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        Willow Rhoswen is finally coming to terms with the fact that Talisen—the healer she thought was the love of her life—has left town and is trying to move on when a rogue vampire poisons three of Allcot’s guards. With his most trusted security team on the verge of death, the notorious Cryrique leader orders Willow to bring Talisen back to New Orleans before it’s too late.

      

        

      
        But when she gets to her hometown of Eureka, California, Willow once again finds herself the target of her brother’s murderer. And suddenly no one is who they seem. With spies, secrets, and undercover missions to navigate, Willow’s determined to not only survive but to do whatever it takes to protect the ones she loves, all while hopefully getting her happily-ever-after.
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      “A strip club?” I shot Phoebe a sidelong glance as we stopped outside the front door of Mecca on Bourbon Street. “Seriously?”

      Her black eyes danced with something close to giddy anticipation. “This is where he works. Besides, this isn’t a strip club. It’s a burlesque show.”

      “My mistake,” I said, amused.  Either way, the dancers took most of their clothes off. I glanced at Link who was sitting right in front of my feet. Smart dog, considering all the drunken spring-breakers stumbling around us. Flaring my wings, I bent to pick him up. If I pretended he was a purse puppy, they weren’t likely to oust us. I could flash my Arcane badge and they’d be forced to let him in, but announcing to everyone who we were wasn’t going to help Phoebe catch a rogue vampire.  But I’d do it if I had to. I wasn’t going anywhere near an unknown vamp without Link around.

      “You can leave as soon as you sense him.” Phoebe fished some bills out of her skirt pocket. “I just need to know if he’s here tonight.”

      “No. Link and I will stay. What if the vamp has backup? The report doesn’t say anything except that there’ve been attacks. You don’t even know if the vamp’s a male.” I was gifted in sensing vampires. Phoebe could drop them with one flash of her sun agate, but since vamps had mastered the art of blending in, it was damned hard picking them out in a crowd. Especially after they’d fed.

      “True enough. There could be another Clea stalking about.” Phoebe shrugged, referencing a female vamp who’d tried and failed to take us both down not too long ago. “Either way, I can always use the backup. Thanks.” We both knew she could handle herself, but the vampire we were after was said to be particularly evasive and vicious. A deadly combination. I wouldn’t leave her alone knowing I could do something to help. Besides, I was still her partner and an agent of the Void.

      Link snuggled into the crook of my arm as Phoebe paid our way into the club. The tall, over-sized bouncer eyed Link, raising his eyebrows curiously.  I smiled and scratched Link behind the ears, wishing I would’ve thought to put a cute doggie vest on him or something. Of course, he’d only tear it to shreds the first time he shifted, but it would’ve helped sell his purse-puppy persona.

      “If he gets loose or distracts from the show in any way, you’ll have to remove him from the premises,” the bouncer said.

      “Sure. Yeah. No problem. He’s always well-behaved.” Except when he was stealing Phoebe’s shoes or ripping a vampire to shreds. But then, that was part of his charm.

      Phoebe snorted her disbelief and took off for a table near the back, one where we’d have full view of the club. I gave the bouncer one last smile and followed her. Depositing Link on the table, I slid into a seat next to her.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” She curled her lip as she eyed Link. “Wouldn’t the floor be a better option?”

      “No. He can’t see anything down there in his puppy form. It’ll only make him agitated. Besides, it’s not like we’re eating or anything.” My tone was defensive. Link was part of our team. When was she going to acknowledge that? He’d saved her ass more than a couple of times.

      “He’s just obvious, that’s all.” She turned her attention to the club, no doubt taking in every possible entrance and exit.

      “Really?” I jerked my head to the side, indicating a tall man who’d just emerged from a door marked Employees Only. “As obvious as that?”

      Her gaze shifted, and her scowl transformed into a shocked O. She gave a tiny shake of her head as she closed her mouth. “You might have a point.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up from my throat as we both stared at the pasty-white, tall, thin man dressed in a purple leotard, a gold lamé belt and matching knee-high boots. To complete his eccentric vibe, he had a monkey draped over his shoulder outfitted in overalls and a lime-green tank top with a matching fedora.

      “Sexy,” Phoebe said dryly as she turned away from him.

      The man was freaky enough, but what I found more disturbing was the gorgeous brunette who had her tongue in his ear. She was dressed to the nines, her silk off-the-shoulder dress exposing her flawless skin and toned shoulders. Everything about her was pure perfection. And he was pure freak. Please, Goddess, let them both be part of the show. Otherwise, the pairing was too unbelievable for words.

      “Anything?” Phoebe asked.

      “Huh?” I tore my gaze from Mr. Purple Leotard and focused on Phoebe’s narrowed eyes. Oh. Vampire. Right. I shook my head. “Nothing so far.”

      She nodded and got up. “Then I’m getting us drinks. You and Link sit tight.”

      As if we were going to go anywhere in the overcrowded club. The last thing I needed was to draw attention to myself while Phoebe checked out the nooks and crannies of Mecca under the guise of seeking libations. I tucked my wings against my back and sat back in my chair, waiting for the show to start.

      A few moments later, the lights went out and the red velvet curtain rose, revealing a circular stage with a shiny black piano on a raised platform.

      “Good evening ladies and gents,” A voice boomed over the loud speaker. “Tonight you’re in for a special treat. So grab your cocktails or grab your crotches and get ready to drool because no one can tease you like Lady Victoooooria Gilman!”

      The lights went out leaving us in pitch black darkness as cat-calls and wolf-whistles filled the smoky club. I put my hand on Link, soothing him. His little body was vibrating with the urge to shift. As a wolf his golden eyes would be able to see everything as clear as day. As a shih tzu he was as blind as I was at the moment. “Don’t worry buddy,” I whispered. “It’s all just part of the show.”

      But even as the words slipped from my lips, I felt the heavy sticky weight of vampire energy and stiffened. “Shit,” I mumbled under my breath. Link jumped to his feet, making the table rattle. A growl escaped from his small muzzle. I didn’t even try to stop him. There was a vampire roaming the pitch-black club, and I had no idea where Phoebe was. If Link sensed enough danger to shift, then by God, I wanted him to shift. No matter what the bouncer had warned.

      One lone spotlight shone on the empty stage as a slow seductive melody from the piano filled the club.  The music ceased and the loud clatter of heels on hardwood pulsed through the club’s sound system. Like everyone else in the room, I craned my neck, searching for the source of the footsteps. The spotlight winked out and immediately reappeared, shining on the abandoned sleek black piano. A light-hearted giggle, followed by the quick succession of those same heels running across the stage kept our attention as we waited for Victoria to appear. I was just as enraptured as the rest of them, despite the fact I was supposed to be searching for the vampire.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. We have a special treat for you this evening.” Mr. Purple Leotard appeared in the spotlight. Using the piano bench as a stepladder, he climbed on top of the piano and spread his arms wide. “Prepare to be delighted and thrilled as she and her guest ratchet the heat up to blistering level. And if that means you need to shed a few layers of clothes, then all the better.” His eyes gleamed as he stared out into the crowd. “You know how we like to take it off here on Bourbon.”

      Laughter rippled through the audience, followed by a rustling of clothing. My eyes had finally adjusted, and they widened as I realized a large number of women were stripping their bras off and dangling them from their fingertips.

      Purple Leotard laughed. “That’s it my pretties. You’re well trained aren’t you? I’m sure Miss Victoria will reward you for your obedience.”

      He snapped his fingers. The monkey climbed down his leg and scrambled up the red silk curtains covering the wall behind the stage. He swung back and forth, a huge grin on his adorable monkey face.

      “Remember,” the MC said waving to the monkey. “Chester sees all. If anyone gets out of line, your punishment is waiting.” The monkey reached behind a mirror dangling from a cable and produced a hose. With one flick of his finger, misty fog filtered out into the audience, winding its way through the club until it was so thick it was impossible to see the wooden floor.

      I scooted my chair back, shivering in the air-conditioning. Link let out a low growl, but the patrons and staff were too busy cheering and eating up the MC’s words to even notice my shih tzu start to glow with his shift. I reached out to soothe Link, to delay him, but the vampire energy thickened and I yanked my hand back. My heart sped up. A thin sheen of sweat coated my brow. Panic took over, and I wanted nothing else than to bolt from the room.

      “I know you’re all squirming in your seats,” Purple Leotard drawled as I frantically scanned the room. The vamp energy intensified, pressing in on me from my left. In the next moment it shifted, coming at me from the right. He or she was on the move. “But sit tight, because once you’re under her spell, you’re going to be so wet you’ll need a change of drawers.” His eyes glinted under the light as he stretched his arm out and pointed in my direction. “Without further ado, I present the fabulous and incredibly sexy, Miss Victooooria!”

      The spotlight winked out once more. A new light flashed brighter than ever, blinding me. Squinting, I shifted and covered my eyes with one hand as I felt rather than saw Link shift.  He landed with a soft thump and pressed his body against my thigh.

      “Link,” I whispered, automatically placing my hand on his back, keeping him from lunging. He was vibrating under my touch, but wasn’t growling. That was something least.

      “What do we have here?” The sultry voice of Miss Victoria filled the room. “A fae? In New Orleans? How positively delicious.”

      My eyes had finally adjusted and I stared up into the heart-shaped face of the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen. Her almond shaped eyes were sapphire blue, accented by her chestnut hair piled high on her head, and the open, inviting expression on her face. She looked like a woman that every girl wanted as her best friend and every man dreamed of taming. I was no exception. For some reason, when she smiled at me, it was like a drug. I wanted her attention. Wanted to be part of her inner circle.

      And when she held her hand out, I took it and let her pull me out of my chair. I could barely feel the weight of the vampire energy anymore and vaguely wondered where he’d gone. Every other thought vanished from my mind as Miss Victoria ran her delicate fingers down my neck. Tingles of something close to desire shivered through me.

      Whoa. I tried to step back, but her hold on my wrist tightened just enough to keep me in place. My movements stilled as I gazed at her jeweled eyes. They were kind, indulgent.

      “Where are you going, darling?” she asked into her microphone. “Don’t you want me to dance for you?”

      Before I could answer, she was tugging me along to the stage. My feet glided along with her, my mind clouded in a haze of excitement. And when my wings twitched with anticipation, a cheer of encouragement grew from the captivated crowd.

      Victoria paused and turned back to her audience. “It’s a special occasion, my lovelies. I had no idea when the night started we’d be lucky enough to experience such a wonderful treat.” She ran her fingertips through my long auburn hair. Her voice turned husky as she leaned in. “We could be twins if only I had wings.”

      With the mention of the word twins, my body stiffened and whatever spell had overtaken me shattered. The magic lifted, leaving me staring at an enraptured audience. Even Link seemed to be tamed by Miss Victoria’s presence. He sat near our table, his puppy dog eyes full of adoration for the seductress. In full wolf form, however. It was weird. I shook my head and scanned the room for Phoebe. Nowhere in sight.

      “What’s wrong, love?” Victoria whispered in my ear. “Did you get cold feet?” she reached out to touch me again, but I backed away. Whatever she had done to me and to the audience wasn’t right. We were all pawns in her game of seduction. And this time, the shiver that ran down my spine had nothing to do with desire.

      Foreboding overtook me. Something was very wrong.

      “No,” I said, my voice chilly with judgment. “I don’t appreciate being compelled to do something against my will.”

      Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “Feisty. Roberto said to watch out for you. I just didn’t think it would happen so soon.” She spun and opened her arms wide. “Welcome to The Carnevale, a place where the absurd becomes normal and the normal becomes absurd.” She snapped her fingers and the lights shifted, cascading the room in a filtered red haze. More of the misty fog materialized along the floor, but this time it morphed into tendrils and clung to the patrons with a sinister vibe that made my skin crawl. I backed up, trying to fade into the shadows, determined to find Phoebe. Everything about this was wrong. Maybe even evil.

      But Victoria crooked her finger and magic spilled over me, forcing me forward. I moved in slow motion, my eyes locked on hers.

      With each small step, her lips curved up in a self-satisfied smile. “That’s it, sweet Willow. Come to me.”

      Willow.

      She knew my name. This wasn’t a random chance meeting. She’d known I’d be here. Every bone in my body screamed to walk away. To call Link to attention and to leave this place. I couldn’t concentrate. Couldn’t do anything but obey her command.

      Teetering on my red suede pumps, I stepped forward, a tingle of pleasure winding its way through me the closer I got to her. It wasn’t sexual in nature, but intoxicating all the same. Euphoric even. My hand slipped into hers and together we glided our way to the stage.

      With careful, deliberate steps we climbed the stairs, stopping only when we were mid-stage, facing the rapt audience. Their faces were turned up in lustful anticipation as the lights dimmed, casting us in a soft glow.

      The soulful sound of a sax filled the room as Victoria moved slowly around me, her heels showing off the sexy lines of her toned legs. Eyeing me like a sleek panther, her hips swayed. A man dressed in all black, materialized and let out a low seductive whistle before taking his place at the piano.

      She leaned in, her breath ticking my ear. “Where would you like me to touch you first, Ms. Rhoswen?”

      My wings fluttered and I could almost hear the soft chuckle of my friend Harrison when he’d insisted that was a sign I was turned on. Tucking my wings against my back, I tried to scowl, tried to get a hold of myself. I shouldn’t be on this stage attracting attention. But I couldn’t move. Didn’t even really want to.

      “Here?” she asked and ran a hot pink fingernail down the side of my neck. An uncontrollable shiver visibly shook my body. My eyes closed involuntarily, and I swayed as she ran her hands lightly down my back and over the tips of my wings.

      “Yes.” Her voice was so low, I barely heard her. I was too busy concentrating on the feathery kisses she was trailing along my collarbone. Equal parts horror and pleasure filled my muddled brain. “You’re scent is so sweet, so alluring. And to have you like this, in front of everyone. It’s almost too much to take.”

      Her right hand splayed over my stomach as she explored at her will.

      My focus was riveted to the tingling coming from her fingers digging into my hip and the soft murmur of encouragement reverberating from the crowd. They wanted us both. And Goddess above, if I didn’t want to give them exactly what they craved.

      I was ready. Ready to partake in whatever Victoria had in store for us both.

      That is until I felt the sharp prick of fangs press against my neck as Victoria said, “Asher will be so pleased.”
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      The spell instantly shattered as my blood turned to ice. Vampire!

      Holy shit! How was that possible? I hadn’t sensed her and her touch wasn’t draining me like other vamp’s did. Just like David and Eadric, two vampires I’d turned into a daywalkers.

      But I hadn’t turned her. How was she doing this? The question flew out of my head as she wrapped her stone like arms around me. I jerked, trying to pry myself out of her embrace, but she was too strong.

      Her grip tightened, pinning my arms to my sides. Her tongue darted out, lapping at my pulse. “Fighting me will only heighten my desire to taste you.”

      I shivered in disgust, and a second more horrifying realization slammed into me. She’s said Asher. The vampire who’d killed my brother and was after me and my nephew.

      Asher had sent her. She was here to kill me.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I frantically scanned the crowd for Link or Phoebe. The room was bathed in darkness past the first few rows. And one quick glance told me the spell hadn’t broken for anyone else, only me.

      I was truly on my own.

      “I can feel your pulse quickening.” The vamp let out a low growl. “I’d enjoy the hell out of this if it wasn’t for your dirty tainted blood.”

      Dirty, tainted blood. She was referring to the sunshine potion I drank as a precaution to keep vampires from using my blood as a meal. To them it tasted horrendous. Anger squashed the fear consuming me and my fight reflex kicked in. “Victoria,” I said my voice laced with warning. “Allcot will kill you for this.”

      Her laughter rang clear as a bell through the club as she tilted her head back. I gritted my teeth and rammed my elbow into her marbled gut, ineffectively stomping down on her instep. Son of a… that had to hurt me infinitely worse than it did her. Adeline surged through my veins, and I flared my wings with such force, she actually stumbled backward, freeing me from her clutches. Relief warred with my panic as I turned in mid-air, afraid if I left, she’d attack an innocent bystander.

      The crowd gasped, but no one seemed to realize our actions weren’t part of the show. Or they didn’t care.

      Victoria righted herself and gave me an amused smile. As she prowled forward, her eyes sparkled with challenge. “Oh, good, a fighter. And here I was worried the audience might be bored.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said, spitting the words out. “Is that what this all about? Putting on a show? Why does Asher want all these witnesses?”

      “So naïve,” She shook her head. “For the congregation, of course. How else is he going to gain his followers?”

      My mouth dropped open in shock and I was unable to form words. Asher wanted to be the savior of humans, and with my death he was going to form a religion. It was genius. Humans would follow him unconditionally. It would be a full-on vamp-human war. And what better way than by starting with killing the faery who could turn vampires into daywalkers?

      Shaking myself, I stared into the cold uncaring eyes of the vamp. “You tell Asher to go fuck himself.” Then with one pump of my wings, I sailed upward, angling for the last place I’d seen Link. But before I could clear the stage, she leaped and her iron grip clasped around my ankle, pulling me back to her.

      “You bitch,” I cried, unable to free myself or keep control of my flight. The pair of us crashed to the ground on the stage, rolling around like hysterical mud wrestlers, me trying to break her hold. It was by pure luck that she landed on one arm, preventing her from pinning me the second we toppled to the stage.

      A moment of clarity seized me, and I knew without a doubt I’d never be able to just flee from her. She was too strong, too fast. There was only one thing that would keep me alive…if I survived it. Closing down my mind, I reach out, my fingers clawing at her throat.

      She growled, bucking to try to roll me over, but I clamped my hand around her neck and squeezed, using my magic to suck her life-force from her vampire body. Instantly my hand began to burn, but I swallowed the urge to recoil and forced myself to hold on.

      “Get. Off. Me!” Her entire body convulsed beneath my touch. I pulled on her vampire energy harder. Scalding fire burned through my veins, making my eyes water from the intensity of it. My head swam, and I knew I was moments from passing out. If I took too much, I’d only end up killing myself. Talisen’s face suddenly swam in my vision. Deep sadness took up residence in my heart. If I didn’t survive this, I’d die never knowing what really happened between us. I’d never get a chance to yell at him. Or hug him. Or tell him I loved him.

      Would he even care?

      That thought nearly broke me. Of course he’d care. He’d probably hate himself for the way we’d left things between us. Just like I did for letting him walk out of my life without demanding answers.

      It took me a moment to notice her body had gone completely still. And when a terrified cry erupted from the audience, I scrambled back on all fours, desperate to fade into the shadows. Holy shit. Had I really just done that in front of a room full of witnesses? The Director was going to kill me. Not literally, most likely, but the notion wasn’t out of the possibility of reality.

      Purple Leotard grabbed me roughly by the shoulder and yanked me up. My feet dangled for just a moment until he dropped me. I was too stunned to remember to use my wings, and my ankle turned when my feet hit the ground, causing me to reach out and grab onto the emcee. He was cold as ice. Vampire cold.

      My eyes widened as I gasped. Another one? I hadn’t felt his energy either. Was my ability broken? In pure panic, I yanked on his energy, bracing for the hellfire to come.

      Only it didn’t. He wasn’t a vampire at all. The sweet rush of faery energy cooled the raw destruction caused by my attack on Victoria. My body craved the relief, reveled in it as my fingers clutched tighter.

      “No!” I cried, ripping my hands from him and flinging myself backward as he crumpled to the floor. Pain shot through my knee when it connected with the edge of the piano. Unable to catch myself, I crumpled to the ground, horror filling me. My entire body shook with fear. What had I done? I’d stolen the energy of a fae, a rare skinwalker who could morph into any living…or undead…form he wanted to.

      It was the worst kind of intrusion. Utterly unforgiveable. It didn’t matter that I’d thought he was a vampire. I shouldn’t have been doing that either. Not according to our unspoken laws, anyway. But I’d done it before and I’d do it again if I needed to protect myself.

      The crowd was on its feet now, worry filling their expressions as a handful climbed the stage to help Victoria.

      The fae lay next to me unconscious, his face pale. I crawled to him, tears streaming down my cheeks. If he died, I’d never forgive myself. Would welcome the punishment the Arcane would shackle me with. Sprawled next to him, I placed my hand over his heart and closed my eyes, settling myself. After blocking out the noise of the club, I let my magic flow, pumping his energy and mine back into him.

      My stomach turned and my head spun with the effort. But I wouldn’t give in until I saw his chest rise and his eyes open.

      His body heated under my hand, thawing the ice-cold shell he’d been cloaked in. “Come on,” I whispered, sweat now prickling my neck. “Wake up. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      There was chaos swirling around us, but I heard none of it. My entire focus was on this odd fae in his ridiculous purple leotard as I fought to save his life.

      A rush of static filled my ears and a hollow pit took up residence in my chest. I was near the end. I couldn’t keep going. Not if I wanted to survive. If I’d taken this fae’s life, it was only right that I give mine for his. But if there was one thing I’d learned over the last year, it was that the will to live is a lot stronger than anyone’s moral compass. Even mine.

      I moved to yank my hand back, but the fae jerked and in the next instant, he had an iron grip around my wrist, keeping my hold on him. A gasp ripped from my throat as I tried in vain to recoil.

      His green eyes blazed up at me, fire raging in his demented gaze. “You’re mine now, Willow Rhoswen. From now until eternity.”

      “Let her go,” Phoebe said from behind me, her tone low and dangerous.

      The fae jumped to his feet, dragging me with him. “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I cried. “I didn’t know. I’d never do that to a fae. Never,” I said, trying to reason with him. “You’d taken on a vampire form. I was only trying to defend myself. If I’d known—”

      His face morphed into a dangerous scowl. “Shut up.”

      Well that pissed me off.

      “You’re not going anywhere until you fix whatever the fuck you did to Victoria.” His eyes cut to the unconscious vampire still sprawled on the floor.

      Anger burned deep in my gut. He was working with her. I’d automatically assumed he’d been undercover or something. But no, this fae was my enemy. Suddenly I didn’t feel so bad for draining him, even if the very idea still made me sick to my stomach. “Put me down. Now, fae. Or else I’m going to tell the witch to unleash everything she’s got.”

      “I said to shut up,” he growled, shaking me again. “I’m not afraid of you or your witch.” His eyes unfocused and a second later he morphed into the marbled form of a vampire once more.

      “Idiot,” Phoebe said. Raising her hand, she unleashed a blinding ray of sunlight at me and the fae. He crumpled to the ground, taking me with him.

      Pain rocketed through my kneecaps as I slammed into the stage. His petrified hand was still clutching my neck, forcing me forward. “Son of a…dammit.” Clutching at his fingers, I finally pried a few open far enough I was able to slip from his grasp. Rubbing my neck, I glanced up at Phoebe, grateful she’d shown up when she had. “Thanks for that.”

      “Any time. Now let’s get the eff out of here before we’re blindsided by any other surprises.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “What about Victoria?” She was a vamp. We couldn’t leave her where she was. What if she woke up?

      Phoebe aimed her agate at the vampire and flashed a ray of magic, ensuring Victoria would stay unconscious for hours.  There was a loud gasp, followed by murmurs of confusion. The spectators milled about, asking each other what had happened. They were all disoriented. The spell had finally broken.

      “Done,” Phoebe said. “Now the cleanup crew can take care of her. Let’s go before anyone from the Arcane sees you here. If they find out what just went down, you’re in for another round of testing.”

      I shuddered. She was probably right. The fact that I couldn’t sense Victoria and hadn’t turned her would be very interesting to the director.

      “Did you ever find the other vampire?” I asked as I followed her. There had been at least one more. The one I’d felt.

      “He slipped out just as the show started. I got a picture though. We’ll find him in the Arcade’s database.” She shuffled me out of the side entrance, tapping away at her phone.

      “Wait.” I slipped loose of her hold. “I need to find Link.” He was still in there. Before she could answer, I was through the door skirting the edges of the club. I would not leave without my dog. The patrons were still wandering around, some leaving, some rubber-necking the scene on the stage.

      I was halfway to our table when I stopped dead in my tracks as my gaze landed on David. My ex. The vampire I’d turned into a daywalker and the one I’d come to trust almost enough to consider dating him again. But why was he leaning against the wall, his arms folded over his chest and ankles crossed, as if he was a casual observer? Had he been there the entire time? And done nothing?

      Our gazes met. For just a second, I saw alarm flash through those deep sapphire blue eyes. What was that about? Maybe he didn’t want me caught up in any more Arcane business, either. He’d know they were on their way to clean up this mess.

      David pushed away from the wall, heading straight toward me. My entire body tensed with undeniable attraction. I hadn’t seen him in over a week. And Goddess help me if he didn’t look more gorgeous than ever. Tall, sculpted vampire build, dark hair, and bronzed skin from the sun. I wasn’t supposed to be attracted to a vampire, let alone date one. Not as a fae. But I’d been flirting with the idea for weeks now. Ever since Talisen, my best friend and almost boyfriend had left me to go back to California. David wasn’t perfect, but he’d been by my side the last months, making sure I was safe and protected from the Arcane and other powerful entities who’d do whatever it took to get a piece of me. He’d made me feel safe, cared for.

      “Wil,” he started and then hesitated.

      I frowned. He didn’t seem worried. He seemed wary or even guilty. “What is it?”

      He averted his gaze, focusing on nothing. Definitely guilty.

      “David?” I asked hesitantly, not entirely sure I wanted to know what was going on. It wasn’t as if we were dating. So if he’d been with another woman, it really wasn’t any of my business. The thought made me ill, though. “How long have you been standing there?” I asked, trying to distract myself from the thoughts swirling in my head.

      His expression went blank and his jaw worked for a moment, but he didn’t actually speak.

      “David?”

      “I arrived just as you and Phoebe entered the club. I’ve been here the entire time.” He glanced at the stage.

      I took in his nervous body language, the way he was having trouble looking me in the eye, and then placed my hands on my hips. “I’m guessing by your behavior you weren’t spelled like the rest of the club?”

      This time he did meet my penetrating gaze. “No.”

      I had to give credit where credit was due. At least he wasn’t lying. Still, that didn’t stop the bile from rising in my throat as my head started to pound with frustration. “So you just stood there and let that vamp attack me? The entire club was her puppet, including Link and Phoebe, and you left me to my own devices?”

      “Wil,” he said again, reaching out to take my hand.

      I pulled it away and I took a step back, my chest feeling like it was going to burst wide open from my thundering heart. “Just don’t, David. I can’t imagine what your excuse is for letting a vampire almost tear my neck open while you did absolutely nothing to stop it.”

      “I’m sorry.” His eyes softened and his face took on a tortured look. The one he wore when he was being forced to do something he didn’t want to.

      And then I knew this had something to do with his father. Eadric Allcot went out of his way to protect me and my family, but he was also a cold bastard who would do whatever was necessary to remain the most powerful vampire in New Orleans. “What did he order you to do this time?”

      David’s lips formed a thin line as he took a deep breath. “You don’t understand.”

      “I think I do. For whatever reason, you stood there and watched a vampire try to rip my throat open and you did absolutely nothing to stop it. But I know you well enough to know that you’d never let that happen. So I’m guessing you had orders to let her. And you followed them. Am I close?”

      He ran a hand through his thick hair and blew out a long breath.

      That action told me everything I needed to know. “Forget it,” I said, turning my back to him.

      “Wait,” he said, clasping his grip over my wrist and twisting me to face him. It wasn’t aggressive, but none the less, Link leaped out of nowhere, snarling and snapping at David.

      “You’d better let go,” I said evenly, acutely aware the only reason Link hadn’t torn into him already is because David and I had history.

      David glanced at my wolf briefly and then slowly pulled his hand away. “Sorry,” he said to Link.

      My wolf growled. I placed a light hand on his head soothing him. Then I gave David a flat stare.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, resigned to the fact that he was in deep shit.

      I didn’t wait for him to open them. I was too damned tired of waiting around for the men in my life to explain their actions. Instead, I turned silently on my heel and left the building, Link at my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d known David would show up sooner or later. I just hadn’t expected to see him a mere ten minutes after Phoebe and I walked through our front door.

      He stood on the front porch of my Greek revival home trying to talk Phoebe into letting him inside. I mirrored the stance he’d taken in the club, my arms folded over my chest and feet crossed at the ankle as I leaned against the living room wall.

      “You’ve lost your firkin’ mind,” Phoebe said without any heat. There was no love loss between the two, but she’d stopped actively hating him when he’d volunteered himself for the Arcane testing. They’d turned me into a lab rat, studying everything from how I changed vamps into daywalkers to what affect they had on me after the change. It had been unpleasant to say the least.

      I was more than grateful he’d been with me. He’d stepped in when the testing went too far and had taken care of me on the nights when I’d had trouble driving due to the pain. I’d come to rely on him again and that’s what made this whole situation that much more unbearable.

      “We had to know what she could do,” I heard David say. “I swear to God, I was there, ready to engage had Victoria gone too far.”

      Phoebe snorted. “Really? You didn’t think almost biting Willow wasn’t too far? You didn’t think that Willow having to drain Victoria in front of witnesses wasn’t too far? You vamps have a fucked up sense of what too far really means.”

      I couldn’t see David, but I imagined him wincing at her words. He couldn’t argue with her assessment. Allcot and his ilk did have a distorted view of reality. But the fact he’d said they had to know what Victoria could do meant they knew about her and had been watching her. What else did they know? “Phoebs, let him in,” I said.

      She glanced back at me, one perfectly shaped eyebrow raised in question. “You sure?”

      I nodded. “He apparently has information. And I want it.”

      She pursed her lips. “Yeah, okay.”

      The door swung open as Phoebe stepped back. She waved a hand in my direction. “If it was up to me, I would’ve fed you a Truth Cluster first,” she said to David, her lips curling into an evil smile. “Then I would’ve kicked you in the nuts just for good measure.”

      David stared at her, his face like stone.

      I laughed, but sobered as I turned to face my ex. “I swear, David, every time I start to think I can trust you and Allcot, something like this shit happens. Now, what do you know about Victoria. Is she the one who’s been attacking the tourists? Is she the one Phoebe and I were after? Or is it the vamp who was there and then left?”

      He stood in the middle of our living room, facing me, his shoulders stiff with tension. “Yes, it’s Victoria. The vampire you sensed was one of ours. He was there as back up.”

      My stomach sank. They should have taken her out as soon as they knew. People had died. I moved to my couch and sank down into the soft cushions, rubbing one temple.

      David sat in the chair across from me and leaned forward his hands clasped between his knees.

      I looked him straight in the eye, knowing this question could change our relationship forever. I couldn’t…no wouldn’t…associate with vampires who used humans as bait. Using me was bad enough. I at least had abilities that meant I had some chance at escape. But regular people? Not unless they were using Tal’s new superhuman strength elixir. And that was highly controlled by the Arcane. “How long have you been investigating her?”

      “Four days.”

      “Fuck!” Phoebe kicked a pillow Link had pushed off the couch. “Two people have died since then!”

      David swallowed.

      I just stared at him, my mouth open, unable to really believe this was happening. The Cryrique vampires had allowed people to die in order to investigate another vampire.

      “You don’t understand,” David said, his voice quiet.

      “You’re damn right.” Phoebe paced, her hands shaking with anger. She turned to me. “Can I dust him now?”

      I shrugged. “Might be tough with his daywalking abilities.”

      “I have other ways.”

      David stood. “Look. I know you’re both upset. And I apologize, but there are bigger forces at work here that you’re not aware of and that is what I’m here to explain. The two people who died? They were volunteers. Cryrique employees who wanted to be turned. Eadric sent them and worked it out with the club owner that they would be the chosen victims. They were not innocent bystanders.”

      I blanched. “You let two of your own die?”

      “No. Well, technically yes. They were turned after Victoria discarded them. They’re in transition now.”

      Phoebe and I exchanged a glance. Turning humans into vampires wasn’t illegal if they consented to it. But it was a dangerous activity and not everyone survived. At least they hadn’t really died. At least not permanently. Still, I had pretty strong feelings about turning anyone. If I had my way, no one would ever be turned again. As a life faery, death went against everything I stood for. In my opinion, immortality was more of a curse than a gift. But it wasn’t my decision to make, no matter how I felt about it.

      “You’re saying they both survived?” Phoebe asked.

      “Yes.” David let out a slow breath. “Look, Victoria and that fae have been wielding some sort of weird magic to spellbind people that we’ve never seen before. Vampires appear to be immune to it as well as humans who’ve taken Kavanagh’s super drug. But no one else. Not fae and not witches. That was confirmed tonight.”

      “Okay. If vamps aren’t affected then why didn’t your crew just take her down?”

      “She has other witches under her spell,” Phoebe supplied. “There were a dozen of them in the audience. If she’d asked them to fight the vamps, they would. Right to the death.” She glanced at David. “Right?”

      “Yes.” He sounded tired and frustrated. “We needed to know if they were following her out of choice or compulsion.”

      “Compulsion for sure,” Phoebe confirmed. “I knew a number of those witches. They’d been enamored with her just as I had before the spell broke. But they’d never in a million years sit by and let Victoria torture another without intervening. I wouldn’t have.”

      I narrowed my eyes, seething. “You knew of the drug and let us just walk in there unprepared?”

      His weary gaze met mine. “If you’d been prepared, you could’ve fought it off. We needed to know what we’re dealing with. I never would’ve let anything happen to you. You have to know that.”

      I stared him down for a moment. Then I sighed, just as weary. I believed him. I just hated always feeling like I was being manipulated.”Yeah. I know.”

      “There’s something else.” Emotion swam in his brilliant blue eyes turning them dark was pain. “Three of our guards had an interaction with Victoria five days ago. The spell didn’t work on them so her fae shot them with some sort of poisonous dart. At first they had minor flu-like symptoms, coupled with minor infections at the wound site. But now they’re bedridden, paler than a vampire, and almost too weak to even lift their heads.”

      My gut began to ache. “Which three?” I asked, afraid to hear his answer. If there was pain in his eyes that meant someone he was close to was dying. And what he described meant they were all too weak to be turned.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Harrison and his team.”

      Phoebe let out a curse.

      My heart ached. Harrison. He’d been my bodyguard and had turned into a friend of sorts. The thought of losing him left me gutted not just for myself but for David as well.

      I turned to him. “The healers haven’t been able to help at all?”

      He shook his head. “Not permanently. The three we’ve had over had short-lived successes, but Harrison and the others aren’t getting better. We need to find out what was used in that poison to create something to reverse the effects.”

      We all feel silent. If I had a sample I might be able to work out the ingredients, but not an antidote. That was out of my wheelhouse. They’d need a skilled healer for that. Finally I turned to David. “What else have you learned about Victoria?”

      “We’ve been observing for four days, and so far the only thing we know is that her spell works on everyone, except vampires. Even animals.” He stared pointedly at Link.

      Phoebe’s head snapped up. “Wait. Vampires don’t have magic. How could Victoria cast it?”

      “The spell was cast by the emcee. He’s fae,” I said. “A rare shifter, who can shift into any living being. Or in this case, undead being. He had to have put the spell on the club.”

      “A shifting fae?” David asked. “I’ve heard of them before, but always in sort of a mystical sense. Not as if any actually existed now.”

      “My brother was friends with one back in Eureka when we were growing up.” I leaned back into the couch and patted the cushion for Link to join me. “Wolf shifters like Link here are more common. The original spell came from a fae shifter. Now through breeding, there are hundreds of them, though regulated, so you don’t see them everywhere.”

      “But you knew one?” David asked, his tone laced with a hint of accusation.

      I stiffened and ignored his question, unwilling to let his attitude rattle me. “Fae shifters are very powerful and very private. You find them more often in heavily wooded areas. It makes it easier to shift into other animals. Most fae shifters don’t like to shift into humans or other races. It holds no appeal. Or so Beau’s friend said. Was the emcee with Victoria when the attack happened on Harrison and the others?”

      David shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. He’s been with her at the club this entire time. So that makes sense.” He whipped out his phone and sent a text. No doubt to Allcot.

      His phone buzzed again and after David read the text he scowled as he leaped off the chair, already dialing. “I’ll be right back,” he said as he stalked out the front door.

      Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Always with the secrecy. Fifty bucks says Allcot wants you to work on this.”

      I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. The odds were too high that she was right. “You know I can’t afford to take that bet.”

      She smiled, but there wasn’t any amusement in her expression. The realization that she was probably right must’ve hit her. The door swung open again and David stood in the threshold, staring at me with an odd expression. “Father wants you to go to Eureka and bring back Kavanagh.”

      I scoffed. “Well, he isn’t likely to get what he wants now is he? Have you two forgotten that Tal isn’t talking to me? What makes you think I can convince him to come back here?” I wasn’t going to be of any help in that regard. Tal and I weren’t even talking. My chest constricted with the idea that I might see him again. If Allcot sent for him, he might come. Who was I kidding? Tal hated the vampires. Allcot had no sway with him. Tal probably wouldn’t take his calls either.

      “He’ll come if you ask him.” David’s expression had turned to stone. He wasn’t any happier about the request than I was.

      Phoebe swiveled her head back and forth between the two of us, her eyebrows raised in interest. “Well. This certainly makes things interesting, doesn’t it?”

      “Phoebs,” I warned.

      “Sorry.” She tucked her feet under her and waited for the fireworks to start.

      “I’ll come with you,” David said.

      That made Phoebe laugh.

      I glared at her, then turned my steely gaze back to David. “Please. Talisen left because of you and your father. Besides, bringing a vampire to Eureka, it’s… just no. The fae population would run you out of town before you could even get one word out. They’re not tolerant.”

      David squared his shoulders and frowned. “I don’t think you understand the seriousness of this. We’ve had every healer within a two hundred mile radius take a look at the crew. None of them can do anything for our guys. Harrison and the others will die. The Arcane is no longer cooperating and Father says they’ve refused to let any of our vampires in to question Victoria. The emcee has disappeared. He either escaped while being transported to the Arcane or the Arcane is lying. Either is plausible. We’re going on nothing here. There’s no time to waste.”

      David’s phone buzzed again. This time he read a text, frowned and stuffed it back into his pocket. “Father wants your brother’s shifting fae as well.”

      “What? I barely knew him!” I jumped up out of my chair.

      “Why?” Phoebe asked David, her dark eyes narrowed.

      “Because we need to understand this spell to make sure this never happens again,” David answered. “That spell puts everyone at risk.”

      “You know each fae has their own gifts, right? There’s no guarantee another fae will be able to cast the same spell.”

      David walked to the door. “It’s all we have to go on right now.” He turned and cast me a determined look. “Father’s jet will be ready in two hours. I’ll meet you and Link at the airport. Don’t be late.”

      Then he left without waiting for my answer.

      “He’s lying,” Phoebe said.

      “About which part?”

      “Why they need the other fae. What he said might be part of the truth, but my bet is they are pissed as hell to find out a fae can shift into a vampire and they want to study him so they aren’t caught off guard again.”

      I had to admit I agreed with her. I very much doubted I could find him anyway. But I did know where to find Tal. “Looks like I
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