I was alone. I ducked behind a parked car, shifted into my bird form, and took to the dry desert skies. Shifting was an instantaneous experience; my human shape and everything I wore or carried moved into an alternate, static dimension while my falcon came out to play. Talk about convenience.

      Dazhbog above, I had missed this feeling. The warm night breeze caressed the red and orange feathers beneath my wings, and I closed my eyes for the briefest moment just to soar. To soak it all in, in case it was the last time again for who knew how long. Anyone looking up from the ground would see little more than a pretty bird’s feathers spread out above them before disappearing into the dark. I longed to screech out my excitement at finally getting to fly again, but I had a hunt to focus on, and the last thing I needed was attention.

      Dropping my gaze, I took in the ultraviolet lights of the city with my avian vision. Even in the dark, all the colors of the rainbow flared out below me, a mesmerizing symphony of hues that revealed so much more than human eyes ever could. Such a shame for this drab town—drab compared to Miami, anyway. I swooped toward the underpass before wheeling around and retracing our steps.

      Ultraviolet lights would reveal any Community member hidden among the humans. All Community species had unique signatures, and I had come to know most of them during my jobs in Miami. Back before I found myself banished to Tucson, when I had been an acquirer of fantastical goods. A re-acquirer, technically, as I ensured magical goods didn’t remain in human hands. Only I hadn’t been super moral about it all, which got me labeled as a thief.

      No hard feelings because it was the truth—and I was fucking good at stealing—except my last big job found me about to become a Master Vampire’s next meal or sex slave until the angels finally stepped in. Long story made short: one of their grim reapers had gone rogue and tried to pin a murder and stolen soul on me. Talk about a crazy lady.

      Oh, and the Archangel of Miami, as in the head of the local Death Enforcement Agency, knew I was innocent all along but used me as bait.

      After that, I had given up my life of danger until one foxy-as-fuck grim reaper named Thane Munro convinced me to work with him on the necromancer case. Which turned out to be the worst idea ever since now I wanted to have his babies, except that scenario was impossible. As a reaper, the man was sterile, and the phoenix mating ritual didn’t allow for in vitro fertilization. Magic and science didn’t always see eye to eye.

      My life had turned into a bad movie. It was almost like⁠—

      Wait, what was that?

      I dipped a wing and flew back around. There—a black hole amid the ultraviolet lights inside a busy bar. My tiny heart raced. Only one Community type leaked darkness like that. But what the fuck was a grim reaper doing in Tucson? Was I being rescued? The man I passed was most definitely not Thane.

      My lungs seized painfully. Oh gods, did something happen to Thane?

      I dove down to the empty street behind the bar and shifted back into my human form between two parked cars. As I raced toward the front door, my pulse thumped in my ears.

      “Hold up,” barked a gruff voice.

      I turned to face the bouncer, a giant of a man I hadn’t even noticed in my rush to get inside. I pointed at the open door. “I’m meeting a friend who’s already in there.”

      “Your friend can wait like everyone else.” He nodded toward the line of restless bar hoppers glaring at me above the glow of their cell phones.

      I eyed the man. Roughly six-foot-two, brown hair, brown eyes, way too much weightlifting. But he was still human, meaning I could take him faster than a Girl Scout could sell cookies outside a grocery store. If I wanted to cause a scene, that is, which I most definitely did not.

      Grumbling, I moved to the back of the line. From where I stood and moved steadily closer, I would be able to see anyone coming out. A little bit of tension leaked out of my shoulders, and I sighed. Gods, I missed Miami. There, I knew several club bouncers who would let me straight in thanks to my frequent visits and VIP status. Money really could buy happiness.

      Although here in Tucson, no one questioned my lack of club clothes while I stood in line. Pros and cons. At long last, a whopping three minutes later, I was at the front showing my ID to the bouncer. This time he nodded me inside, and I resisted the urge to make a face behind his back. Was this what growing older and wiser at the ripe old age of twenty-seven felt like? I crinkled my nose, not sure I liked the idea of being considered too old for this bar.

      The music was loud, a steady beat vibrating within my chest, but I barely registered the song as I scanned the crowd. Dim lighting and strobe lights flashing from the dance floor quickly became a distracting nuisance, so I pushed through the random bunches of people, searching for the reaper in the hat and jacket. I wouldn’t be able to detect his light repulsing effect while I was in human form, but I still possessed an uncanny ability to sense Community members when I paid attention. Had I done that earlier, I wouldn’t be chasing him down to begin with.

      The bar wasn’t big, which meant my nose was assaulted with the mix of sweat, spilled beer, and way too many clashing perfumes. It also meant that I scoured that place front to back twice in just a handful of minutes. I even convinced a few dudes to check out the men’s bathrooms for my “cheating boyfriend.” I would have gone in myself, except I’d likely get kicked out. All the emergency exits would set off alarms, and the kitchen staff said no one had gone out the back door.

      The reaper was nowhere to be found.

      How the fuck did he get away from me again? Did he use his enforcement ability to deflect attention while he snuck out? Was he actively trying to make me go crazy?

      If so, consider your job complete, reaper.

      I headed back outside through the front door and eyed the darkened streets leading away from the bar. Parked cars only took up half the small lot out front, leaving plenty of wide-open spaces and little room to hide, but there was no sign of the guy.

      “Friend bail on you?” asked the bouncer, waving another gaggle of giggling, just turned twenty-one-year-olds inside. I almost longed to be one of them again, without a care in the world and Maddox still alive.

      My heart clenched as I imagined my brother’s bright green eyes and a smile that lit up any room.

      “Something like that,” I muttered and walked away, feeling pretty damn defeated.
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      Since I did most of my eating out in the guise of getting to know the town, I didn’t have much food at my apartment. I stopped for a few slices of pizza at a place on Broadway. Charlie’s Pizzeria was barely large enough to hold three people in line inside but also boasted a walk-up window outside for ordering by the slice. Perfect for late-night munchies, and scouring the skies in falcon form always left me famished.

      Carrying a triangle-shaped cardboard box filled with a fresh-out-of-the-oven slice in one hand and a greasy, hot slice of meat lover’s pie in the other, I headed for my mini-high rise sharing the same street. A few buildings away from my destination, a scuffle caught my attention down a side street. It was too dark to see anything properly, but the heat signatures told me someone was being jumped by a few others. Selfishly, I decided to keep walking so I could eat in peace; crime rates in Miami and skirmishes during my previous job had numbed me to the shock of witnessing a mugging.

      But I nearly choked on my pizza crust when I realized the guy being jumped was him—the reaper.

      Wait, what? A reaper should be more than capable of handling himself in a fight. They were working their way toward angel wings, for flame’s sake, only a notch below holy. Their scythes were made for both reaping and sowing, and they were very good at both.

      Except, apparently, for this one.

      Cursing the poor timing around a mouthful of cheese and pepperoni, I set my box down against a brick wall, hoping it would still be there when I got back. Jogging toward the group, I wiped my hands on my work pants—slippery hands and knives did not go well together. If my slacks were ruined, I’d make these guys buy me a new pair.

      I swallowed the last of my food as I approached. Three people pinned the reaper down, securing him with zip ties. Memories of my own recent experience with a zip tie and a nasty game of football against the reanimated dead came flooding back, filling my mouth with a sour taste. Way to ruin a perfectly tasty pizza.

      I tilted my head to the side as confusion swept through next. Zip ties shouldn’t be enough to keep a reaper down. Had I been wrong after all? Was this just a standard mugging?

      Oh well. I could use some exercise and a good deed for karma’s sake.

      “Hey, kids,” I said, drawing my knives from their hidden sheaths. I never left home without my custom blades, complete with fireballs etched down the steel. “Can I play next?”

      The two men and a woman holding the possible reaper looked up in a mix of surprise and anger. The men leaped to their feet, a real accomplishment considering the long staffs they held. That was when I realized who I was dealing with: mages.

      Why the fuck were mages attacking a reaper?

      I threw myself to the side as a spell went whooshing by and collided with a wall. Chunks of concrete and brick went flying, hitting me at the same time as the answer to my question and taking my breath along with it. Damn, a month had made me slow on the uptake. These weren’t just mages—they were necromancers.

      Was the reaper here to warn me that I’d been found? Gods, I hated having more questions than answers.

      I tumbled across the ground to dodge another spell, the side seam of my slacks snagging on the asphalt and ripping. Definitely ruined now.

      No longer feeling the need to play nice with people who aligned themselves with pure evil, I hurled a knife at the closest spell-caster. If he liked zombies that much, then he could go become one for all I cared. The blade found its home in his chest, and I was there a moment later to drive it home with a solid kick. He fell to the ground, his hands wrapped around the hilt protruding from his shirt.

      I turned to face the other guy right as his fire spell hit me full on. Flames erupted around my body, lighting me up like a torch. If I had been anyone else, I would’ve screamed in agony, but a second later the flames fizzled out and became tendrils of smoke fleeing into the night sky.

      I couldn’t help it—I grinned at the stupidly confused look on the mage’s face. You can’t fight fire with fire.

      “That’s the phoenix!” yelled the woman who stayed with a knee on the reaper’s back. Why the hell wasn’t he fighting her, fighting to get free?

      The spell-caster backed away, fear flashing across his face. But I wasn’t about to let these jerks go without some answers. I rushed him, ducking under his staff’s swing to come up behind him, a blade at his throat. With newfound sparkly spells at their disposal, newer mages hadn’t learned the importance of hand-to-hand combat, which worked in my favor. Happy to provide the lesson, I turned him so his friend could see his predicament.

      “Why are you in Tucson? And attacking a reaper? Are you after me?” I muttered to myself. “I have so many questions. But first, let him go.”

      The woman pinning the reaper down looked between me and her friend with eyes the color of an autumn sunset, then smiled. Even with half of it pulled back, long, curly brown hair fell down to the middle of her back. Loose tendrils framed her ivory face, her cheeks flushed from the fight with the reaper. A glamour hid her pointed ears, but I had no problem discerning her true fae nature.

      “We’re all prepared to die for the cause,” she said.

      Fuck. She called my bluff. Her friend didn’t seem too thrilled about the idea either as he sputtered in response, so I held the knife tighter to his skin to get him to stop squirming. A trickle of blood slid over the blade, and I met the other mage’s reddish-brown eyes again. She just smiled and waited.

      It was one thing to kill a person who was actively trying to kill you, and a whole other thing to kill someone you held pinned, even an idiot like this one. I sighed. Pulling the knife away, I knocked him hard on the head with the hilt to make sure he went down. The paralyzing poison coated on my blade would keep him that way.

      “All right, woman to woman, what the fuck’s going on here?”

      She chuckled and showed me a dagger she had been hiding in her hand. The weapon was pretty damned fancy, with jewels on the hilt and swirly designs down the blade. That was why the reaper didn’t try to escape from beneath her knee? An expensive-looking knife?

      I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say. “Neat blade…?”

      “Do you know how difficult it is to kill a reaper?” she asked, running a finger down the steel.

      My skin crawled with goosebumps. I didn’t know precisely, but I’d witnessed Thane and some other reapers fight. I needed to keep her talking until I figured something out. “Not personally, no.”

      “It’s next to
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