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        Finding the perfect dress can be hell… especially when a stranger tries to gun you down in broad daylight.

        Void agent and magical baker extraordinaire, Willow Rhoswen has been anticipating her first date with Talisen Kavanagh since she was sixteen. After eight years of waiting, there are only two things that can stand in her way—an assassination attempt and a new game-changing drug.

      

        

      
        Talisen’s invented a new elixir that creates superhumans, ones that can rival vampire strength, and everyone wants it. Including the vampires. With Willow’s life on the line, he makes a deal with the devil, while she’s forced to accept the always-strings-attached protection from the most notorious vampire organization in New Orleans.

      

        

      
        But when Talisen and his drug go missing, Willow will stop at nothing to find him, even if it means working with her vampire-ex, David. With souped-up humans, dangerous vampires, and more questions than answers, Willow has less than twenty-four hours to find him before everything changes forever.
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      “I look like a flying giraffe.” I scowled at my roommate, Phoebe, in the three-way mirror. “What were you thinking, making me try on this travesty?”

      Phoebe, dressed in a miniskirt and tight red T-shirt, rolled her eyes. “You said you’d try on anything. And look at this dress. The cut is gorgeous. It’s hugging you in all the right places, girl.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and flared my wings in agitation. “I look ridiculous.” There was no freaking way I was wearing a formfitting giraffe-print dress on my first official date with Talisen. That was a hell no. “You’re just trying to torture me because I wouldn’t buy the last dress you decided I needed.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “That dress was perfect for you and guaranteed to bring Talisen to his knees.”

      “It would bring the majority of the male population to their knees. I think there’s more material in a toddler’s outfit than that scrap of cotton.”

      “Whatever you say, Wil.” She began digging in another rack of dresses. “Try on the hunter-green one next.”

      “Gladly.” I wrinkled my nose at the offending animal print one more time and moved toward the dressing room.

      “Hold on.” Phoebe trotted over to me, holding yet another crime against fashion.

      “Electric yellow with sequins? Have you lost your mind?” I laughed, wondering if she’d been dipping into a dose of Illusions, an illegal vamp-made, psychedelic street drug. They tasted like candy and were often handed out at college parties. Not that Phoebe was in college, but she did spend time at the universities when she was on undercover missions, running down rogue vampires.

      “It’s perfect for you.” She grabbed my arm and leaned in, almost dragging me to my dressing room. “Keep walking,” she whispered.

      “Phoebe?”

      “Shh.” With her head bent to mine, she said, “I noticed the blond guy two stores back, but I just caught him taking a picture of you with his phone. He’s definitely a tail.”

      Crap, crap, crap! Was the vampire Asher following me again? Had he found out about my ability to turn vamps into daywalkers? Or worse, about my nephew’s existence, who probably had the same skill? A ripple of panic skated through me. I jerked unconsciously, wanting to see who was behind us, but Phoebe’s hand tightened on my forearm until I winced.

      “Jesus, Wil. Are you an agent of the Void or what? Don’t turn around.” Technically I was an agent, but only because I could sense vampires. Phoebe was the badass witch who could actually run them down and neutralize them if they were tagged as a danger to society. She shoved the dress into my hands. “Take this and try it on like everything’s normal. I’ll see about apprehending him. Then we can have some fun interrogating his ass.”

      “You’re just going to take him down right here in front of the shop clerk?” Goddess above, that could get messy. “What if he’s a witch? A bystander could get seriously hurt.”

      She paused outside my dressing room door, her face contorted with mock offense as she shook her head, her hand clutching her heart. “Jeez, you have such little faith. It pains me to say it, but I don’t know if we can be friends anymore. But don’t worry, he’s human.”

      I shook my head, stifling a laugh. Knowing he was human put me at ease. Phoebs could take him while blindfolded and chained to a wall. All she needed was a little witch power and he’d be no more dangerous than a two-week-old puppy. “Just don’t cause a scene like last time when you spelled that poor schmuck into stripping for the entire restaurant.”

      Her eyes glittered with the memory. “Now that was something to see.”

      That guy had been sent undercover to evaluate Phoebe’s performance as a Void agent. Phoebe was a vampire hunter for the Void branch of the Arcane—the government agency that oversees all supernatural activity. Void agents, such as herself, worked undercover and moved without boundaries. She’d had no way of knowing the guy tailing her was a colleague. When she failed to ditch him, she spiked his drink with an inhibition spell and then flirted with him until he did a rendition of The Full Monty.

      “He was… uh, built in all the right places,” I said.

      Phoebe snickered. “Yes. Yes he was. Too bad he transferred right after that.” She shrugged. “Some people are too sensitive.” She held the yellow dress out to me. “Get moving while I go take the stalker down. I know he’s only a human, but I’m not taking any chances. Someone sent him for a reason.”

      Her words sobered me. Being human didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat. Someone probably had sent him. I stared at the offending dress still in her hands. “I’m going, but don’t think for a moment I’m putting that on.”

      “Fine. Just take it into the dressing room to keep up appearances.”

      I disappeared behind the door and grimaced at my reflection. It really was too bad the giraffe dress didn’t come in another print or even a solid color, because Phoebs was right. The cut accentuated curves I hadn’t even known existed. I undid the side zipper and was slipping my wings out of the back slits when the dressing room door creaked open.

      “This one had better not have sequins or anything that belongs in the zoo.” I turned, expecting Phoebe, and let out a gasp as I clutched the dress to my chest, covering myself.

      David, my ex, moved with vampire speed and clamped his hand over my mouth. “Shh.”

      I glared, stepping back until I was pressed up against the mirror, half-naked in one of the ugliest dresses ever. What the hell was he doing out in the middle of the day? Stalking me? Had he put the tail on us? I grabbed his arm, trying fruitlessly to break away from his hold. Then I kicked at his shin and winced when my bare toe connected with his marble-like frame.

      “Calm down,” he said softly, his midnight-blue eyes locked on mine. “I’ll let go if you’ll be quiet. I have some news.”

      Even though David was a vampire, he’d never intentionally hurt me. At least not physically. Less than two weeks ago, I’d found out he’d spent the better part of a year protecting me. Reluctantly, I nodded.

      His hand slid from my mouth and he took a tiny step back.

      My lips tingled from his touch and I wanted to kick him all over again. I hated that his touch still had an effect on me, even when I wanted to clock him for being a dominating a-hole. I glanced in the mirror and tugged the dress higher, trying for some semblance of decency. “What are you doing in my dressing room? Couldn’t you have waited outside?”

      “We can’t be seen together.”

      I sighed. Of course we couldn’t. In fact, he shouldn’t be seen during the day at all. If word got out he was a daywalker… “Go home, David.” I nervously peeked over the dressing-room stall. “You’re going to get us both killed if anyone sees you.”

      “No one is going to see me in here.” His lips quirked up into an appreciative smile as his gaze traveled the length of my barely covered body. He glanced at the dresses hanging to the left. “What’s the occasion?”

      I bit back a groan and stared him down. “I have a date.”

      The smile vanished and he straightened, his six-foot-two frame taking up almost all my personal space. His perfect lips formed into a straight line. “I see.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. A week ago, David had told me he still loved me. That he’d never stopped. But he was a vampire and I was a faery. Faeries and vampires did not date. Ever. Vamps embody death while fae thrive on life. Me especially. Being around vampires could make me physically ill. Besides, he’d lied and kept vital information about my brother’s death from me for months.

      “It’s with Talisen,” I blurted, angry all over again at his betrayal.

      David’s eyes narrowed and he slowly backed up, finally giving me some room. The gesture only made me feel that much more exposed. After a tense moment of silence, he cut his eyes to glance over the door. “That’s none of my business.”

      “That’s right. It isn’t.” I clutched the dress tighter to my chest. “Now leave so I can get dressed.”

      “No.” He met my gaze with a cold, determined stare.

      “What do you mean, no? Get out.”

      “I came to deliver a message.”

      His tone sent a shiver through my wings. The kind that put me on full alert. “What’s wrong?”

      “Eadric wants to see you at sunset, but not at the club. We can’t risk having you seen there. We’ll meet you at Hotel La Blanchet.”

      This is what he accosted me in the dressing room for? To set up a meeting with Eadric Allcot, the master vampire and unofficial leader of New Orleans? The last time, I’d been summoned by a written letter. Now he’d sent David to demand my presence. What was next, an armed escort? “Why? What’s so important?”

      “It’s about the Void. Eadric has information.”

      “What information?” I worked for the Void branch of the Arcane also, and recently I’d been target number one due to my unusual abilities.

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Father wasn’t forthcoming.”

      Well, crap on toast. We had a new director and I hadn’t even met her yet. Was I trading one nightmare for another?

      “Also, you’re being watched.” He jerked his head toward the front of the store.

      “You don’t say,” I said with a fair amount of sarcasm and waved an impatient hand in front of him. “I know that already. Phoebe spotted him. I have a phone. You could’ve left a message. We’re not idiots.”

      He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Really? Is it on you?” His gaze raked over my body once more, as if to say he highly doubted it.

      Of course I didn’t have my phone on me. I was barely dressed. “It’s in my purse.” I waved a hand toward the corner. “A text would’ve been just fine,” I forced out through clenched teeth. “Or you could’ve called Phoebe.”

      This was ridiculous. I was starting to think he just wanted to get a peek at my faery bits. Perv.

      David moved in closer, this time putting his chilled hands on my shoulders. “We both know you don’t ever check your phone. But that’s beside the point. Your phones might be tapped, and I couldn’t risk anyone knowing we’re in touch.”

      “Tapped?” Fear started to crawl over my skin. Why would anyone tap our phones? I frantically tried to recall if Phoebe and I had talked about anything damaging over the phone during the last week. I didn’t think so. It wasn’t as if I used the thing that much, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Tell Phoebe to sweep your house. Father wants you at the hotel by six p.m. He’ll fill you in on what he knows then. Bring the fae with you.”

      I bristled at his use of the fae for Talisen. There wasn’t any love between vampires and fae. As far as I knew, I was the only one the vamps associated with. “I just told you I have a date with him tonight. I’m not going to bring him to the hotel to meet you and Allcot.” Talk about awkward.

      David’s emotionless eyes softened for a moment. “If he cares for you at all, he’ll understand. If not, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

      He moved to open the door, but I clamped my hand on his rock-hard arm. “Are Carrie and Beau all right?” My nephew Beau and his mother, Carrie, lived in one of Allcot’s apartments above his club on Frenchmen Street. Beau’s life would be in danger if anyone found out he existed. Even though I didn’t care for Allcot, I had to admit the safest place for my nephew was under his care.

      “For now. We’ll talk later.” He glanced back at the dresses lining the wall. “Wear the blue one.”

      And before I could say anything else, he was gone.

      Standing alone in the dressing room, a cold sweat broke out over my body, and I shivered under the air-conditioning. A harsh reality settled over me. It had been over a week since I’d seen my ex, and I’d almost convinced myself I was happy about that. Right up until the moment he’d appeared before me. Even if he had just put a major kink in my date with Tal.

      Talisen. A sigh got caught in my throat. Tonight was our first date. I’d grown up with Tal. He’d been my teenage crush and was my best friend. I’d waited a long time for this night. And Eadric Allcot, master vampire, head of Cryrique, was already ruining it. Damn vamps.

      I ditched the giraffe dress, bypassed the electric-yellow calamity, and pulled out the “blue” dress David had alluded to. Upon closer inspection, it was actually a deep plum. The perfect color to go with my auburn hair.

      Still flustered, I stepped into the backless, figure-hugging dress and tied the halter-top bodice around my neck. Then I left the dressing room to inspect myself in the three-way mirror. Two steps out of the room, a startled gasp stopped me in my tracks.

      On high alert, I jumped back, ready to use the door as a shield. Why did I have to be attacked while wearing a backless dress and no shoes? Talk about feeling vulnerable.

      “Willow, it’s amazing,” Phoebe exclaimed and yanked me back out of the room.

      “Phoebe!” I clutched a hand to my racing heart. “You scared the crap out of me. How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough to know you didn’t try on the yellow dress. But who cares? This one is perfect. Talisen is going to strain something just looking at you.” She spun me around, pointing me at the three-way mirror.

      “Whoa.” The dress was… well, perfect. As if it were made for me. It was formfitting, yet not too tight. The top was a tasteful halter, but the back was jaw-dropping. My wings were on full display with the rest of my tanned flesh exposed. Sexy. I’d never felt so beautiful. “You’re right. This is it.”

      She threaded her arm through mine. “I think our mission is complete. Unless you’re dying to try on the yellow one?” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not on your life.”

      She grinned and checked her watch. “Then get changed. We have more shopping to do.”

      “What happened to the stalker?”

      Her grin soured. “He saw me coming and jumped into a waiting SUV. He’s been spotted. If he’s stupid enough to show his face again, he’ll be lucky if I don’t break both his arms.”

      Well, that was unsettling. Phoebe headed to the front of the store to keep watch while I changed as fast as I could before hightailing it to the register, more than ready to leave. The checkout clerk was busy folding cardigan sweaters and didn’t even look up. “Excuse me,” I said with a smile.

      “Just a minute,” she snapped.

      My smile faltered. I bit back a snarky reply and waited. But when she pulled a phone out of her back pocket and started texting, I lost the battle. “I’m sorry, but we’re in a hurry. Can I pay for this?”

      “I said—” Her eyes went wide with shock as she stared over my shoulder.

      I spun just in time to see a man clutching a gun reach out and wrap his arm around my neck. My left wing was smashed between us and sent a dart of pain through my left side as he pulled me tight against his body. “Come quietly and no one needs to get hurt.”

      I swallowed a cry of protest and met the trembling clerk’s eyes. Her mouth opened in silent shock as she backed up and stumbled over her feet. She went down with a yelp of surprise at the same time Phoebe appeared in my peripheral vision and yelled, “Freeze!”

      Holy fae. She had blood trickling down the side of her face. He must’ve attacked her first. How had a human gotten the jump on her?

      “Son of a bitch,” my attacker muttered and spun me around, his arm cutting off my airway. My eyes bugged out as I scrabbled at his hold.

      “Let her go, or I’ll be putting you in a body bag in about three seconds,” Phoebe demanded, flashing her sun agate at him. What was she going to do, blind him with it?

      Light flared from the agate and my attacker stumbled back.

      “Move, Willow!”

      Oh, shit. That’s exactly what she’d done. I threw myself to the right, barely avoiding a collision with a rack of accessories.

      The gun went off with a thwap and the next moment a crackle of magic exploded, illuminating the store in a brilliant flash of blue lightning.

      Trembling with delayed adrenaline, I crawled from under a garment rack and peered around. Who the hell was that guy, and what did he want? Phoebe was standing in front of our frozen attacker, rubbing her jaw thoughtfully. The gun lay at her feet. Good Goddess. That was close. He’d been stunned and wouldn’t be moving another muscle until she reversed her magic.

      I turned and caught sight of the clerk. She was chalk white, also frozen in place, except she had tears streaming down her face and instead of being spelled, fear had rendered her incapable of moving. She didn’t even answer her ringing phone.

      “Who sent him?” I asked Phoebe.

      “Don’t know. But since the bastard coldcocked me and tried to take you, this is Arcane business. I’ll call it in.”

      “He coldcocked you?” My voice rose in sheer disbelief.

      She nodded and touched the cut on her head. “He came out of nowhere. The bastard has some sort of training.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re sure going to try to find out.” She kicked our attacker. “God help him after the interrogators get to him.”

      Forcing myself to maintain some sort of normalcy, I turned back to the clerk. My dress was still sitting on the counter. “Can I check out now?”

      She didn’t appear to hear me as she started to shake and slid back down to the floor. “Dammit,” I muttered. Humans. I walked around the counter. The register was almost identical to the ones we used at my shop, The Fated Cupcake. “I’m sorry. But this dress is too good to leave here. If you don’t mind, I’ll just check myself out.”

      Her vacant eyes met mine, and she gave me one tiny nod. I was certain she wasn’t registering what she’d agreed to, but there was no way in hell I was leaving my perfect dress.
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      Sitting on my bed, I leaned against my enchanted oak, holding the gorgeous plum dress. As a faery, I needed nature to recharge, and in New Orleans, a city full of concrete, that wasn’t an easy task. Sure, New Orleans has lots of trees and parks, but it’s not like living in a forest. When I moved to New Orleans, Phoebe spelled the magical oak into existence so I could recharge in my sleep. It was the perfect solution.

      Though the oak didn’t seem to be helping much now. My limbs were shaking from delayed shock. I’d almost been abducted. A gun had gone off. And then I’d bought a dress as if nothing had happened. I could’ve died. What was wrong with me? Holy crow.

      A month ago, my biggest worry was running out of Molten Muse at my shop. Now I had someone gunning for me. And it wasn’t the guy Phoebe had taken out. Surely he was hired muscle. No, it had to be Asher, the vampire lord who had killed my brother. Did he know I’d inherited Beau’s abilities? What else would prompt him to have me kidnapped from a cute boutique on Magazine Street, of all places? Not very subtle. Was he coming after me at all costs now? I’d have to be extra cautious everywhere I went from now on.

      My stomach dropped with sudden fear. My shop. I had to tell them. What if Asher sent another gunman there? My employees could be in danger. My wings fluttered, and despite the still-lingering pain, I flew to the floor and grabbed my phone.

      For once, I’d remembered to charge the thing. Link, in wolf form, pressed against my leg in a possessive manner. The second I’d walked through the door, he’d shifted from his adorable Shih Tzu form, no doubt sensing my off-the-charts anxiety level. “Back up, Link.”

      He looked up at me through golden eyes but didn’t move.

      “Fine, but stop pressing into me. Your one hundred and fifty pounds of wolf-weight is going to knock me over.”

      He snorted a breath through his nose and backed off a little.

      “Huh.” Maybe he did understand me.

      The phone buzzed just as I picked it up. The Fated Cupcake flashed on the screen. “Tami?”

      “Willow? Oh, my God,” my assistant cried. “I’m so sorry.”

      My heart dropped to my toes hearing the panic in her voice. Had Asher already sent people to my shop? “What’s wrong? Is everyone all right?”

      “Everyone’s fine.” She sucked in air as if to calm herself. “It’s nothing like that.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. As long as my employees were okay, everything else could be dealt with. “Okay, what happened?”

      “I don’t know exactly. It’s been swamped all morning here, so I’ve been chained to the front counter. It must’ve happened last night, otherwise we would’ve heard something.”

      “Heard what?” A small headache started to form above my left eye.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m flustered. Someone broke into your office. It’s been trashed.”

      “Just my office? Nothing else?” Why the hell would anyone break into my office? There wasn’t anything there but my computer and some old files. And none of that was terribly important. Even my recipes didn’t mean much without my magic to alter them.

      “Everything else appears to be in order.”

      A feeling of utter violation took up residence in my gut and started to spread. My office was my sanctuary. A space that was all mine. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Do you want me to call anyone? The police?”

      Good question. Did I want anyone involved? “No. I’ll take care of it. Thanks, Tami. See you in a few.” I hit End and immediately called Phoebe.

      She’d gone straight to the Arcane to start filling out paperwork. I’d stopped off at home to grab Link and collect myself. I’d needed a moment before going to the Arcane building. I’d be bombarded with questions I wasn’t sure I should answer. Last week, I’d found out Felton, the director of the Void, had wanted me either dead or locked up permanently to be used as his personal weapon. But Allcot eliminated him after he’d found out the director had used his sister-in-law. The immediate threat at the Arcane was gone, but I had no idea if anyone remained loyal to Felton. Did anyone still working in the Void branch share his views? Plenty of agents had carried out his orders without so much as a murmur of protest.

      Of course, they could’ve been Influenced. Maude, my aunt, had been. I just had too many questions and trusted no one but Phoebe and Talisen.

      “Wil, are you on your way?” Phoebe’s voice boomed through the phone.

      “No. My freakin’ office was ransacked,” I huffed out in frustration. “There’s no way I’m going to make it to the Arcane anytime soon.”

      “Your office at the shop?”

      “Yes. Tami just called.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Phoebe hung up before I could protest.

      My phone made a sad beeping noise and then died. Dammit, I swear I’d charged the stupid thing. Grabbing the USB cord, I gestured to Link. “Let’s go, boy. Never a dull moment.”

      Link stayed in wolf form, and honestly, I was glad. It made getting him into the Jeep a little tougher since he practically took up the entire back seat, but his large presence made me feel safer.

      Seven minutes later, I parked a few spaces down from my shop in Uptown. I watched a steady stream of customers filter in and out through the gleaming glass doors. It was just another normal Saturday, except I’d been assaulted and I was being stalked. Plus my personal sanctuary had been invaded. What the hell were they looking for?

      “Let’s go in, Link.” I jumped out and pulled the back door open. He leaped with ease to the ground and headed for my private side entrance.

      What was I walking into? My pulse quickened with something close to fear. Get a grip, Willow. No one is in there. Tami and the staff had already checked things out. My rationale did nothing to soothe me. As I rounded the corner, Link let out a growl and pawed at the door.

      “What is it, Link?” Sweat broke out on my palms as I studied the lock. There wasn’t any sign of forced entry. Not even a scratch. Had they come in through the front? Surely someone would have noticed if the glass door had been damaged. No, whoever had done this was a professional.

      Link sniffed incessantly at the bottom of the door but stopped growling. It was likely he smelled the lingering scent of whoever had broken in.

      Confident I wasn’t walking into an ambush, I slipped my key into the lock and opened the door easily. Pushing the door open, I held my breath and then gasped at the utter catastrophe within.

      Link bounded in, tearing through the office, sniffing anything and everything. He stopped behind my desk and whimpered. Torn paper, destroyed books and journals, and stuffing from Link’s bed and my couch littered the floor. But the worst of it was in and around my desk. It appeared every single one of my meticulous, handwritten files had been shredded, burned, and then sprinkled on top of my desk. My whole body went cold with barely suppressed rage.

      Link started to whine, and I headed his way.

      “What did you find?” I peeked over my desk and started to gag. “Omigod!” Who would do such a horrible thing? “Back,” I told Link and then, shaking with anger, I reached down and lightly stroked the small bluebird. He was still breathing, but barely. His wings and tail had been duct-taped to the floor, and half his feathers had ripped from his body as he struggled to break free. My insides constricted, coiling into a tight ball. The horrible display was too much for my inner fae. I had to breathe life back into the poor helpless thing. A monster had done this.

      Vampire.

      One of them was after me and this was a message. Hate filled my vision, but I quickly pushed it aside. The bird needed my help.

      My touch seemed to calm him, but he was very weak. Carefully, I peeled back the tape, and as the last strip came free, he tucked his wings to his sides and started to shake.

      “It’s going to be okay, little one.” I cradled him in one hand and half covered him with the other. Running two fingers along his chest, I drew in a tiny bit of his life force and, together with my magic, forced it back into his being. It was just enough to stop his shaking. Normally I didn’t alter the life energy of animals, as plants were my specialty, but I had to do what I could.

      I sank to the floor, holding the traumatized bird, and stared at the destruction around me. The bird had been a symbol. Whoever did this was trying to intimidate me, letting me know they’d do the same to me if I got in the way. Why else would anyone harm a poor, defenseless bird?

      When Phoebe arrived five minutes later, I was still sitting on the floor, cradling the poor bird. She took one look at the office and hit a button on her phone. “Forensics.” Pause. “Bring the cameras, print and motion. We’re going to want more than one type of record.”

      The Void investigators were on their way. While Phoebe and I both worked for the Void, we were vampire hunters, not forensic investigators. Phoebe did a cursory lap around the office, taking notes, inspecting the discarded papers, and finally stopped right next to me. “Someone had a bonfire on your desk.”

      “A small one, it appears. Good thing they put it out.” My whole store could’ve gone up in flames.

      “What’s with the bird?”

      I told her what Link had found and she gasped in shock. “Damn, that’s awful.”

      I nodded. I was more upset by what the bird had been through than the state of my office. It reminded me too much of being imprisoned at the Void not too long ago. The bird started to flap its wings, forcing me to let go. He wobbled and fluttered to the ground but stood tall, ready to move on. “Good-bye, little birdie. Have a good life.” I held the door open and watched as he clumsily flew out of the office under his own steam. My magic appeared to have given him a fighting chance. I hoped so, anyway.

      The door that led to the shop creaked open. “Wil?” Tami, my assistant, poked her head in.

      “Yeah?”

      Relief flashed over her face. “I was hoping that was you in here.”

      I sent her a grim smile.

      “Someone is here to see you.”

      Before I could respond, a small-framed, frizzy-haired bundle of energy plowed through the door. Her pale blue wings flexed behind her. “Miss Rhoswen.” The faery came to a stop in front of me and held out her hand.

      Startled, it took me a moment to extend my own hand.

      “Director Halston. I’m sorry we’re meeting under such unpleasant circumstances.” Her grip was firm as she pumped my hand.

      “Director.” I cut my eyes to Phoebe. She gave me a slight shrug. Had she known the new director was coming? “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      She smiled. “Groundwork is often underestimated. After your earlier attack and now this, I thought it was important I see to the details personally.” She glanced around my office. “Looks like whoever did this was very thorough.”

      “My life’s work has been destroyed.” My voice was flat, almost uncaring, even though I was dying inside. I’d built this store from nothing, poured my heart and soul into it, and now someone had threatened what I’d created. I had backup files for all my recipes, but that wasn’t the point. These records were my originals, the ones I’d made during my creative process. This was personal.

      The director swept a mass of hair out of her eyes and pulled out a leather-bound notebook. “Have you touched anything?”

      I repeated the story of the bird one more time. She pushed her plastic-framed glasses on and frowned. “I’m going to do the Arcane inspection myself.” Paper crinkled beneath her shoes with each step as she made her way around the room.

      Phoebe and I shared a curious look. Directors didn’t do routine field inspections. There was only one reason she was here—she’d taken a personal interest in me.

      My blood pressure rose and my wings started to twitch. The last time I’d been on a director’s radar, I’d been locked up in the basement of the Arcane building waiting to be turned into a lab rat. I left my office and headed for the storefront.

      Tami rushed to my side when I stepped behind the counter. “Can I get you anything? A Calming Cupcake?”

      I turned slowly, focusing on her, trying to force all the anger and sadness swirling inside me into a tightly locked box. There wasn’t time to process all the emotion bursting in my chest. “Actually, yes. Should’ve thought of that myself.”

      She handed me the lavender-frosted cupcake and patted my arm. “I’m so sorry this happened. I can’t imagine how violated you must feel.”

      I picked at the paper wrapper as I glanced around the shop and noted everything else appeared to be in place. But what about my plants? A sharp jab of fear pierced my heart. Not my plants. They were like my children, so carefully cultivated and magically altered. “Is the lab all right?” I asked, not at all sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “Yeah. I checked everything after I saw your office. No one has been in there.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” I breathed, relief flooding through me as I took a bite of the cupcake. It took a few moments, but eventually the ingredients filtered through my system, easing the tension in my shoulders. I reluctantly headed back to my office to find the director had cleared a space and was sitting behind my desk, her pen flying across her notebook pages.

      “Now that you’re back,” the director said, “have a seat.” She pierced me with a stare reminiscent of a high school principal.

      I obeyed and sat stiffly next to Phoebe, fidgeting with my fingernails. Why was I so nervous? I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “Let’s discuss the reasons you could be a target.” She scanned each of our faces, lingering just long enough to make eye contact.

      Silence.

      “Kilsen?” she demanded.

      Phoebe raised her chin, acknowledging her. “Yes, Director?”

      “Your theory, please.”

      Phoebe glanced at me once, then gave Halston her full attention. “Any number of reasons, I suppose. Orange Influence or the fact that Willow was recently partnered with a vampire. It could be related to her brother’s death—”

      Blood rushed to my head. Had she really brought my brother into this? We’d decided to keep the details of the abilities I’d inherited from Beau under wraps until we knew who we could trust.

      “Her brother’s death?” Halston frowned and pulled a file out of her bag. She flipped through it and scanned a sheet. “It says here in the report that the incident was a random act of violence.”

      Phoebe shrugged. “That’s the way it was ruled at the time, but who’s to say? I’m just throwing out possibilities.”

      “Hmm.” Halston made a note and glanced at me. “Rhoswen, what do you think?”

      I did my very best to appear nonplussed, but I wasn’t known for my poker face. I unclenched my jaw and sent Phoebe a mental death glare. “I suppose there could be someone loyal to Felton who is trying to get revenge for his untimely disappearance. I was his target at the time.” Felton was the prior Void director who’d used Orange Influence to illegally control my aunt and one of Allcot’s witches. He’d been exposed after he’d tried to have me locked up and used as a lab rat. Allcot had him killed shortly after I’d escaped.

      “Yes. I had that thought as well.” She stood. “I have what I need here. After we interrogate your attacker, I’ll be in touch. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Phoebe bounced to her feet, startling Link, and he let out a tiny growl. As he scanned the room, his protective snarl turned sheepish. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      I stood. “Director, I’m afraid this isn’t an isolated incident. Is it possible to get a detail to watch my store? My employees are human and not equipped to deal with any Void business.”

      She tilted her head, regarding me. “I don’t think that’s necessary. You seemed to be the target, and we have the suspect in custody. For the time being, I’d rather play this close to our vest. If we send in security, questions will be asked.”

      Foreboding gnawed at the lining of my stomach. She’d dismissed the safety of my employees. What if she was just as bad as Felton had been? Was she the one who’d sent the gunman after me? Did the plan to utilize me run much deeper through the Void than we’d suspected? And Phoebe had put her on the trail of my brother. Jesus mother freakin’ crap on toast. I’d have quit the Void right then on sheer suspicion if I wasn’t magically bound to them for another two and a half years.

      “So you think my attacker did this sometime last night or early this morning, then?” I waved a hand around the room.

      “That’s the simplest explanation. And the simplest is usually the correct one.” She got to her feet. “I’ll be on my way. Good luck, agents.” She swept out the side door, her frizzy hair bouncing with each step.

      I glared at Phoebe as Link paced around her.

      “What?” she asked. “Why are you so pissed? Link looks like he’s ready to tear my head off.”

      My one-hundred-fifty-pound wolf had his teeth bared and was eyeballing Phoebe like she was a rare piece of steak that had just been snatched from him.

      “Why did you bring up Beau?” I demanded.

      “Why not?” She swept a pile of paper into the trash basket beside my desk.

      I crossed the room and locked the door that led into the shop. This wasn’t a conversation for others’ ears. Once I was settled behind my desk, I turned hard eyes on her. “You know why not. If the director goes digging around and finds out about the ability I inherited from Beau, I could be right back where I was last week. In a cage.”

      She frowned. “If I hadn’t brought it up, she might start to think there’s something to cover up. It’s an unknown in your past, Wil. It’s the first thing an agent would look at. That’s basic Void knowledge.”

      “And I didn’t go to the Academy, right? So I wouldn’t know that? Is that what you’re saying?” I kicked at the debris near my feet. My only skill was sensing vampires. It was my job to alert the agents when vampires were around, not to fight them myself. I didn’t need Academy training for that.

      “What?” She turned to me, shock clear in her wide blue eyes. “That is not at all what I said. I was only trying to defuse the situation and buy us more time to figure out who’s behind this. There’s a very good possibility she’ll find out anyway once interrogations begin. Your attacker is human. If he works for Asher, he could know all the details of Beau’s death. How much can he stand before he spills it all? And if we pretend there isn’t anything suspicious and the Void uncovers something about him, we can’t have you looking like you withheld information. That’s an offense that will get you prison time. You know this.”

      Shit. I was way too wound up. I took a deep, steadying breath. “Sorry. You’re right, of course. I might be shell-shocked. It’s been a bad day.”

      She turned a sympathetic smile on me. “As a Void agent, it was bound to happen sometime. Just be glad you have a kickass partner.”

      Link’s head came up and he appeared to raise one eyebrow in her direction. I couldn’t help the laugh bubbling from my lips. “Very humble, Phoebs. I think Link’s wondering how there’s enough space in this room for all three of us with that ego of yours.”

      She grinned. “No one ever accused me of being modest.”
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      With my back bare and the skirt hugging my hips, the gorgeous plum dress molded to my body perfectly. I ran a hand over my long hair, smoothing it to the side as butterflies took up residence in my stomach.

      Five more minutes and Talisen would arrive. Our first date. This wouldn’t be any normal first date, either. We’d known each other almost our whole lives. This was the start of a whole new chapter in our relationship. How do you go from being best friends to casual dating? You don’t. It’s a full-on commitment.

      Shoes. I needed shoes. I rarely wore heels. In my line of work, it wasn’t called for. But when I did, I went all out. Four-inch stilettos in shimmery silver matched the nail polish on my toes.

      “Holy fuck, Wil. What are you trying to do, kill the guy?” Phoebe leaned against my doorframe, eyeing me appreciatively. “That dress is hot.”

      A slow smile spread on my lips. “Tal has seen me dressed up before.”

      She snorted. “But not when you were on his menu.”

      My grin widened and heat crawled up my neck. Oh goodness, was I on his menu this evening? Would he be thinking we’d end up back at his new place? Was I ready for that? Images of his large hands skimming lightly over my skin flashed through my mind. My entire body started to tingle. It was a good thing I wasn’t wearing a lot of clothing because it suddenly got very warm in my room.

      “Of course, anything could happen after your meeting with Allcot,” she whispered in my ear, mindful of any lingering bugs, and wrinkled her nose in disgust. Being that he was as ruthless as he was power hungry, Eadric wasn’t exactly her favorite vampire.

      Dammit. She had to bring that up. Talisen was going to be pissed.

      On the first floor, the front door banged open with a deafening crash. “Willow!” Talisen’s frantic voice floated up the stairs, followed by boots pounding on the wooden steps.

      “Uh oh. He must’ve heard what happened.” Phoebe grimaced and ducked out of my room. “Hey, Tal,” I heard her say.

      “Phoebe, where is she?” His voice was full of fear, and I found myself moving swiftly toward the hall in my four-inch heels.

      I peeked around the doorframe. “Tal?”

      The tension in his face vanished as obvious relief washed over him. He swept me in his arms and let out a barely audible sigh. “Jesus, Wil. I heard there was a shooting that involved a faery. And all the reports led back to you.”

      I hugged him tightly, burying my face in his shoulder. Goddess, it was good to be safe in his arms. “I’m fine. Especially now that you’re here.”

      His hold tightened around me. “Want to tell me about it?”

      I let out a humorless chuckle. “Sure. Some stalker pulled a gun. Phoebs took him out. And then I bought a dress.”

      “Thank you, Phoebe. Try not go anywhere without her ever again.”

      I smiled into his shoulder. “I had the same thought, but we might want to leave her home tonight.”

      “Good point. Wait, you bought a dress?” He pulled back, holding me at arm’s length. His forest-green eyes darkened with desire as his gaze traveled the length of my body. He let out a slow, appreciative whistle. “Nice dress.”

      “You like it then?” I stared up at him, taking in his corded, muscular frame. Male fae are not blessed with wings. Instead, they are gifted with the ability to climb almost anything. His years of exploring the redwood forests helped him fill out his black sports coat and dark denim jeans better than the average guy. At six foot four with his sun-lightened auburn hair, he was gorgeous.

      “Like? I’m not sure that’s the word I’d use.” He traced his fingers down my neck, leaving a trail of shivers in his wake. Then his fingers dug into my arms and he pulled me close, his lips inches from mine.

      My breath caught and I brought my hands up to his chest, lightly running my fingers over his hard planes. “What are you waiting for?”

      His gaze shifted from my lips to my eyes and then back to my mouth. Nervous anticipation made me bite down on my lower lip.

      “What are you trying to do to me? I’m supposed to be taking you to dinner, and right now all I can think about is ripping that torturous dress off you and locking you in this room all night.” His hands relaxed as they moved up over my bare arms.

      I closed my eyes, reveling in his gentle but firm caress. Tal was a healer. His touch was more familiar to me than anyone’s. But this was the first night we’d ever allowed ourselves to experience each other without friendship boundaries. I wanted him to lock my door, take me to bed, and spend the evening uncovering my secret desires. But he couldn’t. I had an appointment at Cryrique. And if I didn’t show up, I knew damn well Allcot would send someone to find us.

      In my heels, all it took was the tilt of my head and my lips were on Talisen’s. A tiny, strangled moan escaped from him as his tongue pressed into my mouth, barely brushing against mine.

      A shiver ran down my back and straight to the tips of my wings. Long-suppressed desire consumed me, and when his arms came around me, I melted against him, our bodies so close I could feel the hard outline of his excitement. Tal’s hands shifted to frame my face as he deepened the kiss, greedily taking what he’d waited so long for.

      When he finally pulled back we were both breathless. He chuckled and his eyes gleamed with mischief. “Try that again and we likely won’t make it to dinner.”

      My entire body urged me to take his lower lip between my teeth. I almost did it, too, but then took a hesitant step back.

      His smile broadened. “Saving something for later?”

      “I went through a lot of trouble to get this dress. It deserves to be shown off.”

      Stepping closer, he reached out and traced a finger along the fabric tied around my neck.

      My knees wobbled and I was certain I was going to melt right there beneath his touch. Damn that felt good. I had to get a grip on myself.

      “Off is a perfect way to describe what should come next,” he said.

      “Tal!” I laughed and batted his hand away. “We have somewhere to be.”

      “Dinner can be eaten anywhere.” He glanced at my queen-sized bed nestled in my magical oak. “I’m thinking bedroom picnic.”

      His tone had shifted from playful to husky, and I had no doubt he was testing to see how far I’d let him go. Instead of answering, I sidestepped him, grabbed my clutch purse off the desk, and glided out the door.

      His dramatic, exaggerated sigh made me giggle as I descended the stairs. We were going to have a tough time keeping our hands to ourselves. I wasn’t sure how long Tal had wanted me, but the underlying passion I harbored for him had been brewing for the better part of eight years.

      Just as I reached the bottom step, Link, back in Shih Tzu form, scurried out of Phoebe’s room with a patent red pump clutched in his jaws.

      “Goddammit, dog. Drop that right this instant!” Phoebe tore out of the room with her other shoe in her hand. As soon as she spotted him, the second pump flew and bounced off Link’s small head. He yelped and cowered behind the living room couch.

      “What the hell, Phoebs?” I glared at her. “You could’ve put his eye out.”

      She stomped across the living room and grabbed both shoes. “If he steals one more thing from my room, his eyes are the last thing he’ll need to worry about.”

      Link darted between her feet and lay down between Talisen and me.

      “Hey there, buddy.” Talisen bent to pick him up. My dog half-whined, half-yelped in excitement and proceeded to lap his tongue over Tal’s face.

      I gave Tal a pained look. “You’re not helping.”

      He grinned and continued to let Link love him all over.

      “This is so not cool.” Phoebe stomped past us. “He’s a year old now. He shouldn’t be stealing my shit.”

      I closed my eyes, praying for patience. “I can’t make him not steal your shoes. The best we can do is remove the temptation. Can you try keeping your door shut?” This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation.

      Phoebe paused in her doorway and glared at Talisen and Link. “I did, but the little bastard snuck in while I was going out.” She glanced at me, a scowl still on her face. “That’s a robe, three pairs of shoes, and one Victoria’s Secret bra you owe me now.”

      “I’m good for it.”

      She took a deep breath, visibly trying to calm herself. “I know.” She disappeared into her room and then popped her head back out. “Call me the moment you leave the hotel.”

      A slow smile spread over Tal’s face. “The hotel?”

      Shit. Thanks, Phoebs.

      “Oh. You haven’t told him yet.” Phoebe grimaced. “Oops.” With an apologetic glance, she closed her door on us.

      Tal set Link down and straightened. His expressive eyes roamed over me once again, sparking with heat. That expression, the one of pure love and lust, just about brought me to my knees. He reached out, took my hand in his, and gently twisted me around so my back was to him. Slipping his arms around my middle, his warm lips met my neck, sending another shiver down my spine. “Do you have a surprise for me?” he whispered in my ear.

      “Umm.” I pulled away and turned to face him, biting my lip. “Not a good one.”

      His hands fell to his sides. He stared down at me with concern in his expressive eyes. “What is it?”

      I let out a breath and took his hand gently in mine. “Let’s go outside.”

      His brow
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