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      Welcome back to the world of the Wild Hunt.

      Thanks to my usual crew: Samwise, my husband, Andria and Jennifer—without their help, I’d be swamped. To the women who have helped me find my way in indie, you’re all great, and thank you to everyone. To Kate Danley in particular, for running our author sprints that have helped me regain my focus in this current pandemic. To my wonderful cover artist, Ravven, for the beautiful work she’s done.

      Also, my love to my furbles, who keep me happy. My most reverent devotion to Mielikki, Tapio, Ukko, Rauni, and Brighid, my spiritual guardians and guides. My love and reverence to Herne, and Cernunnos, and to the Fae, who still rule the wild places of this world. And a nod to the Wild Hunt, which runs deep in my magick, as well as in my fiction.

      You can find me through my Website at Galenorn.com and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to keep updated on all my latest releases! You can find my advice on writing, discussions about the books, and general ramblings on my YouTube channel. If you liked this book, I’d be grateful if you’d leave a review—it helps more than you can think.

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~
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      Everything is in turmoil as Herne and Ember struggle to keep up with the collateral damage caused by the war against Typhon. An old enemy reappears—stronger and more dangerous than before. Once again, the hippocampi call for the Wild Hunt’s help. Not only has Straff, the son of Blackthorn, returned to his old haunts, but several teens have gone missing from the Foam Born Encampment. Herne and Ember tread a delicate balance, searching both for the kidnapper and the psychotic Ante-Fae. But when Ember makes a misstep, she falls into the hands of the King of Thorns. Will she be able to escape before he takes out his revenge on her?

      Reading Order for the Wild Hunt Series:

      
        	Book 1: The Silver Stag

        	Book 2: Oak & Thorns

        	Book 3: Iron Bones

        	Book 4: A Shadow of Crows

        	Book 5: The Hallowed Hunt

        	Book 6: The Silver Mist

        	Book 7: Witching Hour

        	Book 8: Witching Bones

        	Book 9: A Sacred Magic

        	Book 10: The Eternal Return

        	Book 11: Sun Broken

        	Book 12: Witching Moon

        	Book 13: Autumn’s Bane

        	Book 14: Witching Time

        	Book 15: Hunter’s Moon

        	Book 16: Witching Fire (forthcoming)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I searched my desk frantically. “Where the hell are they? I’m going to kick Herne’s ass for this.” I couldn’t find a file we needed for a meeting, and it was all Herne’s fault.

      My desk was one massive pile of papers and folders, and to top things off, I had spilled my latte all over everything, making even more of a mess. The wastepaper basket was full of wadded-up paper towels saturated with the stains of coffee and milk and sugar, and the half-used roll was on the floor, next to my boot. I kicked it out of the way as I scooped up an armful of the files and dumped them on the seat of my chair.

      The next moment, I let out a long sigh when I finally saw the file with the name “Cleandra” on the label. I fished it out from the stack of folders it was sitting in, managing to knock over another pile in the process. Ignoring the mess for now, I hurried out the door. I jogged back to Herne’s office, pausing by the door to collect myself. Then, and only then, did I turn the knob and let myself in.

      “Welcome back,” Herne said, smiling pleasantly from behind the desk. But his gaze fastened on me and I knew that—inside—he was cringing. He knew exactly what kind of a mood I was in. I said nothing as I held up the file. “You found it, thank you,” he said. “Let’s get back to business then.”

      I slid into the chair next to his desk. Our client—a very wealthy dwarf named Keri Cleandra—gave me a long look, then smiled. I had the feeling she knew that I was about to smack Herne, because she gave me a secret smile that women have when it comes to dealing with men. Dwarf or Fae, human or god, we all had those times when the men in our lives were this close to sleeping on the sofa.

      “Yes, I found it,” I said, gritting my teeth. But I was a professional, so I shook off my mood for the moment and turned to Herne. “So, what’s our next step?”

      “The next step,” Herne said, “would be to visit Keri’s property. We need to figure out how the thief is getting into her house.”

      “I don’t understand why my alarm system isn’t working,” Keri said. “I had it checked out.”

      Herne nodded. “Given you have an alarm system and a guard dog, and neither one reacted to the break-in, yet you keep losing property is pushing me to think you might have a poltergeist or something of the sort. But we can’t make that determination until we’ve actually examined the house.” He held out his hand for the file.

      I slapped it into his hand, harder than necessary. As I did so, I noticed the blueberry stain on the cover from my blueberry jam and peanut butter sandwich. I tried to ignore it, but Herne caught sight of the mess and gave me a long, meaningful look. I glared back at him and he hastily turned back to the file, opening it and placing it on his desk.

      “When would be good for you, Keri? We can come out either tomorrow or Wednesday morning.” Herne pulled out his tablet and brought up his schedule.

      Keri, who was around four-two—she was tall for a dwarf—and golden blond, smiled. Like almost all dwarves, she was sturdy, and muscled, but she was also stunning. She ran a mechanic’s garage, specializing in foreign engines. Even though she had a thorough grasp of domestic models, she preferred working on Porsches and Jags.

      “Tomorrow morning would be best. Around ten?”

      Herne nodded and tapped away with his stylus. A moment later, the appointment came through to my phone and tablet as well. “Ember and Yutani will look around and ascertain what we need to do next.” He stood, and I took my cue from him, also standing.

      Keri Cleandra slid out of the chair and gave us a formal nod, then turned. “Thank you,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll see you then.”

      As soon as Herne closed the door behind her, he turned back to me. “What the hell? The file folder is covered in peanut butter and jam?”

      “You’re lucky I even found it! And it’s not covered in jam, so chill out. I’ll have Angel make up a new folder. But Herne, if you ever dump a mess like that on my desk again without asking, I’m going to kick your ass. And I know Yutani and Talia feel the same way. What the hell were you thinking, having Rafé stack all those files on my desk? I have an office full of papers that have to be sorted out now. You think I can go through them easier when they’re one big jumble?”

      Herne and I didn’t fight often, but the past few days had been one nightmare after another and we were all on edge.

      Herne paused, closing his eyes for a moment. He smiled, looking for all the world like a cute but lovable naughty little boy. “Okay, I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

      “No, it’s not that simple. You can’t just mutter ‘I’m sorry’ and expect it all to be okay. First, if we had lost the file, we have all the information in the computer and Angel could just print it out for us again. And second, panic will do you no good. We can find the mistakes easier if we go through the files one by one. You don’t need to dump everything on our desks at once. That’s not helping matters any.” I dropped into the chair next to his desk, leaning back as I stretched my legs out in front of me.

      We were facing a war with the dragons, the dead were flooding the graveyards, and worst of all, the United Coalition was considering letting the dragons have a seat in government. And on top of all of that, we had discovered a big mistake in the firm. Or rather, Charlie, our vampire accountant-in-training, had. That mistake meant that the Wild Hunt had overcharged at least eighty clients over the past few years.

      Herne would have no trouble paying them back. The real problem came in ascertaining just how much each client was owed, and convincing them not to sue us for fraud. While the Wild Hunt never meant to overcharge clients, a court might not see it that way, given how big of a mistake it ended up being and how many people had been affected.

      All of that meant that we had to go through every single file and review the hours listed for each client, run the figures through our new software, and note the difference between what our records showed they had paid, and what they should have actually paid. This would also impact taxes for that year, so we were hip-deep in overtime until we took care of the issue. Yeah, it had been an extremely rocky past few weeks, and we were all tired.

      I knew that this weighed on Herne’s shoulders more than it did on mine—he was responsible for the entire agency and I was just an employee, but his frantic desire to be done with it and make sure everyone was paid back had resulted in chaos.

      “So…talk to me,” I said.

      He jerked his head toward the daybed in his office. Herne kept his office organized and clean. The desk and other furniture was heavy walnut, old gleaming wood. The walls of the office were painted a robin’s-egg blue, and the ceiling was white. Over Herne’s desk sat a rack of antlers, massive and heavy, mounted on the wall. Two pair of wingback chairs offered plenty of seating, and a locked case displayed a number of various weapons. The daybed was for when Herne needed to spend the night in the office.

      In the year and a half that I had worked for the Wild Hunt Agency, I had never once seen his office untidy. Even now, in the midst of a crisis, it was calm, with plenty of plants to offer fresh oxygen and serenity. Mine had been tidy, too, until this morning.

      I followed Herne to the daybed. He curled up against one end and held out his arm. I snuggled up into the niche he offered, resting my head on his shoulder. My long raven hair mixed with the sprawling strands of wheat-colored hair that fell below his shoulders.

      “You’re right,” he said after a moment. “I’m sorry. We’re all on edge, I know that. I thought that by dividing the files, we’d be able to get through them faster.”

      “Well, it would be faster except that the stacks of files tipped over and they’re now all over the floor of my office. We should’ve just started out taking four or five at a time and worked our way through that way.” I frowned, my anger easing as we talked. I tried to suppress a smile. One thing I had learned during my time at the Wild Hunt: the men who worked here had very little sense of organization. Although Herne’s decisions were being influenced by his focus on the dragon menace. That was a hard reality to avoid or push out of mind.

      “Speaking of dragons,” I said.

      “Were we speaking of dragons?” Herne asked.

      I shrugged. “Well, I was thinking about them. Even though the dead are still on the move, and people are pissed over the curfew, have you noticed how quiet it’s been lately? Regarding the dragons, that is? Gyell is out there, targeting us, but he hasn’t done a single thing to retaliate. When I think of the look on his face the last time I saw him…” I shuddered. “He’d kill us all if he had the chance.”

      “I think that’s what’s worrying me most. We haven’t had any reports about the dragons in days. So, what are they doing? We know they’re not just going to give up and go away. Maybe you should contact Ashera to see if she knows anything?”

      “I can do that,” I said. “Have you heard from Cernunnos or Morgana regarding Echidna?”

      Herne shook his head. “Ever since they transferred her to Annwn, there’s been radio silence. And I don’t feel like I have the right to ask at this point. Morgana and Cernunnos will tell us what they want us to know when the time is right.”

      Herne’s parents—Cernunnos, the Lord of the Forest, and Morgana, the goddess of the Sea—had created the Wild Hunt Agency, to deal with the twin courts of Fae.

      When we had discovered that Echidna, the mother of all dragons, was still alive, they had swept her away before Typhon discovered she was still alive. Echidna was our one hope in defeating the Father of Dragons, and she was sequestered away in Annwn, discussing strategies with the gods.

      I wasn’t sure what to say. Part of me wanted to urge him to contact them. After all, we were in this war, too. But reality was: the less we knew, the better. We were all careful, but should one of us be captured, what we didn’t know, we couldn’t tell.

      The phone rang, interrupting us. It was Herne’s landline, so it was probably Angel on the intercom. I shifted so that he could stand up, and he hurried over to his desk to answer. He listened for a moment, then said, “Meet us in the break room.”

      He motioned for me to join him and, gathering my tablet and files, I followed him down the hallway. Viktor was already there, along with Angel. Talia and Yutani were almost to the break room when we got there. Rafé wasn’t in yet—he often came in during the evenings, along with Charlie.

      When we had gathered, Angel cleared her throat. “I just got a call from Rhiannon. You know, from the Foam Born Encampment?”

      We nodded. Rhiannon was the matriarch of the Foam Born Encampment, a Pod of water-horse shifters who lived over on Whidbey Island.

      “She’s coming in for an appointment this afternoon. She says it’s urgent and can’t wait.”

      A shiver raced down my spine. Shortly after Angel—my best friend—and I started working for the Wild Hunt, we had investigated a case over on Whidbey Island for the water-horse shifters. We thought we had managed to close it, but as time went on, we found out that it wasn’t quite as closed as we had hoped.

      We had captured one of the Ante-Fae—one of the ancient Fae. He had been killing people and siphoning off both their life force and their blood. When we delivered him to Cernunnos, Herne’s father had thrown him deep into a dungeon, planning to leave him there for the rest of his life. But then, one of the guards set to watch over him had vanished, and Straff vanished along with her. We had no idea where he was, but we suspected that he was on the prowl again because reports of similar murders had cropped up recently.

      “Crap, you know what that means,” I said.

      “Don’t assume,” Talia said. “We don’t know yet—”

      “Well, I’m not sure,” Angel said. “She did mention that two teens from the Pod have gone missing. One was a young woman named Lecada, and Lecada has a twin. They’re bonded. You know how human twins bond? Well, apparently among the hippocampi, twin-bonds are even stronger and if one of a set of identical twins dies, then the other will feel it.”

      “Oh no,” I said, closing my eyes. “Tell me she didn’t feel the pain—because if Straff is involved—”

      “Oh, there was pain,” Angel said, a grim look on her face. “But not the way you might be thinking. Aja said her connection to Lecada was abruptly severed. It wasn’t the same as if her sister had been killed or even hurt, but she described it as if she and Lecada had never been connected. It traumatized Aja, because it was like cutting off something in one of her senses.”

      Talia paled. “That’s odd. Perhaps the girl was taken through a portal?”

      “That’s possible, but Rhiannon didn’t say anything about that.” Angel consulted her notes. “The other girl vanished a month or so ago—her name was Twinkle. She vanished without a trace.”

      “We need to talk to the twin, obviously, but I don’t want to scare her. What do the parents have to say? Were the girls prone to running away?” Herne asked.

      Angel shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her when she gets here.”

      “So, she’s not coming because of Straff?” Talia asked.

      “I don’t think so, but again, we’ll have to ask her when she gets here.” Angel glanced at her notes. “She’ll be here in an hour or so.”

      “One thing I don’t understand is why Straff returned to Whidbey Island. Surely he has to know that we’ll be hunting him down again?” Yutani was the son of the Great Coyote, and he was a brilliant man, if a tad volatile. He was also our IT guy, and had managed to find a way onto the Dark Web without being traced, which opened up a well of knowledge for us.

      “You say that as though we’re dealing with someone sane,” Viktor said. The half-ogre shook his head. “Straff is about as far from sane as I am from being a pygmy.”

      I repressed a snicker. “True that,” I said. “But Yutani raises a good point. If Straff’s on the island again, he has to know that we’ll be seeking him out. He can’t think that Cernunnos hasn’t found out that he escaped, can he?”

      It seemed ludicrous to think that Straff would be that oblivious, unless he was listening to the guard who had sprung him out of the dungeon. If she was still alive. There was a distinct possibility he had killed her. A sudden thought hit me, one that made my stomach lurch.

      “Do we have to contact Blackthorn again?”

      “Oh, yes. We’ll need to consult the King of Thorns again,” Herne said. “I don’t relish the thought, either.”

      The last time we had met, Blackthorn had shown too much of an interest in me, and I hadn’t forgotten the sleazy, creepy way he had tried to insinuate himself between Herne and me. Blackthorn, the King of Thorns, was Straff’s father, and to me, he had been more frightening than Straff himself.

      Angel’s cell phone rang and she glanced at it. “I set the reception phone to forward to my phone.” She moved away from the table to answer, while the rest of us continued to discuss Straff. But less than a minute later, Angel hurried over and turned on the TV.

      “Guys, that was Maria Serenades, the deputy mayor. She has what she calls some disturbing news and she wants to talk to us today. She’ll be here around three o’clock. She told me to turn on the television and watch the breaking news.”

      We quieted down as the newscaster came on. Marcy Winters—a ditzy bleached blonde for whom the song “Dirty Laundry” might have been written—faced the camera with a blisteringly cheerful smile.

      “Today, history was made when Frassáire—the spokesman for the Dakkar Mountain Dragon Clan—bought the entire town of Remington, a small mining town last occupied in the early 1920s by prospectors. Located near Monroe, the town has sat empty since 1941, when the last residents moved away, and has been up for sale the past ten years. Frassáire told our reporters that the Dakkar Mountain Dragon Clan plans to renovate it into a tourist village, with rides and vendors, where families can come to meet and interact with the Dragonkin. They plan to open by early April.”

      I stared at the screen. “What the everloving fuck?”

      Herne swore, hitting the table with his fist. “I talked to the governor a few weeks ago. I warned him this was going to happen.”

      At first, we had been worried that the dragons were going to take over by force, but as the weeks wore on and the dragons made themselves known but backed down in actual attacks, we began to suspect a more devious plot. Though the dead were walking—and they would as long as Typhon was around—we began to realize he was aiming to gain trust. He was a treacherous wyrm, and we had begun to suspect that Typhon and his dragons were going to try to insinuate themselves into society and then demand a seat on the United Coalition, much like the Fomorians had. Now, it looked like we were right.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked. “Can’t we stop them from buying up land?”

      “No, we can’t,” Herne said. “When I talked to the governor he assured me that his office would keep an eye on the dragons. And when I told him that the gods were looking for a way to drive Typhon out of this realm, he assured me that the state has our back. That the country has our back. The dragons are here on a worldwide basis, and pretty soon the countries will have to come together to decide what to do about this, and that’s just going to end up in one big clusterfuck. Pardon my language, but…we all know it. That’s one reason the gods have taken the reins of this battle.”

      I stared at the table. We knew for a fact that Typhon’s end goal was to enslave humanity as both servants and food, but we didn’t dare let that information loose to the general public or panic would ensue. Unfortunately, dragons were both crafty and charming, and they were quite happy to use whatever means possible to bring about their desired results.

      “Basically, they’re creating an amusement park and making themselves into a spectacle. On the surface, it seems so undignified,” Yutani said. “But they’ll be able to disarm people. Can you imagine the children begging to ‘go see the dragons’? We’re talking Jurassic Park all over again, except this isn’t fiction, and we aren’t the ones setting up the disaster.”

      “Yes, we are,” I said. “We aren’t stopping them from building it.”

      “What can we do to stop them?” Angel said. “It’s not like the old days when you could scream ‘illegal immigrant’ about somebody coming over the border and slam the door shut on them. The world is more interconnected, and that’s a good thing. Generally. But it also makes it easier for a group like the dragons to wedge themselves in.”

      Herne shook his head. “My guess is that there are laws in place about this, but they’re being overlooked because dragons have money. You can bet that every dragon on this planet has amassed a fortune, and the moment someone who’s both greedy and powerful gets wind of that, the kickbacks are going to be enormous—” he paused as my phone rang.

      I glanced at the caller ID and groaned. “It’s Saílle.”

      The Queen of the Dark Fae seldom contacted me unless she wanted something, or something so serious had happened that she had to bring me in on it. I was half–Light Fae, half–Dark Fae, and on my way to becoming a goddess.

      When I first arrived at the agency, both the Queens of Light and Dark had ignored me. In fact, I had been pariah, a stain on their heritages. Half-breeds, whether the other half was human, Fae, or other Crypto, were excommunicated. But the moment they found out I was engaged to Herne and that I would take my place as one of the Fae goddesses, both Névé and Saílle had done their best to woo me over. I walked a delicate tightrope between the two and felt like I was one step away from tumbling to the rocks below, because with those two, there was no safety net involved.

      “Hello?” I had neither the energy nor desire to play their games today.

      “Ember, we need to talk to you and your agency about this dragon news. Those beasts cannot be allowed to have a foothold in the land. They’ll—”

      Before she could finish, I cut her off. “Queen Saílle, we just heard about it and we’re discussing what to do now. Trust me, we aren’t happy about it either. If you have any ideas beyond taking a nuclear bomb to them, please let us know.”

      “Don’t you shush me, girl!” Saílle’s voice thundered over the phone so loud that everybody in the room heard and turned to stare.

      I stifled a laugh. We were probably going to need their help and I couldn’t afford to alienate her. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long morning.”

      She let out a sigh. “I realize that you’re probably busy and I’m interrupting a meeting, but please tell Herne that we—we being Névé and me—want to meet with him at the first available opportunity to discuss this travesty.” And then, she abruptly ended the call.

      I turned back to the others. “That was Saílle. Guess who’s not happy over the announcement about the dragons and wants to meet to discuss strategy?”

      Herne groaned. “Wonderful, just wonderful. That’s all we need.”

      I sank back into my seat as the others continued to speculate over both Straff and the dragons. Some days, it just didn’t pay to get out of bed.
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      While Herne went to contact his parents about the news, the rest of us wandered off back to our offices and desks. I slumped in my chair, staring at the mess of files and papers that had cascaded off my desk. Since the first day I came to work for the Wild Hunt, everything had seemed so immediate and dangerous. But my life had probably always been like that. I just hadn’t realized it.
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        * * *

      

      I’m Ember Kearney, and I’m a tralaeth. That means that I’m half–Light Fae, half–Dark Fae, and a pariah from both courts. Half-breeds, whether crossing courts, or crossing races—such as half human, half Fae—aren’t acceptable in the glittering world of the Fae. We’re considered tainted, because most of the Fae are so freaking elitist that they consider themselves the shining stars of the world. Turns out? Not so much, but they’re not about to admit it.

      My parents were murdered when I was fifteen. Star-crossed lovers don’t always get happily-ever-after, and in my parents’ case, that ending was a bloody, vicious one. My paternal grandfather and maternal grandmother colluded to have them murdered. And it worked. They would have killed me too, except that I happened to be at school. I came home to find them lying in pools of blood.

      Angel’s mother had offered me a place to live, so I went to stay with Mama J. and my best friend. They helped me keep sane, but they couldn’t take away my anger. Luckily, I had finally managed to have my revenge—and never let anyone ever tell you that revenge isn’t sweet. It doesn’t stop the pain, but it does give a certain feeling of closure.

      After college, I went on to become a freelance investigator. I took care of goblin problems, I cleared out nests of sub-Fae who were causing havoc, and in general, I kept to myself except for Angel. She became my best friend when we were eight years old, and she’s still my best friend. While our lives are slowly leading us in different directions, we’ll always be sisters of the heart.

      A year and a half ago, her little brother went missing. Long story short, I found him safe, but the resulting cascade of events led to both of us working for the Wild Hunt. And that led to me dating Herne, my boss and a god, and that led to him proposing and me accepting and now we’re engaged. I bought a house, Angel moved in, and our lives have been charging ahead ever since. We’re both happy, in love with our respective partners, and if we have to save the world every now and then? Well, so be it.
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        * * *

      

      I sat down on the floor of my office and started sorting through the chaos. I didn’t want to think about going after Straff a second time. The first time had been bad enough, but at least this time, we knew what to expect, especially with his father. Psychos like Straff were bad, but Blackthorn was far more cunning and cultivated, and his agenda was driven by ancient, treacherous forces.

      As I sorted the papers into different piles, I heard a noise at the door and looked up. Yutani was standing there, frowning.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Heard from my old man last night.”

      I stopped, setting the papers back down as I scrambled to my feet. “How did it go?”

      Yutani was still getting used to the idea that the Great Coyote was his father. What that meant for his own evolution remained to be seen. Yutani was a demigod, thanks to his parentage, but he’d shown no real sign of any powers he might have gained from the Trickster, except for chaos following his heels.

      Yutani shrugged, then tiptoed through the maze of paper on the floor to sit down on the loveseat at the back of my office. The room was small—it wouldn’t have been big enough for a bedroom, really—but it served its purpose.

      It was pouring outside. I had opened the blinds on the window that overlooked the alley, and now I could see the rain coming down in sheets, steadily hissing as it sputtered against the concrete below. I turned on the overhead light, and leaned against my desk, staring at the paperwork spread out before me.

      “He just shows up without warning, expecting me to drop everything and hang out with him. I have a life. He never seems to acknowledge that. To be honest, I feel like I’ve backslid in my emotional growth since he showed up.” He sounded more upset than I had thought.

      “Has he ever talked to you about being your father? I mean…about what that means for you?” I asked.

      Yutani shook his head. “No, and every time I try to bring it up, he just blows me off and acts like it shouldn’t matter. He’ll be like, ‘Let’s go grab a beer’ and when I say no—I’m finding that not drinking at all is better for my addiction than giving in now and then—he acts like I’m a killjoy. His life is a whirlwind because that’s all he is. But I need more than chaos, and I can’t seem to make him understand that. He just blows me off and accuses me of being too linear.”

      I could tell this was bothering him. I dusted my hands on my jeans and carefully picked my way through the paper maze to sit beside him.

      “Can your aunt help? She has to know more about the story surrounding your mother and the Great Coyote. Hell, I don’t even know if your mother’s still alive.”

      Yutani gave me a long look. He was tall, lean, and muscled, and he had the most beautiful eyelashes that I had ever seen—long and silky, just like his hair.

      Yutani was Native American, and he came from the Southwest. While he kept his private life private, we all knew that he was a Top and into the D&S lifestyle. He was an expert at kinbaku—Japanese rope bondage—and there was a sensuality to his movements that was hard to ignore. Early on, before Herne and I started dating, I had briefly toyed with the idea of getting involved with Yutani, but I wasn’t submissive, and any relationship other than as friends would have quickly imploded. For that same reason, when he pursued a good friend of mine—Raven, one of the Ante-Fae—she had quickly pushed away his interest.

      “My mother? Yes, she’s still alive. What can I say about her? My aunt Celia raised me. When the village burned down, Auntie left and took me with her. We left all of our family—including my mother, who is Celia’s sister—behind. They blamed me for something I couldn’t control. Their anger left a bad taste in my mouth for anything concerning family.” He dropped his head back, sliding down to rest it against the sofa.

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I had loved my parents, but they had been taken from me far too early. On the other hand, I had quite willingly killed my grandfather when he threatened my life, and I’d do it again if I had to.

      “Are you afraid of what you might find if you explore your lineage? The Great Coyote’s a walking time bomb, in my opinion.” I felt bad even saying that, but it was the truth. I blamed Coyote as much as I blamed Yutani’s mother for abandoning him. The Great Coyote owed it to his son to help him grow into his powers, whatever they were. Hell, we didn’t even know if Yutani could be killed. The gods were immortal. Herne was, although he could be severely injured. But we had no clue regarding Yutani’s lifespan.

      “What are you thinking about?” Yutani suddenly asked me. “You have a strange look on your face.”

      “I’m thinking about…” I paused, searching quickly for something that wouldn’t spark off more anger than Yutani already have. “I’m thinking about immortality. What if Herne was decapitated? If the gods can’t die, what would happen to him? Would he carry his head around? Would his attacker be unable to actually cut off his head? Or would the head just miraculously reattach?” As the words came out of my mouth, I realized how bizarre they sounded.

      Yutani sputtered, then began to laugh. “Oh, my side, I’ve got a stitch,” he said, grimacing as the laughter continued. He was trying to get himself under control when Talia peeked into the office.

      “What’s so funny? I could use a laugh too,” she said.

      “Ember was thinking about cutting off Herne’s head to find out what would happen,” Yutani said between great gulps of air. He must have been wound tight to find what I said so funny.

      I gave him a pointed look as he began to collect himself again. After a moment, he let out a long sigh. “All right, I’ll stop. But seriously, what a question to ask.”

      Talia caught my gaze. “Anything going on that I should know about?”

      I shook my head. “I was just wondering—if the gods are immortal—then what if somebody cut off their heads? Oh, never mind. I’ll ask Herne,” I grumbled, now feeling ridiculous.

      But Talia paused, cocking her head. “That’s actually an interesting question. I’m not sure it’s one I’d pose to Herne, but hey, he would be the one to give you a definitive answer.” She stared at the stacks of papers on the floor. “I take it you were either cheering and ran out of confetti or the same thing that happened to our desks happened to yours?”

      “I swear, I want to grab up every paper on the floor and dump it on Herne’s desk.” I sat down on the floor again, handing Yutani a bag of rubber bands. “Here, make yourself useful. As I hand you a stack of papers, band them, please.”

      He grudgingly began banding the stacks of papers as I handed them to him. Talia went back to the office they shared.

      When all the papers were neatly sorted and the stacks bound together, I sat them on the small filing cabinet to the side of my desk, pushed back so they wouldn’t be easily knocked over. “I think Herne should just hire someone to go through this mess and make sense of it all.”

      “Why don’t you tell him that? He might listen to you,” Yutani said. “I think he’s worried that someone from the outside might let it leak that our accounting wasn’t up to par. That’s bad for business.”

      “Our business is to primarily keep Saílle and Névé from killing one another, and everybody around them in the process,” I muttered. “I didn’t sign on to take care of dragons and deal with crazed serial killers.” I paused, realizing how surly I sounded. “I’m just tired. The whole mess is wearing on me. We no sooner had dealt with the Tuathan Brotherhood when the activity with Typhon arose.”

      “I know battle fatigue is a real thing,” Yutani said. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, and be careful about taking it out on others. If you need to, why don’t you talk to that shrink that Raven went to? He seemed to have helped her a great deal. And Rafé, too.”

      The “shrink” happened to be an Elven healer, and he had been instrumental in helping Raven overcome her PTSD. Rafé, too, for that matter. In fact, Angel and Rafé would have split up if it wasn’t for the work the healer had done.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, staring at the floor, which was now neat as a pin. Or at least, it was no longer littered with the scattered contents of multiple file folders. I glanced over at Yutani, wanting to ask him something that had been on my mind for a long while. “Yutani…you mentioned your aunt took you with her when the village forced you out. What about your mother?”

      He froze, his gaze never flickering. “That’s a sore spot,” he answered. “My mother ceased to be my mother the day I walked away from that village and she, like the others, turned her back on me. She knew it wasn’t my fault that the village had burned to the ground. I haven’t heard from her since that day. She knows that Celia is in contact with me, but she’s never once asked about how I am. And if you don’t mind, I’d rather you didn’t bring her up again.”

      I bit my lip. His mother had obviously hurt him deeply and for that he couldn’t forgive her. But I also knew what it was like to lose my parents—and I didn’t have a chance for a do-over. I paused, then said, “I’ll respect your wishes. But before I do, I’m going to say one thing, and I’ll leave it at that. If you think there’s a chance that you can reconcile, don’t wait too long. Life happens, people die.”

      Yutani stretched, yawning before he turned to me. “What about your grandfather? Would you give him another chance, if he was still alive?” That felt like a low blow—which Yutani was quite capable of—but the message was loud and clear.

      “I get the message. I won’t bring her up again. To answer your question, no, I wouldn’t give him another chance. I’d kill him again, if the situation played out the same.”

      “Then you’ve answered your question to me, as well. All right, back to work. Rhiannon is supposed to be here in about twenty minutes, Angel told me.” He headed back to his office.

      I stared at his retreating back. If what his mother did was even remotely as bad as what my grandfather had done, then Yutani had a very good reason for cutting her out of his life. But a tiny voice in the back of my brain kept telling me that he didn’t know the whole story, that there was more there than he knew about. Trouble was, it wasn’t my place to get involved, and I really didn’t want to lose his friendship.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Angel ushered her into Herne’s office, Rhiannon looked just as majestic as she had the year before when she first visited our offices. The past sixteen months had worn on her, however—that much was evident in her eyes. She was a tall woman, with pale skin that bordered on cerulean, and her long white-as-snow hair flowed down to her thighs, straight as spun platinum. At first glance, she looked like she should have blue eyes, but they were a rich coffee brown instead. She was wearing a lavender pantsuit, with a pale blush blouse. Silver earrings and a Chanel handbag gave her an old-money feel, and she was unmistakably an aristocrat. But when she smiled, it was genuine, and washed away any sense of elitism that might linger on someone else.

      “Herne, Ember,” she said, holding out her arms. I gave her a hug, and she shook Herne’s hand. But as I turned back to my chair, she caught my left hand up, holding it up to the light. “What’s this?” She looked up at me, then at Herne. “Is this an engagement ring?”

      Herne had given me a sapphire, set into platinum. On either side of the square-cut solitaire were diamond and amethyst baguettes. I had gotten used to wearing it over the past months, and while I took it off before we went out in the field, exchanging it for a plain silver band, I treasured the ring and my hand felt naked without it.

      “Yes,” I said, grinning. “You’ll be getting a save-the-date card as soon as we decide on an actual day, but it will be next autumn.”

      “Congratulations to both of you. You’ll make a spectacular couple.” She paused, then glanced at Herne. “Does this mean she’ll be going through the Gadawnoin? The ritual to elevate her to deityhood?”

      “Yes. My mother will prepare her.” Herne stood behind his desk, motioning for Rhiannon to take a seat in one of the wing chairs opposite his desk. “Ember will be joining the goddesses who rule over the Faerie Realm.”

      Rhiannon blinked, a look of surprise crossing her face. “That should be…”

      I tried not to laugh. She knew all about Saílle and Névé. “Interesting?” I asked.

      “Well, I suppose that’s the best way to put it,” Rhiannon said. Then, after a moment, she leaned toward me and said, “How do you think they’re going to take the news?”

      “Oh, they’ve already heard the news and…shall we just say the response was immediate. The intrigue started within the first few moments. I’ll tell you all about it later.”

      Rhiannon snorted, leaning back in her chair as she gracefully crossed one leg over the other. “Oh, that must have been a delight to watch.”

      The hippocampi didn’t consider themselves part of the Fae world—nor did they consider themselves shifters. While they probably could fit into either, they tended to view themselves as isolated, unique unto themselves.

      “I’d rather not talk about it.” There wasn’t much I could say. The two would make my life as miserable as they could for as long as they could.

      “What are you going to do?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose I’m running on the premise that I’ll deal with it when I get there. Anyway, what brings you here? Is it Straff?”

      When we had found out that Straff had escaped, one of the first things we had done was to inform Rhiannon. At that point, we hadn’t counted on him returning to the former scene of his crimes, but now I was glad we had already given her the warning.

      “Not really, though he is a concern. But there’s another problem. I suppose Angel told you about the missing teens?”

      “Do you think Straff took them?” I asked.

      Rhiannon shook her head. “No, actually. Though several murders have occurred that lead me to think he’s returned, this is something I think is totally off his radar. Please don’t say anything to anybody else until you’ve had a chance to look into it.” She sounded so serious that we all leaned in, waiting. “I suspect that one of the members of our Pod has been acting as a go-between to procure sex slaves for buyers on the Dark Web. I can’t prove it, though. And I’m reluctant to put any member of our Pod in danger by asking them to look into it. There’s also the danger that I might end up asking someone involved on the other side.”

      I caught my breath. The thought that one of the hippocampi might be going up against their own people seemed almost profane. But there were rotten apples in every bushel. I glanced over at Herne. “Could Yutani track this down, if it’s on the Dark Web?”

      “Maybe,” Herne said. “He’d probably need more to go on, though.” He frowned, leaning back in his chair. “So you think whoever is abducting the girls is selling them?”

      Rhiannon nodded. “We reported it to the police, but they haven’t found a trace of the girls. We aren’t a large Pod. I can’t imagine that whoever is doing this can keep going for long, not without being found out. But we’re big enough so that I can’t just pinpoint the slaver. Not to mention, I fear that if we catch him, he might never tell us where those girls went. I want them back.”

      “Are they the type to run away?” I asked.

      “No, that’s the thing. Twinkle and Lecada are at the top of their classes—well, each one in a different field, but they both are stellar students. They help out with charity events, and neither have ever been in trouble. Lecada was on her way home from studying with a classmate when she vanished, and Twinkle was on her way home from the range—she’s into the biathlon—when she disappeared.” Rhiannon shook her head. “I know that Straff is on the loose again, but…there’s something about these girls’ disappearances that just doesn’t jibe with his MO.”

      She looked so worried that I immediately wanted to jump in with an offer to help, but the decision wasn’t my call. Herne ran the agency, and he was the one who decided whether we took on cases or not. But right now, I had little doubt by the look on his face. His eyes had clouded over and he looked like he wanted to find a punching bag. Herne hated crap like this, and he was almost always willing to help out when women and children were being exploited.

      “We’ll do what we can. I can’t promise you anything, but we’ll come over. We need to look into Straff’s escape anyway. My father’s ready to tear apart Whidbey Island to find him and the guard who helped him. If I were her, I’d pray that Straff killed me before Cernunnos finds her. Do you realize what sort of punishment lies in store for disloyalty to a god?” He shuddered. “I wouldn’t trade places with her for all the world.”

      “Thank you. I can’t ask for more than your help,” Rhiannon said. “You might want to stay out at the Pod this time. The hotel you were at last time is undergoing renovations. We have two bungalows at the encampment for VIP guests of the Pod. I have license over who gets to use them, and right now, I’ll assign them to you for as long as you need. When shall we expect you?”

      “Given this is a time-sensitive case, we’ll head over to Whidbey Island tomorrow morning.” Herne stood, bowing graciously.

      She smiled as she headed for the door. Glancing back over her shoulder, she said, “Ember, congratulations and best of luck. I don’t envy you. Stepping into the world of the gods won’t be easy. I hope it serves you better than it did me when I was faced with that choice many years ago.” Before I could ask what she was talking about, Rhiannon vanished down the hall.

      Breathing a heavy sigh, I turned toward Herne. “She almost underwent deification? What for?” It seemed odd that we didn’t know this. But then again, we didn’t know all that much about the water-horse shifters.

      “I’m not sure,” he said, staring at the door. “Will you ask Angel to order lunch and call another meeting? I’ll be there in a few moments. I need to make a couple of calls.” He gave me a peck on the cheek, telling me he really was preoccupied, and I headed out of his office, stopping at Angel’s desk to ask her to order lunch.
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      As we once again gathered around the break room table, Yutani opened his laptop. I wandered over to the window, staring out into the drizzling rain. The sanitation workers were making the rounds—they had been collecting the trash on Fridays, but now we were on their Monday route. The truck rattled and hummed as the massive pincers picked up the dumpster and emptied it into the back of the truck.

      Turning back to the others, I saw that Angel was accepting bags of food from the Anton’s Fish Shack delivery guy.

      “That was fast,” I said, helping her carry the bags of chowder and fish and chips to the table.

      “They just had to bag it up and run it over. They have a couple delivery boys who are quick as lightning. They like the tips.”

      “Chowder,” Viktor said, licking his lips. “Yum.” He glanced at me. “Wearing a sweater?”

      I nodded. “I’m cold.” I had grabbed a sweater from my office because the building seemed unusually chilly this morning.

      Herne entered, also wearing a cardigan over his polo shirt. “Furnace is on the blink, guys. It’s going to get a lot colder in here before the landlord manages to fix it. He’s sending someone over, but they won’t even get here until mid-afternoon. So bundle up. It’s forty-three degrees outside and it’s going to feel like that in here before long.”

      “Wonderful,” Talia said, shaking her head. “We should just buy this building and become our own landlords.” She held up one hand when Herne started to answer her. “Don’t even start. I know you don’t want to, but it makes sense. Either that or find a new office space.”

      “I know. But it will be fine. I’ve offered to handle the payment if he picks a reputable guy and not his cousin again.” Herne shook his head. “We’re not going to be subjected to Jamie again.” For years, the landlord’s cousin had “handled” repairs, leading only to yet more costly repairs to fix his fixes. “Actually, I know that I’ve balked about the idea of buying the building in the past, but I’m starting to think it might be a good idea.”

      “Well, think harder, dude,” Talia said. “All right, what did Rhiannon have to say? Was it about Straff?”

      “Yes, and no. Mostly no, though that worries her as well. But Rhiannon has a different concern.” He repeated what Rhiannon had told us. “So, they have a potential slaver in their midst.”

      I grimaced. “When I was little, I imagined other groups—like the Ante-Fae, or the shifters—were more likely to police themselves on a consistent basis, but apparently I was wrong. I can’t imagine someone in the Foam Born Pod being callous enough to sell off members of his own people—especially teen girls—to use as…” I drifted off. The concept of selling someone to become a sex slave made me cringe. How people could be so cruel did not compute.

      “Unfortunately, there are plenty of men—and women—who wouldn’t think twice about it. We’re going to need to go into this cautiously.” Yutani’s gaze darkened. “The Dark Web is a place where people disappear. If the buyer even has the remotest inkling that we’re onto his case, chances are likely that the girls will vanish for good. The men who buy these women won’t hesitate to dispose of them if they think they’re going to get caught.”

      “Crap,” I said. “I hadn’t even thought of that. Then we have to go in undercover.”

      “That’s easy enough,” Herne said. “We can just say we’re there to investigate Straff’s escape—which will be true. We use that as our main guise and we should be fine.”

      “Good thought,” Yutani said.

      I told them about the bungalows. “This time we won’t need to check for bugs—”

      “Wrong,” Yutani countered. “Never, ever underestimate intelligence. Our slaver may well think that we’re there for the reasons we give, but if he’s got any worry at all, or any paranoia about being caught, then he could easily rig up surveillance equipment. We bring our zapper with us and I’ll go through the bungalows.” He was quickly typing notes on his laptop.

      “Are we all going?” Angel asked. “Me, too?”

      “Yes, and Rafé,” Herne said. “Tomorrow we’re scheduled to check out Keri Cleandra’s place, but I’m thinking…” He paused, then said, “Angel, call her and cancel. Give her Wager Chance’s name and suggest she ask him. Tell her we have to go out of town and we’re not certain how long we’ll be gone. Don’t charge her for today’s visit.”

      Angel nodded, jotting down instructions. “I can do that. So, I don’t have to book a hotel over on Whidbey Island?”

      “No, we’ll stay at the encampment. That will give us the chance to interact more and to meet anyone Rhiannon might suspect is behind the disappearances of the two girls.”

      “Question: How are we going to investigate the disappearances when we have to keep our real reason for being over there secret?” Viktor asked. “If we go around asking questions of their parents and friends, the slaver might well get wind of it and vanish.”

      “Good point,” Herne said. “We do as much research as we can before we leave. Talia, this afternoon, I want you to see what you can find out via the grapevine, but be careful. Yutani, I’d like you to take a run onto the UnderSurf and see if there’s anybody requesting to purchase water-horse shifters in particular?”

      Yutani grimaced. “I can do that. I do know of a few slave sites.”

      The UnderSurf was one of the biggest sites on the Dark Web—the dark side of the internet. The Dark Web required work and caution to access, especially if you wanted to retain anonymity.

      The UnderSurf provided those dealing in human trafficking—the buying and selling of any sentient being—a place to meet and bargain. There were three other major sites on the Dark Web, among which were the UnderShot, a place to buy and sell arms and weapons that were technically illegal to traffic, the UnderCast, where hitmen—both magical and physical—left their resumes for those looking to hire for murder, and the UnderWyre, where exotic—and usually illegal—goods were sold. Together with all the minor sites of similar kind, the Dark Web was a dangerous place, all the way around.

      “What else should I do?” Angel asked.

      Herne frowned. “Why don’t you put together a list of everything we’re going to need for the trip so that we don’t forget anything. Everyone, be sure to drop off your equipment needs to Angel, so she can put them on the master list.”

      “What the hell are we going to need?” I asked. “We’re not only going after Straff, but whoever this guy is? I guess standard weaponry, but…”

      “I’ll think of whatever I can in terms of surveillance equipment, and so on. We’ll need packs, just in case we have to do any wandering out in the foothills, and it probably wouldn’t hurt to bring along someone to deal with the undead. Let’s not forget the fallout from Typhon’s presence has crept everywhere.” Yutani wrinkled his nose. He really didn’t like the undead.

      “That reminds me,” I said. “Ashera’s over on Bainbridge Island with a few of the other Celestial Wanderers and the Mountain Dreamers. Do we want to ask her if she’d like to hop over to Whidbey and see us?”

      Ashera was a blue dragon—a water dragon. The Dragonni were split into several factions, and some of them took after Echidna, the Mother of All Dragons. Those were friendly, and even helpful to humankind. The ones who took after Typhon, their father—the Luminous Warriors—were the red, white, and shadow dragons. They were the ones out to enslave the world, now that they were back in it.

      “We can. But Yutani’s right. We do need someone who can deal with the undead. Do you think Raven would agree to come along?” Herne asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “She and Kipa have been sticking pretty close to home since her father came to visit.”

      “Give her a call, if you would. And tell Kipa I expect him to come with us, so Raven might as well.” Herne cocked one eyebrow, grinning. “That may jog her out of her nest.”

      “You do realize if they both come, chances are Raj will be coming along, too,” Angel said.

      Herne rolled his eyes. Raj was Raven’s gargoyle companion. She had saved his life when he was a baby. A demon had owned him and cut off his wings so Raj couldn’t fly away. She won Raj away from the demon in a poker game, and had a powerful witch cast a spell on the gargoyle so that he forgot he ever had wings. Raj was devoted to her. He’d lay down his life for her, I thought. And in turn, Raven adored Raj. She didn’t trust anybody to watch after him for long, except Kipa…but if Kipa was coming with us…

      “Fine, she can bring Raj, if she wants.” Herne glanced at Talia. “What about…what was her name? The cat shifter you know over there?”

      “Rosetta?”

      “Yeah, is she still living there? She was a reporter for the local paper, right? She might know something.”

      Talia nodded. “Rosetta retired from the Whidbey Island Gazette earlier this year, but she’s still there, and she still has her finger on the pulse of the town. But I don’t recommend going to her. That woman’s mouth is a mile wide and her tongue goes a mile a minute.”

      Rosetta was a Norwegian Forest cat shifter who was one of those people who knew everything about everybody, and she also liked her gossip. If we asked her about the missing girls, it would be all over the town that we had been making inquiries.

      Herne frowned, then shrugged. “Maybe not a good idea, then.”

      “I think it’s best to keep her out of this one.” Talia flipped her steno pad shut. “Ember, want me to call Ronnie and see if she can pet sit for us?”

      Any time we went out of town, Talia needed a sitter for her two dogs, and I needed one for Mr. Rumblebutt, my cat. If Angel was going to stay, she would take care of him, but since we were all going, we’d need somebody to cat-sit him. Ronnie Archwood was a member of the Light Fae, but she had turned her back on Navane long ago. Her people had objected to her getting married. It wasn’t that Ronnie was gay and married a woman that bothered them—it was that she had fallen in love with a human. So she had walked away from Navane and joined the human world, building up a thriving clientele as a pet sitter. Ronnie was reliable and loving to the animals she babysat.

      “Please do.” I glanced at Herne. “Is that all? We’re currently not booked for any other jobs, so other than canceling Keri’s meeting, we have a fairly free calendar.”

      “That sounds good. If anybody thinks of anything else, chime in and let us know. We’ll spend the rest of today getting ready. I think that’s it for now,” Herne said, dismissing us.
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        * * *

      

      The thought of a trip out to Whidbey Island sounded wonderful, other than the fact that we were both looking for a serial killer and a kidnapper. Those two thoughts put a damper on what otherwise would be a lovely trip.

      I had actually made a few day trips to Whidbey over the past year and a half, but there was nothing quite like staying out in the islands overnight. The feel was different than being on the mainland. Even though there were towns on the islands, the San Juan Islands had an isolated feel to them, a windswept desolation that made me think of high, lonely crags that overlooked the ocean, and wind whistling through the beach grass lining the dunes.

      I put in a call to Ashera, hoping she could find the time to meet with us.

      She answered on the first ring. “Ember, how lovely to hear from you.” Her voice was fluid—melodious, reminding me of a flute in the wind. “What may I do for you?”

      Ashera was gracious, and she had done her best to adapt to our world. I knew she missed the Forgotten Kingdom, the land of dragons, and that she wished that Typhon had never woken and breached the portals allowing the dragons to enter back into our world.

      “We’re going to be out on Whidbey Island tomorrow. I thought if you had the time, could you take the ferry over to talk to us? We wanted to discuss—”

      “The fact that the Luminous Warriors are buying up land?”

      “Yeah, that’s the topic, all right.” I frowned. Everything had gotten so complicated in the past eighteen months.

      “I’m afraid I can’t. We’re holding a long council session to discuss that very issue and I’m booked up all week.”

      Disappointed, I thanked her anyway, then hung up and called Raven.

      Raven was one of the Ante-Fae, and she was dating Herne’s distant cousin—Kipa, or Kuippana, as his full name was. Lord of the Wolves, Kipa was a wild child, and so was Raven. Yet they managed to balance one another out. It was almost like two negatives made a positive—their chaotic natures collided to bring a form of order to the mix.

      “Yo, Ember, what’s up?” Raven answered, and I could hear chewing noises. “Pardon me, but I’m eating peppermints. Kipa bought me a bag of peppermint creams.”

      I laughed. Even though she was one of the Ante-Fae, Raven was a lot of fun, and she had a heart of gold. “Those sound yummy.” My sweet tooth rivaled Raven’s and probably eclipsed it. “I have some news. First, is Kipa there?”

      “Yeah,” she said, snorting. “He’s stretched out in boxer shorts, in front of the TV, watching Captain Brainiac with Raj. Neither one has budged since breakfast, so I’m going to give them a kick in the ass soon and they will clean the kitchen and living room.”

      “Okay, well, he needs to hear this, too. It’s important.”

      She must have caught the urgency in my voice because she said something and the next moment, Kipa was beside her, saying hello.

      “Hey, both of you. We’re headed over to Whidbey Island tomorrow for two reasons, and Herne wants Kipa there, and he asked if you would come along, too, Raven.”

      “What’s going on?” Kipa asked. I could hear the caution in his voice.

      “Straff is on the move again and building up a new body count. We can’t figure out why he returned to the island—he has to know we’d come looking—but I think that the disease that leaves him craving blood has caught up with him.”’

      “Ugh. All right, so we’re looking for him,” Raven said. “What’s the other case?”

      “This one’s trickier and we really need to keep this on the down low. Rhiannon came to see us today, and she told us that two young women have vanished from the encampment. She suspects one of their own members is dealing on the Dark Web—on UnderSurf, selling off the girls to men who want water-horse shifters.”

      There was silence for a moment, then Kipa cursed. “Fucking pricks. All right, when do we leave and what do I need to bring?”

      “We’re leaving tomorrow morning around eight, I think. Be here by seven-thirty. We’ll take two of the cars, probably Herne’s and Yutani’s. Raven, the reason we want you to come is because of the potential for undead. Even on such a small island, there are plenty of graves from over the years. You’re the strongest bone witch that we know.”

      “All right. But I don’t want to bring Raj this time.”

      That took care of that issue, I thought.

      “I want to find a sitter for him. I hate leaving him alone in a strange hotel room. And I can’t just leave him with no supervision for long periods of time because…well…disaster.”

      I laughed. “Raj does seem to have the ability to attract mayhem, even when he’s not trying.”

      “I’ll call you later tonight to finalize arrangements,” she said, hanging up.

      I glanced up to find Herne leaning against the door step. “Raven and Kipa will be here tomorrow morning by eight.”

      “Good. I really will feel better with both of them with us.” He started to turn away, then turned back. “Thank you, Ember. I don’t say it enough, but I really do appreciate all the work you do around here. Angel too. I don’t often remember to tell all of you, but you’re doing a bang-up job.” He blew me a kiss, then slipped out the door.

      I stared at his departing back, wondering what that was all about.
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        * * *

      

      We met in the break room at three o’clock with Maria Serenades, and the meeting went just about like I expected it, with one notable exception. She hadn’t favored the mayor publicly supporting the dragons’ purchase of the land.

      “I have long been a supporter of Mayor Neskan—she did a wonderful job when she came in to clean up after the last mayor. But…” Maria paused, her blond bun looking as tight as her smile. “This matter, we disagree on. I told her I wasn’t going to back her on this decision, but I don’t think she believed me.”

      Herne frowned. “The problem is, dragons don’t change their spots. They aren’t going to suddenly play nice without an ulterior motive. The Luminous Warriors are paving the way for an invasion. Typhon has landed and they’re hiding him until he’s at full power again. If this were a different faction of the Dragonni, I wouldn’t object—at least not so vehemently. But we’re talking about a group of dragons who hate humankind. Obviously, they’re planning to lull people into a false sense of complacency. Then they’ll spring their trap.”

      “I believe you,” Maria said. “I have no love for dragons, myself. I mean, yes, they’re beautiful creatures who look regal as shit, but I’m not oblivious to what their presence has wrought. The undead are a constant problem now. Curfews only work if people agree to keep them. We’re about to start fining people for being out after dark, but given there’s no end in sight, this isn’t a sustainable action. And now, by encouraging the dragons, it’s just going to become more difficult to minimize the damage.”

      Herne shrugged. “So, what does the mayor say? She won’t take my calls lately. She’s always busy or in a meeting. I could easily be offended by that—I am one of the gods—but the last thing I need to do is to make an enemy of a mayor that the city has taken to heart.” He leaned back in his chair, frowning.

      Maria Serenades, as professional as she always was, slumped back in her own chair, and for the first time since I had known her, she reached up and pulled out the pin holding her chignon tight to her head. As her hair fell down to her shoulders, blond, gleaming, and a little bit mussed, she shook her head, looking more tired than I’d ever seen her look.

      “I took this job because I wanted to make a difference. I thought when Brenda and I won the election last year, that together she and I would turn the city on its ears. We both had an eye toward the future, and we wanted to clean out some of the graft and the dirt from the government. But…and it pains me to say this, but…I believe that Brenda’s afraid that if she stands up to the Luminous Warriors, they’ll find a way to drive her out of office. Or worse, to destroy her family. She has four children, and her husband has some mental health issues. Neither of those presents a problem unless someone threatens to hurt your family.”

      She gazed at Herne, and it was easy to read between the lines.

      “You think she’s being blackmailed?” Talia asked.

      “Can you turn that off?” Maria gestured toward the digital recorder.

      Angel glanced at Herne, who nodded. She turned off the machine. “All right, all recording equipment is muted.”

      Maria cleared her throat, leaning forward to rest her elbows on the table.

      “Here’s the thing. I know for a fact that Brenda was against allowing the dragons to purchase property—so against it that she literally told me last week that under no circumstances would any dragon put down roots in the state. Then, yesterday, she abruptly tells me that she’s going to support the purchase, and that I’m not to question her decision. Which I promptly did, which landed me a big ‘leave it alone.’ I heard her on the phone shortly after that, making arrangements for her husband and children to leave the city. I’m not sure where they’re going, but she sounded worried, and in a hurry to make it happen.”

      That raised a lot of red flags. “All right, let’s say for the sake of argument that Mayor Neskan is being blackmailed. If so, when, where, and how? Do you remember anything out of the ordinary happening recently? Any suspicious calls coming through?” Talia asked.

      Maria shook her head. “No, though I wouldn’t be the one fielding the calls. The receptionist would. If a phone call gets through to the mayor, there’s good reason. Trudy handles ninety percent of the phone calls, and most of the rest come directly to me. The mayor has an unlisted cell phone number. So work would be problematic. But maybe they called her at home? It’s not that hard to get hold of someone’s digits off the net.”

      “All right, well, we’ll check into it when we return. We have to go over to Whidbey Island for a few days. We have two cases we need to handle there, and we can’t ignore them.” Herne stood, extending his hand as the deputy mayor offered her own.

      “Thank you for meeting with me. I just wanted you to know that I don’t support the dragons purchasing this land. I think it’s a huge mistake. But I’m not the mayor and apparently, in this situation, I don’t have her ear.” As Angel escorted her out, the rest of us stared at the table, not saying a word.
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      That night, I got a call from Raven.

      “I think you and Herne need to hear about this, and I don’t want to wait until tomorrow,” she said.

      By the tone in her voice, I was worried she couldn’t make it. “What’s up?”

      “I got a call from Wager. He’s been given a week to find another place to set up his business. The landlord refunded rent for the past month, and told him that he—along with all other non-vamps who work down in the Catacombs—need to vacate. They have one week to pack up their businesses and get the hell out of Dodge.”

      Raven sounded shaky. I didn’t blame her. If the vampires were kicking all breathers—as they called the living—out of the Catacombs, something big was going down.

      “Crap. All right, I’ll tell Herne. And—hold on, Herne’s trying to get through. Let me call you back, all right?”

      “Sure,” Raven said, hanging up.

      I punched the button to talk to Herne. “I’m glad it’s you,” I said. “I just got a very odd call from Raven with some news that you need to know about.”

      “Oh really?” he said. “Well, I was just about to tell you about an odd call I just received from Charlie.”

      I blinked. Charlie, our soon-to-be accountant, was a vampire. There had to be a connection.

      “Okay, look…Raven called me to tell me that the vamps are closing the Catacombs to breathers. Wager has to leave within a week. The vamps have refunded rent for the past month to everybody renting a space down there who’s not a vampire. What did Charlie say?”

      Herne was silent for a moment, then he cleared his throat. “Something big is going down. Charlie called me to tell me that the Vampire Nation sent him a notice that he’s to report to the Catacombs immediately. They’ll pay his rent on his apartment for as long as needed, but he’s to report down into the underground and stay there. He didn’t have a clue why, but the orders come from the regent’s office, so high up. Given they didn’t want much to do with him because of his sire, something big must have gone down. What the hell is going on?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Can you get in touch with Dormant Reins?”

      Dormant Reins was the regent for this area of the Vampire Nation.

      “I’ll try. Meanwhile, why don’t you call that perv, Eldris, and sniff around?” Herne sounded grumpy, but the fact that he was suggesting I contact the owner of Fire & Fang—a vampire nightclub—told me that whatever this was, Herne thought it was serious. Eldris had shown a little too much interest in me when we last met.

      “Will do. I’ll call you back after I talk to him. If I can get hold of him.” After Herne disconnected, I put in a call to the nightclub owner. Eldris was a sleaze, like a lot of vampires, but he was also a good businessman. His club catered to vampires, humans, and Cryptos, and he wouldn’t just close the doors without good reason. He might be irritated enough to tell me what was going down.

      As I waited for him to answer, Angel popped her head around the corner. “I’m going to bake. Want anything in particular?”

      I frowned, trying to think of what I was in the mood for. “Can you make some rolls? I’d love fresh bread.” She nodded, then vanished again.

      By the fifth ring, I was wondering when the answering machine would come on—it should have by now—but then there was a noise, and Eldris’s dulcet tones echoed from the other side.

      “Eldris speaking. How may I help you, Ember?” His voice was honey-smooth as usual, but it was also aloof, and I wondered what had caused him to flash so cold. He was a player, he couldn’t seem to help it, and for him to sound as reserved as he did right now underscored that there was something important going on.

      “Hey, I heard Wager got asked to leave. And Charlie, our agency’s intern, is being recalled to the Catacombs. We’d like to know what’s going on,” I said.

      Eldris paused for a moment, then cleared his throat. “This is not for general knowledge, but I happen to know that the regent is going to contact Herne about this, so I feel like I can safely tell you.” He paused.

      “All right,” I said, worrying my lip. When the vamps sounded so worried, it made me nervous. It took a lot to scare a vamp.

      “We’re retreating to the Catacombs. All the vampires in the Pacific Northwest have been ordered to come join us. Around the world, you’ll soon hear the same thing—every regent is calling in vamps to a safe, secure area.”

      I caught my breath, my pulse racing. “Why?”

      “I can hear your heart pounding,” Eldris said. “It makes me hungry.”

      Once again, I felt myself grow wet. I hated that he had the power to make me feel like a horndog, but vamps were good at what they did, and seduction was one of their talents.

      “What’s going on, Eldris?” I forced myself to speak in a calm, collected manner.

      Eldris chuckled, then the mirth vanished again. “Ember, we’ve learned that the dragons can control us. We’re members of the undead. Because of Typhon’s parentage—Tartarus in particular—his very presence in this realm puts us at risk. While he’s here, we’re in danger of being used by his people. So we’re putting up our shields. We have several very powerful witches with us, and they’ve agreed to barricade the Catacombs with their magic, and remain with us until the danger has passed.”

      I froze. If the Dragonni could control the vampires, that meant they could use them as a weapon. No wonder the vamps were taking this route.

      “The Vampire Nation controls Wall Street and most of the banks. What does that bode for the economy?”

      “Insider tip: if you have any stock that’s not old-money stock, sell it. Now. The market will crash. Blue chips will survive, but startups? No. There’s going to be a lot of fear when people see us pulling back behind our red velvet curtain. They may fear us, but they rely on us. However, we can still run the banks—we employ plenty of Cryptos and humans, so the banks will remain open. We plan on staying out of sight until you and your godly friends can drive Typhon back into stasis.” He paused, then added, “I have to go. Feel free to call me again, even if you just want to…relax.” And the way he said it made me shift in my seat again.

      I hurried into the kitchen to tell Angel what I had just learned. She was deep into kneading bread dough, but when she saw my face, she peeled off the non-latex gloves she used to keep her hands clean and joined me at the table.

      “All right, what’s going on? I haven’t seen a look like that since you first found out Typhon was returning.”

      “There’s good reason for my look,” I said. “Eldris just told me that the Dragonni can seize control of the vampires, so they’re pulling back into the Catacombs.” I shook my head. “Eldris warned me that the stock market’s going to crash, so sell now if I have anything on the risky side. The banks will remain open, but my guess is—and he didn’t say this—that there may be a run on them, if people worry that the vamps won’t be able to hold their position. And that’s going to depend on the dragons and their reaction to this. I don’t know if taking control of the Vampire Nation is on the Dragonni’s agenda, but there are several ways this could play out.”

      Angel jumped as the timer on the oven rang.

      “Hold on. I have some thoughts.” She removed two sheets of cookies and set them on the counter, sliding two more into the oven. “I thought I’d make some snickerdoodles before I baked the bread,” she added, easing them off the sheet onto a plate. She returned, carrying the plate with her. I headed to my espresso machine to make myself a caramel latte.

      When we were both seated at the table again, Angel absently bit into a cookie. “Needs a little more spice, but they’re okay.”

      “You know they’re wonderful. The day you burn something or ruin it will be a day I’ll mark on the calendar. So, what are you thinking?” I took a long sip of my latte and devoured one of the cookies, which were perfectly fine and needed no extra spices at all.

      “So, given that a run on the bank may happen…and given the Dragonni are staging new tactics—buying up land to open up an amusement park? That’s directly aimed at winning over the general populace who may not be aware of what’s actually going on. So—if a run on the bank does happen, what’s to stop the dragons from actually opening up their own banks? And once enough people have their savings and mortgages and so forth established through them, then the dragons could shut them down, take all the money, and leave millions bankrupt and impoverished. And from there, desperation could lead people to play right into their hands. What better way to enslave a world than to impoverish it and make it dependent on you for survival?”

      I frowned. I could see where she was going with this. “I understand your point, but that would take time. Don’t banks have to get permission to open?”

      “Maybe run-of-the-mill ones, but look at all the paycheck loan companies—the ones that swindle people with massive interest rates for quick loans? Granted there was a crackdown and they can’t charge as much interest any more, but they’re still in existence. And they still keep people reliant on them because their clients are always running behind, living on money borrowed from the next paycheck.” She shrugged. “This situation is poised to head south, very fast. The vampires are doing the right thing. If the Dragonni can control them, they need to protect themselves. But that leaves everything in the financial districts vulnerable.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. I have no idea what’s going on in other countries. You know that in some places, they may not be able to round up people even now, due to the remote locals and the lack of communication. The internet may be worldwide, but that doesn’t mean every single place on Earth is connected.”

      My phone rang, and Angel went back to finish kneading the dough and setting it into a bowl to rise. She covered it with a clean teacloth and then removed the next batch of cookies from the oven and started working on what I suspected was pumpkin bread.

      “Yo, what did you find out?” I asked. Caller ID told me it was Herne.

      “Nothing. The regent’s busy, but he’ll contact me at first opportunity. Charlie has switched over to remote learning with the university, and he’s already packing. He was apologetic, but apparently the order is firm. If you’re a vampire, and you want to continue being tracked as a member of the Vampire Nation, you have only a few days to report to the Catacombs—or the equivalent bunker, depending on where you’re located.” He sounded fretful. As much as mortals hated not being in control of situations, the gods hated it even more.

      “I know what’s going down. Eldris spilled the beans.” I told him everything Eldris had said, minus the sexual innuendos. Herne didn’t need to focus on that jealous streak he had.

      “Heaven on a shingle. So, the Dragonni can control the vampires? Well, that answers a question we’ve had about them over the past months. We weren’t sure, and now we are. But you’re right, this is going to cause chaos in the financial circles. I’m now wondering if we should warn the mayor.”

      “No. She’s too connected with the dragons and it doesn’t matter why, that means she’s a vulnerability. If the dragons find out why the vampires are doing this before the vamps get everything in place, it might give them the idea to attack the vamps ASAP.” It did occur to me that perhaps the dragons didn’t realize that they could control the vampires. Hell, I wasn’t even sure whether vampires had been around when Typhon was first running amok, back when the gods were still being born.

      “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “The dragons have been locked out since…well…since Zeus was young. Were there any vampires back then for them to even know about? In fact, the dragons have been outside of this realm for millennia. What else aren’t they aware of? I suppose Pandora and some of their other supporters could have easily filled them in, but the world has changed drastically since they first inhabited this realm.”

      Herne paused. “That’s a good point. It’s one I don’t even know if the tribunal of gods has thought about. We don’t always view things from a linear standpoint. You’ll learn that once you go through the Gadawnoin.”

      I didn’t respond. The Gadawnoin scared me more than the Cruharach had. Rites of passage ceremonies could be rough, and I had the feeling that the Gadawnoin was going to be both beautiful and horrific. The former, I could handle. The latter scared me spitless.

      “All right,” I finally said. “We don’t tell the mayor what we know. But we’d better keep a close eye on things. I doubt that the vampires have made a formal announcement yet, because it would be all over the news.”

      “Right. I will inform the council of gods, though. This is something that we need to discuss at our next meeting. Not the agency, the gods, I mean.” He paused, then added, “I heard from my daughter today. Given she’s on the island of Themiscyra, I thought she might be safe, but I fear that may be where Typhon is headed—not their island, but back to Greece, where it all began. Danielle told me that the Amazons are gearing up to leave the island. Artemis warned their leader that they need to go into hiding. Typhon holds no love for the gods, especially Zeus.”

      I winced. Herne adored his daughter, even though he had only known about her for a year. She was older than I was, though on a relative scale, she was still a teenager. Herne had finally won her out of her mother’s custody—the woman was abusive as hell—and sent her to live with the Amazons since Danielle was half Amazon, half goddess.

      “How do you feel about that?” I hoped he was okay with it. Danielle would likely be safer with her people than she would with us. It wasn’t that I didn’t want her here, but her presence could complicate matters, especially if Herne’s focus was divided between the mission and Danielle. I already knew that my presence compromised battles, because there was always a part of him worried about my safety. But I could handle myself most of the time and I had no problem calling for help when I couldn’t. Danielle was his child. There was a big difference between savvy lover and child who still was fairly new to her training.

      “It’s the safest thing they can do. Artemis protects her army, and that’s basically what the Amazons are—her army.” But he didn’t sound happy about it. Of course, none of us were happy about anything that was happening by this point.

      “So, we head out as planned tomorrow, even though this thing with the vamps is going down?” It didn’t make sense to stay. The stock market could easily crash in one day, but there was nothing we could do about it. Even though it could lead to civil unrest, we weren’t responsible for keeping the peace except between the Fae Queens.

      “Yes, we head out as planned. I called the others already. Yutani and I will pick you up at your house and I told Kipa and Raven to meet us there. It doesn’t make sense to leave cars in the parking garage,” Herne said. “We’ll see you at eight. Be ready. And…I love you,” he added, making kissing noises through the phone.

      I murmured that I loved him too, then pocketed my phone and looked over to where Angel was finishing up cleaning the counters.

      “The pumpkin loaf and zucchini bread are in the oven, cookies are cooling, and the rolls will be ready to bake in about an hour or so.” She took off her apron, wiped her hands on a tea towel, and stood back, smiling as she admired the stack of snickerdoodles. “Baking makes me feel like I have control over something. I know that if I put sugar and flour and eggs together, with a precise amount of other ingredients, I’ll get the same result just about every time. Oh, there are variables, but mostly, baking is a science as well as an art. I can count on it.”

      I nodded, understanding the desire for control. “That’s what I love about gardening, though there are more variables,” I said. I spent more time in the gardens than anywhere else except for work. I dreaded the thought of leaving behind all the work I had done once I married Herne, but Angel would keep up with the plants, and there was nothing stopping me from having just as beautiful a garden after we were married. “I take quality seed, I plant it in soil that’s been properly enriched, and boom, out comes a flower. I can’t control the weather, but for the most part, I can mimic aspects that the plants need.”

      “Should we pack?” Angel asked, drawing near the table. “I have at least thirty minutes before the loaves are ready.”

      I let out a long sigh, then shrugged. “We might as well. Pack in advance, and we won’t have to scramble tonight.” And so we headed up to our rooms to pack for the upcoming trip.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I was about to call Raven when she called me to tell me she had found a sitter she could trust with Raj. “Apollo’s going to watch over both Raj and the ferrets. I would ask Trinity, but—”

      “But you know he might not be trustworthy enough. I know you like him, Raven, but the guy carries a lot of baggage.” Once again, I found myself arguing against a friend of Raven’s where it was none of my business.

      “You act like I’m a teenager, but even though I’m young for my kind, I’ve been out on my own for years, and I can make my own decisions about my friends. Trinity’s got issues, yes, but can you blame him, given his parentage? Herne’s quit badgering me about him, and now it’s time for you to lay off, too.” She didn’t sound angry, just firm.

      I let out a sigh. “You’re right. I’ve made my concerns clear, but I have to trust that you know what you’re doing.” Trouble was, Raven didn’t actually always listen to her common sense. She was unpredictable. And just what do you think is normal for a member of the Ante-Fae? a little voice inside me asked. I snorted.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Nothing, just…you’re right. I apologize. I need to back off. Anyway, I’m glad you found a sitter for Raj. I hate taking him along when we’re going into dangerous territory.”

      It was Raven’s turn to snicker. “Going to dangerous territory? Haven’t you realized that no place is safe? Hell, I thought my car was safe and look what happened to me. But seriously, Raj can hold his own. I’ve seen a few things…well…to be honest, I suspect he may be going through some sort of gargoyle puberty. I have seen him do a few things that he seemed clueless about afterward, but that showed me just how much potential he has. You know, I’ve never really looked into the history of gargoyles or what they can do when they’re on their own. They tend to congregate in other realms more than here, so I don’t think I’ve met any others.”

      “That’s actually a good idea,” I said, dismissing the subject of Trinity from my mind. “You need to know what to expect as he gets older. Right now, he reminds me of a more innocent Scooby-Doo, but seriously, what’s he going to be like in a hundred years?”

      Raven laughed. “Well, you and I will both be around to see it. But by then, you’ll be a bigwig Fae goddess. As for me…who knows?”

      Once again, a sense of fear knotted my stomach. “That’s providing I live through the Gadawnoin. There is a chance I won’t, you know. Just like the Cruharach, only this seems so much bigger.” I paused, then said, “Let’s just hope that in a hundred years, we’ll have solved the issue with the dragons and that life has returned to normal.”

      “From your lips to the universe’s ear,” Raven said. “All right, Herne called and told Kipa we’re to meet at your place by seven-thirty. What a godawful time in the morning. We’ll stop and get coffee for everyone. Tea for Angel.”

      “See you then.” As I set my phone back on my nightstand and called for Mr. Rumblebutt—my Norwegian Forest cat—to join me on the bed, I couldn’t help but think about the next hundred years. Angel was human. She wouldn’t be around in a hundred years…unless… And once again, my mind went into overdrive, trying to figure out just how to convince her that extending her life through magic would be a good thing. Because if there was one thing I did not want to experience, it was losing my best friend to the hands of time.

      Mr. Rumblebutt curled up on my chest, purring deeply as I petted him. Talia had texted me that Ronnie was set for taking care of her dogs and my cat, and so that was one worry off my mind. But as I had for so many nights, my thoughts lingered over the fact that Angel was human, and if I couldn’t convince her to take the potions I knew that I could get from Herne’s healer—Ferosyn—I would lose her at some point. And that thought haunted me into the night.
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      The next morning Angel and I were up and ready by the time Raven and Kipa showed up. They came bearing coffee. Raven had brought me a triple-shot caramel latte, and a large hot black tea for Angel.

      “Hey,” Raven said, setting her things on the table so she could give us a hug. Kipa, behind her with the tray of coffee cups, gave us a toothy grin.

      Raven was a retro goth girl. Her hair was naturally brown with purple streaks through it, and she wore makeup that rivaled any runway model. She was curvy—probably a size twelve—and she wore corsets and tulle petticoats beneath flowing skirts, and platform leather boots that had so much hardware on them they must have weighed a ton. She had tattoos all over her arms and back and chest, but they were actually birthmarks—born from the union of her parents, one of whom was Queen of the Bean Sidhe, and the other who was the Black Dog of Hanging Hills. Except her father now resided in Scotland.

      I had a birthmark of my own—it was the sign of the Silver Stag, right where most people had tramp stamps inked on. I hated the term “tramp stamp,” though. I loved tattoos, and had two—one that marked me a member of the Wild Hunt. Every member had the same tattoo—a dagger encircled by coiling vines—and we wore them on our left forearms. I had also recently gotten a tattoo of a crow, for Morgana, on my upper right arm.

      Kipa was what you might call Herne’s distant cousin, but they didn’t look very much alike. The man had deeply tanned skin. He was swarthy and musky, and both his hair—which reached his shoulders—and his neatly trimmed beard and moustache were the color of strong coffee. On his lower lip, he had a dolphin bite piercing—two silver rings side by side looped around and through the lip. All in all, he emanated both power and a feralness that matched Raven perfectly.

      “Good morning,” Kipa said, kneeling beside Mr. Rumblebutt. Angel was opening his can of food, but Mr. Rumblebutt had eyes only for Kipa at that moment. All animals seemed to respond to him, and my cat was no exception. Scooping him up to rub his belly, Kipa handed the cat to me when I reached for him.

      I sat Mr. R. on my lap as we gathered around the table, waiting for Herne and Yutani to show up. Yutani’s Subaru could fit five, easily, and Herne’s Expedition easily fit seven to eight people, depending on how much gear we were packing.

      “So, how goes the ghost business?” Angel asked.

      Raven was a bone witch and she not only read the cards for her clients, but she performed exorcisms, investigated hauntings, and all in all, dealt with the spooky side of life.

      “It’s tiring. I can’t tell you how many times the past couple weeks we’ve ended up out on patrol, taking down skeletal walkers or ghouls or any number of undead. If this keeps up, the cemeteries will empty.” She shook her head. “I could use a vacation.” She paused, then said, “If what you say about the vampires is true, I hope for everyone’s sake that they actually do retreat to the Catacombs.”

      “Do you know if Wager has found a place yet?” I liked Wager and felt bad that they were kicking him out. The vamps had actually helped him get his start.

      “Yes, actually. There’s an office for rent over Jordan’s coffee shop. Wager looked at it yesterday and decided to take it. There will be a run on office and retail space now that the vamps are clearing out anybody not one of their own from the Catacombs.” Raven bit into a cake doughnut, then glanced over at Angel. “I hate to bother you—and it’s fine if we don’t have time—but can I make a sandwich? As much as I like doughnuts, they’re not exactly solid breakfast food.”

      Angel laughed. “Of course. Actually, I made a bunch of sandwiches for the road, with fresh bread, because while it won’t take us more than a couple hours to get there, there’s always the chance we’ll get waylaid by something. I always make more than enough, because the men eat like truckers—and so does Ember.” She wrinkled her nose, grinning at me.

      “Hey, my metabolism runs fast.”

      Angel had just handed Raven a ham and cheese when Herne pulled up outside.

      “They’re here. Let’s grab our gear and get moving.” I picked up Mr. Rumblebutt for one last snuggle. “Be good. Ronnie will be around to take care of you, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I gave him a big kiss on the head, which made him sneeze, and then set him back at his dish as we headed out the front door, gear and food in hand.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Mukilteo, where we would catch the ferry, would take us onto Highway 526 going west, then onto the Mukilteo Speedway, which offered a straight line directly to the ferry. At this time of morning, rush hour traffic was still nuts. I turned to Herne—I was riding shotgun—and frowned.

      “Why can’t we either time it so we leave before six or after nine. Preferably after nine. We usually get caught in traffic. Gridlock just isn’t going to up and go away, not unless something drastic happens.”

      “Hush, woman.” He stared at the cars in front of us as we inched along. After a moment, he added, “I meant to remember that, but things have been so crazy that…well…I forgot.”

      I snorted. “Next time, I’ll try to remind you.”

      Nobody seemed to be in a chatty mood. Raven, Angel, Kipa, and I were in the SUV with Herne. Yutani was driving Talia, Viktor, and Rafé. At least this time we didn’t have to worry about Raj’s fart bombs. He was a sweet, good-natured gargoyle, but every now and he let one rip that would cloud up the car.

      I went back to my book. I was reading a mystery—a thriller, actually—that was set in the 1970s, before cell phones were a thing, before computers, before much of anything that made life today, well…normal. I was reading on my tablet, and so immersed in the story that I barely noticed we were almost to the ferry terminal until I happened to glance up.

      “We can just make this ferry if they have room,” Herne said, pausing at the toll booth. He bought a ticket for the car and all the passengers, and the cashier directed us to join the line that was easing its way onto the massive boat.

      The ferry here in Mukilteo only had one route, which was over to the town of Clinton on Whidbey Island, but the ferry system stretched from as far south as Gig Harbor to as far north as the San Juans. A web of routes wove throughout Puget Sound, criss-crossing in all directions. The ferries ranged from passenger-only to the massive boats that could carry up to two hundred cars. There were twenty ports in Puget Sound, and taking the ferry was a daily commute for some of the passengers.

      Yutani’s car was right behind us in line. We crept along as car by car vanished into the belly of the ferry. The boat was a mid-range size, but it still could hold almost one hundred and fifty cars. We were among the last to load, and the ferry was almost full as it began the slow chug out into the waters of Puget Sound. With only a twenty-minute crossing time, we stayed down on the lower decks near our cars.

      I stood on the step next to the side of the boat, staring over the railing at the water that passed beneath us. The ferries ran at a good clip, but the water was choppy today and the sailing was far from smooth. In the distance, I could see seals riding the waves. They would submerge, looking for fish, then bob up again, dark patches against the glimmering water.

      I kept hoping to see an orca, but there weren’t any in sight today. Some days, though, we could see them near West Seattle and it always made my heart leap. Though some years back, a baby whale had gotten as far south as Budd Bay, near Olympia. The tide had left it unable to get out again, until the waters rose, letting it swim back out again to its mother, who was waiting for it. And more recently, a gray whale was found dead in the inlet down there.

      As I watched the seals, I drifted into the rhythm of the waves as the boat rose and fell on the currents. The movement soothed me, lulling me into a trance-like state. Closing my eyes, I could sense the water elementals playing as they whipped up the froth, splashing the sides of the ferry with their spray. They dipped and dove, coming up like great whales half out of the water to dive back down again.

      I reached out, sending a welcome to them.

      There was a hesitation, then I felt one of them probe my aura, peeking at my mind.

      Hello, water-sister, why keep your feet in the metal box? Come join us for a morning of play. The words weren’t really words—when I connected with water elementals, I received images and feelings that translated into thoughts in my mind. But the water elementals didn’t think like we did. Questions came in vague curiosity, statements in images and a feeling of surety. Regardless of our differences, we were connected, and every time I touched the soul of one of these creatures, I felt more bonded to the water than ever. In a way, I thought, my Leannan Sidhe side was slowly overtaking the Autumn Stalker side. My mother’s blood was pushing to the forefront.

      That scared me, given the nature of the Leannan Sidhe, but I also knew that I couldn’t force that side of myself into a box, keeping her bound until I needed it. If the Leannan Sidhe blood took precedence, then I would learn to accept it and I’d learn how to keep the predatory nature under control. The Leannan Sidhe were frightening and dangerous, and the fact that I was half their bloodline petrified me. I wished my parents had told me about my heritage, and how they kept it from destroying their lives.

      “Talking to your friends?” Herne said softly, interrupting my train of thought.

      I nodded. “They’re playing today—the waves fill them with energy and joy. Someday, I’d like to take a trip out into the ocean—you know, where the waves crash over the boats and in every direction, all you see is water. I’d like to feel the Ocean Mother at her strongest.”

      Herne shuddered. “Save that thought for after you emerge from the Gadawnoin or you may never return from the journey. Once you are a goddess, you’ll be able to survive a trip like that. Maybe my mother will take you out into the depths. You know, she was much like you—which is why she is not only a goddess of the Fae but of the Sea.”

      “Will I serve double duty, do you think?” I had been wondering about that.

      “I have no idea, love. The Corra always awakens when someone is brought into Annwn via the Gadawnoin. It’s a rare affair, and the Oracle always presides over the ritual. She will tell you more precisely where your future lies. And I’m not talking about reading the cards to find out if we stay together. Corra is a true oracle and she will read your destiny in the world of the gods.”

      I shivered. The prospect seemed to delight Herne, but it made me nervous. I said nothing, but turned back to the water, watching the elementals play. Sometimes, as much as I loved Herne and wanted to be with him, it seemed like it would be easier to just give myself over to the ocean and let her take me in, let it transform me into her daughter. But even then, since I wasn’t fully Leannan Sidhe, I’d most likely never fully fit.

      “Sometimes, I wonder if I’ll ever feel like I belong. Let’s face it, I’m caught between worlds—between the two courts of Fae, between the world of mortals and the world of the gods, between light and dark, it seems.” I stared out over the water, the wind whipping my hair like so many ribbons on a Maypole.

      “You’re certainly feeling emo lately,” Herne said, and when I glanced at him, I could tell he was trying not to laugh. “I don’t think you have that much to complain about.”

      I started to grumble at him, but then stopped. He was right. I really didn’t have much to complain about, and I knew exactly where this was coming from.

      “I was thinking…last night, I was talking to Raven. We were discussing the passage of time and…” I paused, glancing back at the car.

      “Angel again?” Herne asked.

      I nodded, staring at my feet. “I can’t bear the thought that she’s just going to continue to age while I’m not. I want to still be her friend three hundred years from now, a thousand years from now.” A sudden wash of tears flecked my eyes, and I dashed them away. “I can’t lose her, Herne. Next to you, she’s everything. She’s my sister of the heart.”

      Herne frowned, then asked, “Have you talked to Angel about this? Do you know what she thinks? Maybe she wants the same thing but is afraid to say anything.”

      I caught my breath. “I’m afraid to ask. What if she says no? What if she doesn’t want to live an extended life? I’m afraid I’d resent her for that.” The words felt horrible to say, but I couldn’t keep avoiding the fact that I knew that, while my logical mind would say “It’s her choice,” and my love for her would force me to accept it, if she said “No” it would alter our friendship. “This must be like how humans feel when someone they love is given a terminal diagnosis.”

      Herne took me by the shoulders, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Ember, I love you, so incredibly much. But if you had turned me down, if you had turned down my proposal, I would have accepted it. Graciously? Maybe not as much as I hope I would. But I would have accepted your decision, because your life is yours to do with as you please. You’re not being fair—and don’t even say that you know that.”

      I started to protest, but he held up his hand.

      “The fact is, Angel could get hit by a car tomorrow and die. So could you—at least until you undergo the Gadawnoin. And once you do go through the Gadawnoin, what will you do? Angel will still be your friend, but even if she takes a life-extender, after so many years, they simply will not work. She would be with you for hundreds, maybe a thousand years more, but eventually, she will die. And as a goddess, you will live on. You have to learn how to accept that people will leave you. People you love will die.”

      “I know that!” I struggled but he held me fast. Calming down, I shook my head and said, “I know. My parents died on me. They left me. I lost lovers because of the dangers in my job. People die every day. But…Angel feels like she’s part of me. We’re not just friends. She’s a part of my soul. We may not be blood, but we’re connected. If I lose her, I lose a part of myself. I lose the part of myself that keeps me…human, I guess you’d say.”

      A glint appeared in Herne’s eyes and he slowly let go. “You’re not afraid of losing her—though I know that would be traumatic. Ember, you’re afraid of losing yourself. But love, Angel isn’t the one who keeps you lovable, she’s not the one who gives you that softness that barricades the darkness away. She’s not the reason you’re a good person.”

      I stared at him, suddenly hearing what he was saying. Hearing what I had said. “Do I really believe that?” I whispered.

      “I can’t tell you. Only you can answer that. But come, we’d better get back to the car. We’re nearing the ferry terminal.”

      True enough, up ahead, the docks were coming into view. As I slid back into my seat, Angel glanced up from the back where she had been texting on her phone. She gave me a dizzying smile, and I slowly returned it. Maybe Herne was right. Maybe I needed to ask her how she felt, so I could finally shelve the issue. And maybe I needed to face how I felt about myself. But now was neither the place nor time.

      “Who are you texting?”

      She laughed. “Rafé. He could have come over and sat beside me, but this just seemed easier.”

      “At least we aren’t going over to the peninsula,” I said.

      With a shrug, she said, “I honestly think that—although it would make him nervous—he’s over the panic. The counselor removed so much of the energy surrounding the torture that Rafé’s actually able to discuss it without shutting down. He’s so much calmer. And he’s even said that it gives him a viewpoint few have. He’s learned to be more empathetic.”

      Raven cleared her throat. “Yeah, I get that. We were talking the other day about our respective experiences and both agree that Sejun has helped us more than just about any person alive. That Elf knows how to do his job.”

      Both Rafé and Raven had been captured and tortured—different circumstances, different cases—but they shared the same trauma, and they also shared the same Elven therapist. The Elves had developed a method of removing the energy surrounding an incident, while leaving the memories. Both Raven and Rafé had been able to move beyond the memory of the pain and the feelings of helplessness, and both had emerged on the other side, stronger and yet more resilient than before.

      Rafé was Dark Fae, and had almost become Raven’s brother-in-law, until a serial killer got hold of his brother Ulstair, who had been Raven’s fiancé. That seemed like such a long time ago, though it had only been a year.

      Angel nodded. For a while she had worried that Raven and Rafé might end up together, brought together by the tragedy of losing Ulstair, but then Raven met Kipa and all worry had vanished. “I feel like we’re on better footing. He hasn’t acted out in months now, though I’m still…cautious.”

      “I hope you are both able to move on,” Raven said. “Because I like you two together.”

      Angel laughed. “If anybody told me I’d be getting involved with one of the Fae—on a romantic basis—I would have laughed them out of the room. I still…well…I’m still thinking it’s an odd pairing.”

      We quieted down as the ferry began to dock. The deckhand gave the signal for us to start our engines. One by one, the cars began to exit the ferry, and we bumped across the landing to head west on 525. The highway gently rose, curving here and there, with side roads spinning off to weave through the island. The roads were familiar, though it had been some time since we had all traveled this way together. Eighteen months didn’t sound very long, but so much had happened that it felt like a lifetime ago. As Herne drove through the countryside, we watched the houses and tiny communities pass by. Eventually, we reached the west side of the island, and drove along Mutiny Bay as we turned onto Smugglers Cove Road. We passed through South Whidbey State Park, then before we reached the town of Seacrest Cove, we took a right onto Ruby Lane. The private road led us directly into the Foam Born Encampment.

      But the word “encampment” didn’t do justice to the gated community. As we paused by the locked gates, Herne showed his identification to the security guard, who let us in. From there, we drove through the center of the community. The encampment was home to several hundred water-horse shifters, and the houses were neatly kept, sprawling on wide lots. The main drag had its own shopping center—though small—with a grocery market, a bookshop, a hardware store, an apothecary, and several other businesses. We passed through, passing by the elementary–middle school, and the high school.

      Eventually, farther out from the center, we turned onto a rustic lane. Eventually, we came to an old farmhouse that I recognized from our last trip.

      I stepped out of the car, feeling a sense of serenity descend that I hadn’t felt in a long while. Even with the unrest here, there was something about the encampment that was magical, that couldn’t be denied or muted. But the last time, it had been summer. Now, during late autumn, a starkness clung to the area. The maple and oaks were bare-limbed, their branches weaving a web across the sky. The ground was covered with leaves, and the undergrowth withered.

      Rhiannon’s house was painted lemon yellow, and the slate path to the porch was clear and clean. There were no straggling weeds or grass growing between the stones. The massive oak in the front yard stretched its bare limbs over the house, and nearby, to the right of the farmhouse, stood a thicket heavy with fir and cedar.

      Rhiannon must have been watching for us, because she darted out on the porch, a shawl wrapped around her shoulders. But instead of a smile, her face was filled with worry. As we approached, she shifted from foot to foot, looking uncomfortable.

      “Excuse me,” she said, her voice almost a whisper, “but we have trouble. Another girl’s gone missing.”

      And with that, we instantly fell to work.
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      We grabbed our tablets and bags and followed her inside. The interior looked different from what I remembered. She had redecorated. I couldn’t remember what had been here before, but I knew it hadn’t been the smooth leather sofa and loveseat that filled the living room now. The walls were still the same icy blue, but the black furniture and the fire crackling in the hearth gave the room a serene feel.

      She motioned for us to sit down. There were two trays on the coffee table—one was filled with tea cups, while the other had a three-tiered serving dish filled with small cakes and finger sandwiches, and a set of dessert plates on it.

      “I’ll get the tea,” she said, heading into the kitchen.

      Herne motioned for the rest of us to sit down. He disappeared into the kitchen to help Rhiannon. When they returned she reached for a cup to pour, but he shook his head and took over.

      “Ember, pass these around, please,” he said, handing me the filled cup. I did as he asked and when we were all situated with tea, Herne motioned for Rhiannon to tell us what happened.

      She paused, then took a sip of the apple spice tea and sighed as she held the cup in both hands, sniffing. “So, last night another girl disappeared,” she said. “Chelsa’s daughter, Kaiden, vanished on Sunday night. She’s fourteen, and went over to her best friend’s house to study. Kaiden was supposed to be home by ten, but she never showed up. By ten-thirty, Chelsa couldn’t reach her, so she called Violet, Kaiden’s friend. Violet told her Kaiden had left at nine-thirty. Chelsa called me and I alerted the search party. Given two young women have already disappeared, we didn’t want to wait. We searched until two, then called the cops and put in a report with them. A fresh crew headed out to search. At six this morning, another crew went out. They’re due back any time.” She looked exhausted. “I just don’t know what to think.”

      I glanced over at Herne. “We need to tread lightly. We have to be cautious so we don’t tip off the kidnapper, or we may never see the girls again.”

      “If the kidnapper is selling the girls on the Dark Web, wouldn’t they have to be a computer genius to be able to do that?” Rhiannon asked.

      Yutani shook his head. “No, actually. In fact, it could be someone recruited from the Dark Web to do the dirty work. That way, all they’d need is a way to contact the buyers. But that would mean someone working with the outside. How close-knit is this community?”

      Rhiannon frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Most insular communities keep to themselves and everybody knows everything about their neighbors.” He shrugged.

      “The hippocampi aren’t like that,” Rhiannon said. “We’re insular because we are a private people. We know who our neighbors are, and a few of us know a great deal about the encampment’s inhabitants. But there are a lot of skeletons in the closet. The Foam Born aren’t an innocent people, and we aren’t terribly expressive. I know more than most, but then I’m the Matriarch and I’m expected to know my people. But I don’t have a clue of who might be doing this.” A looked of distress crossed her face. “Maybe I just don’t want to see it. Maybe I do have suspicions but don’t want to let myself go there.”

      By the way she said it, I suspected she knew more than she was saying, but maybe she didn’t recognize it. “Why do you feel guilty?”

      She started. “What do you mean? I don’t—”

      “There’s an aura around you that tells me you feel guilty about something. What is it? If you can identify it, then maybe it will help us. Close your eyes,” I suggested. “Just close your eyes and clear your mind.”

      She obliged, leaning back in the rocking chair. “All right.”

      “Okay, now I want you to picture each of the girls who is missing. See them in your mind. Just observe. Is there anything that stands out to you? Anything that makes you uncomfortable or unsettled?”

      Rhiannon rocked slowly back and forth, breathing softly. “I’m looking at Kaiden. I saw her a week ago at the high school bake sale. She was selling brownies and…there was something that made me uncomfortable. But it wasn’t her—it was…someone else.”

      I glanced at Herne who nodded for me to continue. “Can you pinpoint the feeling? Why did you feel uncomfortable?”

      She paused again, and I gave her the time she needed. After a moment, she said, “Kaiden was wearing tight jeans, and a tight sweater. You know young girls and their clothes—it looked like she had recently outgrown them but her mother hadn’t bought her anything new yet. I remember thinking…they’re too tight. She’s going to attract attention. There was something off—something I noticed…”

      “Well, she certainly attracted your attention, but what triggered your feeling that something was wrong? Just seeing her? Or…” A lightbulb went off. “Was somebody else watching her besides you? Look around—who else was there? What were they doing?”

      Rhiannon’s breath slowed. She paused, her eyes still closed as she turned her head to the right and then the left. “Vanessa is to the left in the booth. She’s selling key lime pie that her mother made. Shaunda is to the right, she is sitting in for her daughter who has the flu, and she’s selling white chocolate macadamia nut cookies. And…wait…who’s that? I don’t recognize him.”

      Her voice took on a concerned tone and she twisted her lips. “Why is he there? I know him and yet I don’t. I’ve seen him before. He’s staring at Kaiden. He’s looking at her like…he’s hungry. Like she’s…prey.” Her eyes flew open. “He’s a danger to the Pod.”

      We waited as she shook her head. “I’m not certain who he is—I’ve seen him around, but don’t remember ever meeting him. I know he’s a water-horse shifter. He makes me uneasy. He has the eyes of a predator.”

      “Can you describe him? Maybe to a sketch artist?” Herne said. “Do you have anyone in town who could draw him up?”

      Rhiannon thought for a moment. “You know, I have a good friend who’s an excellent artist. Let me give her a call. Meanwhile, don’t you want to get settled?”

      I shook my head. “Before we do that, I want to make sure your memory of him doesn’t fade. Why don’t you describe the man to us so we can take down notes? That may cement his looks in your mind, as well.”

      Yutani pulled out his tablet. “Go ahead, I’m ready.”

      Rhiannon waited until he was situated. “He was about five-nine, I think, and he had short wavy dark hair—I couldn’t quite tell if it was black or dark brown. He looked to be about…I’d say late twenties, early thirties. He was wearing a pair of white jeans and an ivory cardigan over a blue and white striped shirt. The man was slender—not slight, he didn’t look frail—but he looked trim. I don’t know if he was strong, sometimes muscle has a way of surprising you. But…do you remember the old Odd Couple show? The actor Tony Randall?”

      Yutani blinked, but Talia spoke up. “I do. I used to love that show.”

      “This man reminded me of Tony Randall, but softer looking. He looks…non-imposing…until you see his eyes. His hair was wavier than the actor’s, and his features weren’t as angular. Oh, he also was wearing white sneakers.”

      That was a pretty good description. “What about jewelry? Tattoos?”

      Rhiannon closed her eyes again. After a moment, she said, “He had a silver-colored watch on his right wrist. I don’t think he had any other jewelry that I could see. I didn’t notice any tattoos.”

      “Well, that helps. Now, you’re sure you’ve never met him before?” Herne asked.

      Rhiannon shrugged. “I’m ninety percent positive, but I also realize—when I bring him to mind—he’s someone I wouldn’t pick out of a crowd. I wouldn’t have even thought to notice him at all except for the look he was giving Kaiden.”

      “All right. So, we have something to go on.” Herne glanced around the room. “The other two girls who are missing, do you have information on them for us?”

      “Yes, I told Angel about one of them. A fifteen-year-old named Lecada vanished two weeks ago. Her sister Aja felt their connection sever, as though it never existed. Among water-horse shifters, twins are very rare and always connected by an empathic cord, so it threw Aja into trauma. Twins—and even rarer, triplets—among the hippocampi are empathically connected. It’s like a seventh sense. When one dies, the other feels it. But it wasn’t like that for Aja. It was as though Lecada just…had never been. One moment Aja was feeling her sister’s fear and the next, it was as though her sister had been swept away from Earth.”

      “Or into another dimension,” Yutani muttered. “Or maybe the field was dampened. Or a spell was cast.”

      “Right,” Rhiannon said. “Lecada was on her way home from school when she vanished. She walks home, and they found her books on the side of the road. She just…ceased to be. We have no leads, no clue of what she did or who took her. There are other kids who walk home in the same direction, but nobody saw anything.”

      People just didn’t disappear for no reason. “So, when did she disappear, and when did Aja feel the shift—feel her sister disappear?”

      “The cops estimate that Lecada vanished around four p.m. that Friday afternoon. Today’s Tuesday, so…eleven days ago.” Rhiannon pulled out her notebook. “Aja said she felt the bond vanish around an hour later. Until then, she could feel Lecada’s fear. But no pain.”

      “What about the second girl?” Talia asked.

      “She vanished a month ago. Twinkle, a seventeen-year-old, was out training. She’s training for a spot on the Olympic biathlon team. She had gone out to the range for practice with a friend and didn’t come home. She left at noon, they expected her back by four, but it was a busy day for her family and it was dinner before they noticed she wasn’t home. Her mom called her, but the call went straight to voice mail. Twinkle’s father drove the length of her normal route but found no sign of her. He came home and they called all her friends—the ones they could think of—and then they called the police. Search and rescue went out, but came up with nothing. No body, no signs of a struggle, just…nothing.”

      “What about tracing their phones?” Yutani asked.

      “That’s the thing. They’ve done a trace of all their phones, but they can’t find a blip. Not a peep to show the phones are anywhere in existence. I mean, the kidnapper might have taken the SIM cards out and tossed them, but wouldn’t they still show up?”

      “No,” Yutani said. “The SIM card has no tracking equipment and can’t be traced if it’s not plugged into a phone. So if the kidnapper threw the SIM cards away, chances are there’s no way to track them.”

      “So, we’re missing a fourteen-year-old, a fifteen-year-old, and a seventeen-year-old. All girls. One vanished during the day, one in the afternoon, and one in the evening. Looks—what about looks? Were there any similarities?” Angel asked.

      Rhiannon pushed herself to her feet. “Hold on, I’ll get my notes.” She exited the room, and we could hear her in the kitchen. Then she returned, tablet in hand. She was staring at the screen. “Yes, actually. All the girls have light brown hair. They were all fairly thin but toned. Not one over five-four.”

      “Slight builds, then.” I glanced at Herne. “Rhiannon, when you think about the man you saw, what’s your immediate reaction? Don’t think, just blurt out whatever comes to mind.”

      “He’s quiet. He’s able to hunt because he’s never noticed. He won’t cause a scene.”

      “And what about the girls? What do they all have in common besides their looks?”

      Rhiannon turned to me. “They all go to the same school. And…all three are brilliant at what they do. Kaiden’s a math prodigy. Lecada is at the top of her class in history and humanities. And Twinkle was looking at trying out for the Olympics. The girl can use a gun, and she can both slalom and cross-country ski. None of them are just small-town girls. They have their futures ahead of them.” The pain in her voice was evident.

      “We need to talk to their parents,” I said. “Can you call them to come over? We don’t want to be seen poking around town at this point.”

      “I’ll invite them over. And I’ll call my sketch artist friend. I’ll impress on them how important it is that they don’t say a word to anyone—that their daughters’ lives may hang in the balance. Meanwhile, here are the keys to the bungalows, and the address. I’d have someone take you over but we’re trying to keep your presence here as quiet as possible.”

      “That’s fine,” Herne said, pocketing the keys. “We need to go into Seacrest Cove anyway.”

      A thought occurred to me. “Last time we were here, we got help from Christa and Rayne. Are the vamps still running the Club Majewel?”

      “Last I heard, yes, but there was something in the news this morning. Let me look,” Rhiannon said, pulling out her phone. She tapped away for a moment. “Here it is—I knew I’d seen something. The Club Majewel is closed until further notice, as of yesterday. They didn’t give any reason.”

      I glanced at Herne. We knew why, but Herne just gave me a slight shake of the head so I kept my mouth shut.

      We made our good-byes and headed for the bungalows, which were a couple miles away. They were on a small plot of land, surrounded by trees. It was like being in a forested park. We pulled into the clearing and Yutani told us to wait outside while he checked out the cottages. He pulled out his bug zapper—the device had come in quite handy before—and headed toward the first bungalow. While he searched for surveillance equipment, I studied the cottages.

      Small, they looked barely three hundred to four hundred square feet each. The siding of both was painted a warm mustard, and the trim olive green. The paths were lined with mums, which were still blooming even in the downpour. The front yard held several picnic tables and what looked like a swing set. The properties to either side were zoned for business, with a mini mall on the right, and on the left, a restaurant. At least if we needed supplies, they’d be close at hand.

      A few minutes later, Yutani returned. “All clear,” he said. “I’m surprised. I actually expected to find something but…nada.”

      “Could your readings be off?” Angel asked.

      “They could always be off,” Yutani said. “But I don’t think so, not this time.”

      The men hauled our equipment inside. We divided up by gender—Yutani, Herne, Kipa, Viktor, and Rafé in one cabin, while Angel, Talia, Raven, and I took the other.

      In the bedroom of each bungalow, there were two double beds, and since the cabins mirrored each other, one of the guys would have to sleep on the sofa. Besides the bedroom, the bungalow contained a bathroom with a walk-in shower and a kitchenette–living room combo. The space was small, but functional.

      “Angel, share a bed?” I asked.

      She nodded. Which left the other for Raven and Talia. We unpacked, and then the men came over to our cabin and we all squeezed into the main room to talk.

      “What do we do first?” I asked.

      “Call the sheriff to introduce ourselves and discuss what needs to be done. I did a little prying around and found out that the new sheriff is actually one of the magic-born, which could work to our advantage. His name is Tenzel.”

      “Do you think it’s a mistake telling him that Straff is back?” I asked.

      “I want to wait for a little bit to see if we can take care of this quietly. We’ll see how things go. Since Straff was crazy enough to escape from Cernunnos’s dungeon, you know he’s going to be crazy enough to think he can handle us.” Herne glanced around. “Any food in here?”

      Angel jumped up. “I’ll look. I’m starting to get hungry, too.” She went into the kitchenette, where she poked through the cupboards. “Not a speck of food, not even a tea bag. And we already ate everything we brought with us.”

      “Well, we’ll need to go out then, and I guess the restaurant next door is the best choice.” Herne gathered up his things. “Come on, let’s get something to eat and I’ll call the sheriff from the restaurant.”
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        * * *

      

      The Crab Cage was a tidy little seafood restaurant, unpretentious with Formica countertops and faux leather booths. It was clean, though, and while the décor was simple, they kept the coffee flowing and the portions were plentiful and tasty.

      We gathered in the biggest booth we could find, and Rafé and Yutani carried over chairs to sit at the edge of the table. The waitress handed around menus, took our drink orders, and said she’d be back in a few minutes.

      “So, should we contact Blackthorn?” I asked after she left. “I’m not in a hurry to see him again, but it might be a good idea. He was so angry at his son before, he might help us go after him again.”

      “I don’t think he wants to see us, but yes, I’m going to get in contact with him,” Herne said. “But I can’t just give him a call. Unlike my parents, I don’t think the King of Thorns carries a cell phone.”

      The waitress returned with our drinks. She handed them around and we ordered food. I asked for clam chowder—which I could eat every day and not get tired of—and fish and chips. The others ordered everything from a calamari steak for Herne, to a burger and salad for Angel.

      Once again, after she had all our requests, the waitress vanished into the back.

      I glanced around. There weren’t many people in the diner at this time of day and of those who were, nobody seemed to be paying any attention to us. I kept my voice low, just in case. “So, three girls gone missing. Rhiannon seems to have good instincts so I’m going to trust what she felt about the man, but I think we need to consider the possibility—even if it’s distant—that Straff killed those girls.”

      But Herne didn’t agree.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “Consider this—Straff picked his victims for their easy accessibility. And his victims were all over the board. It didn’t matter what sex or age they were, as long as they had life force to siphon off. But the girls…they fit a definite pattern. All teen girls, all water-horse shifters, and all with promising futures. I don’t think that Straff is stupid enough to start poaching victims from inside the enclave. While he was dumb enough to return back here, I doubt that his MO has changed all that much.”

      “Good point,” I said. “I wonder—” I paused as Herne’s phone rang.

      “Rhiannon,” he said, answering. He moved away from the table to talk.

      Rafé slid his arm around Angel. “I keep thinking I wouldn’t mind living out here in the San Juans, but then I think about all the secrets, like Straff and Blackthorn, and I rethink that idea. It feels like criminals can get away with more if they live away from the mainland. The island communities are insular, and less prone to give away your secrets.” He shook his mop of shaggy red hair.

      Angel gave him a sideways look, smiling gently. “I love you, but I think you’re nuts,” she said. “If anything, I’d think it was the opposite. Out here, because the towns are so insular and the communities small, if there’s something to know, everybody’s going to find out. It was stupid of Straff to return here because sooner or later, somebody’s going to find him.”

      “It took how many years to find him the first time? Unless you actually know what you’re looking for, it’s unlikely you’re going to find it.” Rafé shrugged. “It’s easy to keep secrets if you’re a recluse.”

      Angel was about to argue her point when Herne returned to the booth. He arrived the same time as the waitress. She set the massive tray on a folding stand, then began handing out our food. Once she left, Herne told us about the phone call.

      “Rhiannon’s set a time. All three sets of parents are coming. We’re to be there at six p.m. She’s also invited her artist friend. So we have an afternoon to fill. What should we do first?”

      I grimaced, not wanting to suggest what I was thinking, but I cleared my throat and said, “I suppose we should attempt to make contact with Blackthorn. I wonder if the touchstone into his realm is in the same place as it was.”

      “Well, there’s one way to find out,” Herne said. “Finish your lunch, and we’ll pay him a visit.”

      Our food was piping hot—the fish smelled fragrant and the batter was so crisp that it flaked as I cut into the fillet. I slowly began to eat, hoping to stall for a little more time, but as I forked the buttery fish into my mouth, all I could think about was the last time we saw Blackthorn, and how much I had hoped never to have to see his face again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      We stopped back at the bungalows to drop off Talia, Angel, Rafé, and Kipa. Raven, Viktor, Yutani, Herne, and I would travel to see Blackthorn while they did more research on the net about the murders we thought Straff might have committed. We decided to take Raven with us since she was one of the Ante-Fae, and that might go over better with the King of Thorns. His displeasure in dealing with us had been clear the last time we had encountered him.

      “You do know he may be as unhappy to see me as he will be you,” Raven said. “All of the Ante-Fae are unique, and just because we’re from the same race doesn’t mean we’ll get along.”

      “No, but if there’s a chance your presence will help us, then so much the better. We need every advantage we can get,” Herne said.

      We gathered our weapons and Yutani gave Talia his keys, in case they needed to go anywhere. Then, piling into Herne’s SUV, we headed out.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to South Whidbey State Park didn’t take long, and soon, we eased into the parking lot off of Park Road. At this time of year, with the rains and the winds, the park was mostly empty, and we had the entire lot to ourselves.

      South Whidbey State Park was, like every other park in Western Washington, riddled with a series of ravines. Carved from the land by the ancient glaciers that once covered this area during the march of the Ice Age, the ravines and the wide swaths of boulders making up the alluvial deposits were left to tell the tales. Both were readily found throughout the forests and mountains.

      The rocks truly did roll here, down the hills, over retaining walls, across mountain highways. Up in the high mountain passes, the danger was less plunging off the steep embankments along the roads, but rather, avoiding the rock avalanches that thundered down the mountain sides, dislodged by rain or the frequent small quakes that were so common. Earthquake faults riddled this part of Washington state, foreshadowing a massive quake that was guaranteed to come at some point.

      Deep in the forests, the dense undergrowth was sparse this time of year, with most of the deciduous plants dying back. But their fallen leaves went into creating the thick layer of mulch that covered the entire forest floor. Spongy and smelling of tangy forest decay, the detritus was a combination of sodden leaves—their brilliant colors turning into a uniform rust and brown as the rains soaked through—along with needles that fell from the conifers, the fir cones, and the ever-present moss that covered everything in sight.

      Mushrooms and toadstools grew through the decay, some in faerie circles, others just sprouting anywhere and everywhere. I recalled reading that the largest lifeform on the planet was a massive honey mushroom, found in the Blue Mountains of Oregon. The web woven by the mycelia—basically the roots of the fungus—spread almost two and a half miles wide, and was estimated to be at least twenty-five hundred years old, if not far older.

      The constant drip of raindrops falling from the trees was mirrored by the occasional birdsong, and the leaves rustled with life as small animals—squirrels mostly, but some foxes and rabbits and other creatures—wove their way beneath the cover of the undergrowth.

      Even though it was late autumn, the ferns were still large. Though their fronds would die over the course of the winter, they were still attached to the base of the plant, providing shelter for the smaller inhabitants of the forest.

      We stood at the edge of the thicket, and Herne glanced around. “Since there’s no one in sight, I’ll change into my stag self. You and Raven can ride on my back.”

      Yutani looked around. “I’ll go in my coyote form. What are we looking for? I wasn’t with you on your last sojourn over here.”

      Herne shoved his hands in his pockets. “We’ll wind our way through the ravines, down to a clearing near the bottom of one of them. There, we’ll look for a large boulder with a flat top. On the top of the boulder is a crystal wheel with various glyphs carved on it. I know the correct glyph we’re looking for—Ember and Viktor, do you remember?”

      I nodded. “Actually, I do. I may still have a picture of it on my phone.”

      “When we get to that boulder, I’ll shift back into my regular form again. But the way is too dangerous for Ember and Raven to go afoot, so I’ll take them. Viktor can make it without a problem.”

      “I did last time. I grew up in the high mountains and I’m still quite capable of hiking my way through the most difficult terrain,” Viktor said.

      Yutani immediately began stripping down. Herne could change forms without undressing because he was a god. But that led me to another thought.

      “Yutani, since your father is a god, can you shift without changing?” I asked.

      He paused, his shirt off, but his jeans still on. He looked good. Very, very good. “I never tried. I suppose I could try now, though if it rips my clothing, I’ll have to stay in coyote form or run around naked for a while. And I don’t relish running around a blackthorn thicket with my junk hanging out.” He gave me a quizzical look. “Should I try?”

      “Maybe later,” Herne said. “For now, take off your clothes and the girls can carry them.”

      “I can put them in my pack,” Viktor said.

      Yutani tossed his clothes out to Viktor, who folded them neatly and put them in his backpack. Then, the next moment, there was a shimmer and a lean, muscled-looking coyote stood where Yutani had been. He ran up to me and rubbed against my leg. I laughed. When Yutani was in his coyote form, he was far more congenial than when he was in his human form.

      “Okay, my turn,” Herne said, arching his eyebrows at Yutani. “Don’t hump my fiancée’s leg.” He snorted, but I could sense the hesitation there. Herne had nothing to worry about, but he was always a little protective. He had calmed down, though, on the jealousy, ever since I’d taken him to task for it. I didn’t mind a little possessiveness, but more than a little really turned me off.

      Herne stepped back away from us and the air began to shimmer. A silver light began to radiate from the center of his chest. The glow was so bright that I could barely look at it. Then, with a blinding flash, Herne shifted into a magnificent stag.

      He was huge, so tall I could barely reach the top of his back, and his antlers spread out in a rack that would put an old bull elk to shame. His fur was sparkling silver, and his eyes radiated a luminous light. He truly was King of the Woodlands. But even as regal as he was, his father could make him look like a play toy. Power was relative.

      He stepped forward, delicately picking his way between the rocks and tree limbs that littered the ground. A moment later, he was by my side. He let out a huff, and the force of his breath almost knocked me back. I laughed and patted his muzzle, leaning up on my tiptoes to give him a kiss on the snout. Herne shook his head, but in his eyes I read amusement. He lowered himself to his knees, and I headed for his back, motioning to Raven.

      “Come on, climb aboard.” I swung my leg over, adjusting so I was comfortable.

      Raven paused, staring at Herne’s bare back. “Anybody have a towel or something? I’m wearing a skirt here. And while I’m not going commando, I also don’t fancy having my panties rubbing against Herne’s back. That just seems rude.”

      I sputtered. “I am so glad I wasn’t drinking anything when you said that.”

      She shrugged, grinning. “Hey, you’re the one who wanted me to come along.”

      Viktor sorted through his pack and handed her a hand towel. “Here, this should work.” He tossed it over Herne’s back, straightening it out. Then, he held out his hand. Raven took it, boosting herself up onto tiptoe so she could swing one leg over Herne’s back while holding down the towel with her other hand. Another second and she was settled in.

      Viktor was watching us with amusement. “Are you both comfortable?”

      I nodded. “I’m good.”

      “Me too,” Raven said, fastening her grip on my waist. “But I’m holding on to Ember. She’s used to this. I’m not.”

      “Are you sure you don’t take rides around on Kipa’s back?” I joked.

      “Only when we’re both naked,” she said with a grin.

      With a loud “HA!” Viktor turned and motioned for Herne to take the lead. As Herne stepped off the trail, into the dense undergrowth, Viktor and Yutani followed, and we were off to find Blackthorn.
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        * * *

      

      The path to the touchstone was long and winding. Herne kept up a steady trot, as fast as Viktor and Yutani could follow.

      Herne picked his way through the forest, lithely skimming the trees that blocked our path. He was graceful and swift, yet I could tell he was keeping himself in check so the others could keep up. I knew full well that neither Yutani nor Viktor could match the blur that Herne could be when he pulled out all stops.

      We arrived at a ravine so steep that it scared me. I remembered it from last time. Herne was right. Neither Raven nor I could have managed the descent without putting ourselves in jeopardy. Neither one of us had much climbing experience and I would have had trouble. And if I had trouble with it, Raven would have even more trouble. The Ante-Fae were usually stronger than the Fae, but Raven was young for her kind, and she tended toward a softer life than many of her brethren. She could throw down a ghost without blinking, but when it came to athleticism? She did her best work on the dance floor.

      The top of the ravine was narrow—a three-foot wide strip of land that overlooked the steep grade. Viktor knelt beside the edge, studying the descent. Yutani sat beside him, patient, watching the half-ogre. After a moment, Viktor stood and turned to Herne. Even when he was in stag form, Herne could understand what we were saying. Most shifters could.

      “The ground is soft—the rains have been heavy. Be cautious. Even an animal could come to grief on this slope.” He looked around and found a sturdy stick, then began to pick his way down through the trees. Both the half-ogre and the stick plunged deep into the detritus in places, and it reminded me of quicksand, only the sand was mulch. As Viktor hesitantly descended, Yutani followed him, staying back far enough so that if Viktor were to fall backward, he’d be well out of the way.

      Herne snorted, steam rising from his nostrils. The radiant glow of his body encased us in a warmth that was familiar to me, but I knew Raven wasn’t used to it. I often rode on Herne’s back when we went out in the woods, and we would fly through the forests, zipping along at top speed as the world around me became a blur. But here, he chose his footing carefully, picking a path through the trees that looked safest in a place that truly held no safety.

      We passed salmonberry and huckleberry bushes, but their limbs were mostly bare of leaves, and what remained were dead—sodden and hanging on by a thin thread. We passed waist-high ferns, and trees whose trunks were so covered with moss it was difficult to see the bark, and all the while, we were facing down at an angle that felt like we were going to tumble head over heels. I clung to Herne’s shoulders, my knees tightly pressed against his sides. Raven held onto my waist with one hand, and with the other, she reached behind her to brace herself on Herne’s hindquarters.

      Finally, we reached the bottom, near a streambed, and waited for Viktor and Yutani to join us. Viktor tumbled once, skidding a few feet over a bramble bush before stopping himself and getting back to his feet, but they both managed the descent more or less intact. When they were beside us, Herne led the way along the stream, which ran quick and clear. We approached a clearing to the right, and then he knelt, allowing Raven and me to slide off his back. A moment later, after another blinding, shimmering flash, Herne was back to his two-legged form.

      “All right, we go into the clearing from here,” he said.

      “I remember,” I said, accepting another branch that Viktor broke off a nearby tree. He found another that was just hanging by a few strips of bark and gave it to Raven to use as a walking stick.

      We followed Herne, with Viktor and Yutani in back of us, as he led us into the clearing. The boulder was right where I remembered, and it was as large as I remembered. I glanced nervously at the nearest embankment. That boulder had to come from somewhere and chances were, it had rolled down the slope to land here long ago. And where there was one loose rock, there would be others. The entire area was laced with magic, as well, and knowing Blackthorn, he might have set up magical traps to prevent us from returning.

      Atop the boulder was the crystal wheel, encircled with various glyphs. But the wheel could turn, and the pointer could move from glyph to glyph. There was one rune that opened the portal. We didn’t know what the rest of the glyphs did, and now was not the time to find out.

      Herne motioned for us to get our weapons ready. I readied Seraphina, my crossbow, as Viktor pulled out his sword. Raven unsheathed Venom—her dagger with a poisoned bite. She had an artifact—a wand—but she had left it home, and I didn’t blame her. It could only be used one time before needing recharging and for this job it was overkill.

      Viktor pulled out Yutani’s clothes and held them as Yutani shifted back into his human form. I caught Raven staring at him, a grin on her face. The coyote shifter certainly had nothing to be embarrassed about.

      He finished dressing, then knelt to rummage through his backpack. He pulled out a whip. The weapon had ilithiniam threads woven into it—a magical metal that would give it one hell of a kick when it hit something. His father, the Great Coyote, had given it to him and he hadn’t had much chance to use it since he got it a little less than a year ago.

      Herne reached out, taking hold of the wheel. He began to turn it and when it reached the “open” glyph, he let go. The air around us began to shimmer and a cloud of magic swept the area, so heavy that it weighed down on our shoulders like a heavy curse, and even though I knew what to expect, it caught me off guard and I had to force myself not to turn and try to run up the slopes.

      The base of the ravine creaked and groaned, wresting asunder as a jagged crack formed, gaping wide, a cloud of darkness looming inside. A threatening miasma leaked out from the fissure, and it was all we needed to tell me that yes, Blackthorn was still on the other side. The King of Thorns still held sway over his woodland kingdom.

      “All right, we know who’s on the other side. What we still don’t know is if we go in separately, will we be scattered? So join hands as we walk into the deep,” Herne said, holding out his hand to me as he adjusted his pack on his back.

      I took his hand, then with my other, I grasped Raven’s fingers. We formed a line, like children playing crack the whip, and shifted sideways because the opening wasn’t that big. Taking a deep breath, I followed Herne as he led us toward the veil of darkness. The void was so shadowed we couldn’t even see the floor, but we moved on, a chain, one link by one link crossing the threshold.
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        * * *

      

      Everything began to whirl the moment I set foot through the portal, and I gasped as the world dropped away. For one second, I thought I was going to die, and then a blaze of color appeared as I found myself standing in a round lea. The last time we had been here, there had been flowers and the grove of oak and blackthorn trees had been vibrant and green. Now, it was autumn and the trees were bare of leaves, the long thorns of the blackthorn bushes standing to stark attention. They were poisonous—I had sustained some nasty wounds the last time we were here—and I stood clear of the trees, not wanting to repeat my experience.

      Raven glanced around, catching her breath. “The energy here is so thick—Blackthorn is terribly powerful.” She didn’t sound thrilled to be here. In fact, she looked so worried that I wondered if there was something we had missed.

      “Any insights you have would be appreciated,” Herne said. He had obviously noticed the same thing I had.

      Raven shivered. “He is truly a king. I can feel his footprint everywhere here. And treachery runs rampant. He’s not going to like me, I’ll tell you that. He’ll dislike me even more than he dislikes humans and Fae. Please, don’t leave me alone with him.”

      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, why won’t he like you?”

      Raven turned to me. “Remember I’m one of the Exosan?”

      “Right, you live among humans—well, humans and the Fae.”

      Most of the Ante-Fae kept to themselves, ignoring bustle of the cities and the rise of humankind. But a certain faction, most of them young, liked interacting with the rest of the world. Raven was one of them, and they were called the Exosan.

      “To a number of the ancient Ante-Fae, the Exosan are traitors. We’re destroying the traditions of the past by involving the rest of the world in our lives. I’m very lucky that my father is also an Exosan, and my mother works with humans in her own way. She would never call herself an Exosan, but really, she is. But to a being with this much power and energy? I’m putting the secrets of the Ante-Fae out there for anybody to latch hold of.” She glanced back at the portal. “I hate to bail on you guys, but I’m seriously thinking—”

      But the portal was gone. As it had the first time, the opening had vanished into so much thin air. The return touchstone was there, though, hidden in the frontline of the thicket, on an old oak stump.

      Herne held Raven’s gaze. “I could let you return, but you’d have to wait in the cold for us, because I don’t want you attempting that ravine by yourself. Going uphill is somewhat easier than going downhill, but it’s still too dangerous to attempt alone. I think you’ll be safe with us. And I honestly believe you may be overthinking this. Blackthorn’s an asshole, but he’s an asshole to everyone.”

      “I just don’t want to bring myself to his attention,” Raven muttered to me, so low that I could barely catch what she said. But she shrugged. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

      The first time we had come through we’d been attacked by knucklebones, also known as nixienacks. They were beautiful, vicious little creatures, sometimes mistaken for pixies. They swarmed their victims and acted very much like flying piranhas. But this time, there wasn’t a one in sight. I didn’t know if they were seasonal, or if we had just lucked out, but either way, I was grateful we weren’t being bombarded by what was essentially a swarm of flying teeth and stomachs.

      We were facing a thicket of blackthorn trees. Once again, Herne sighed. “I wish he’d get a better communications system. All right, let’s do this. Blackthorn!” he shouted, striding out into the open, facing the thicket of thorny trees. “We need to talk. Now. You know who I am. Send out your guards to escort us in!”

      I blinked. Herne wasn’t bothering with diplomacy and that told me he had run out of patience. We waited for a moment, then another, and finally the branches on the blackthorn bushes began to part, and Blackthorn’s guards emerged. It looked like we were going to meet the King of Thorns after all.
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      The guards were terrifying to look at, and I had no doubt of their ability to destroy their enemies. The best I could do to describe them was to say they reminded me of a combination of praying mantises and very wispy, very angular men. With oval heads and large, wide-set, bulging eyes, their heads were very much like the stereotypical “gray” aliens. But rather than gray, they were pale green and their arms and legs were bone-thin. I could almost see the bones beneath the skin. Their legs were shaped like goat legs but instead of hooves, they wore black leather boots. Their purple and black uniforms were military in nature, with gold trim, and their swords were so sharp that the light glinted off the edges.

      They marched toward us, then stopped as a unit. One of the guards stepped forward and pointed toward us. “Do not draw your weapons, Herne, son of Cernunnos. That goes for your friends as well. Follow us. Or do not.”

      He returned to his place in line, they turned as one, and began to march back into the opening in the blackthorn thicket. We followed, and the trees gave way even further, forming a pathway for us. Their limbs and boughs creaked, moaning as we passed by, and their sentience charged the air. They were watching us, gauging what danger we brought.

      We walked for what seemed like half an hour and then the guards pulled to the side, dividing into two columns, forming a passage for us to walk through. Ahead of us, the thicket thinned, and in the center of the clearing there stood a massive half-dome, formed of woven branches. The branches bore thorns and there was no doubt the dome was formed from blackthorn limbs. A large silver door sat against the center of the palace. When we had been here before, the branches had been covered with flowers but no leaves—the leaves of the blackthorn tree came only after the flowers had set and fruit began to grow. Sloe berries came from the blackthorn, used for jellies and gin. But now, there were neither fruits nor leaves, and the thorns stood out, stark and deadly.

      I looked at Herne. “Are we ready?”

      “First, Raven and Yutani, I will tell you what I told Viktor and Ember last time. Draw a weapon and you’re dead. And I will be seriously wounded. I can’t die, but I can be hurt and the last thing I want is to get into a fight with Blackthorn. The fight with his son was difficult enough.”

      Yutani nodded. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Raven, one other caution. Do not take him on—do not let your temper loose. We can’t afford for you to go off beam. I’ve seen your crazy antics before and here, they’ll only lead to death.” He stared at her, long and hard.

      She pressed her lips together. I knew she didn’t like it when Herne talked to her like that, but he was right. Raven rushed in where angels feared to tread. And sometimes, she paid the price for it.

      “I promise. I’ll behave.” She shrugged. “I won’t cause trouble.”

      “All right. Follow my lead. Blackthorn’s one of the more powerful Ante-Fae. He’ll try to trip you up, so be on guard and let his words fall away like water on a duck’s back.” Herne glanced at me, and I had the feeling he wanted to go on, but he knew that over-emphasizing something to Raven was more likely to make her go off half-cocked.

      I took a deep breath as he stepped up to the door and opened it. A rush of voices came out and a cold wind seemed to slam through me. They felt like ghosts of the past, trapped and suddenly freed. I had no clue what they were, but the magic was so thick in Blackthorn’s barrow-palace that it was hard not to choke on it.

      The passage was dark, so dark we couldn’t see our hands before our faces. But a brilliant sphere of light the size of a small button flew into the air in front of us to illuminate our way. Herne set off after it and I followed. Raven came after me, and Yutani, and Viktor took up the rear position.

      We were in a labyrinthian passage, twisting and turning our way into the center of the barrow as we silently followed the light. A few moments later, we were at the end of the hallway. We had been able to discern no other side passages—there might have been, but it would be almost impossible to see. But in front of us stood a pair of ornate doors, silver as moonlight, engraved with scenes that almost looked like they were live—I’d think a figure moved, but when I looked again, it was still, carved into the metal. I didn’t look too closely. I didn’t want to know what the images depicted, given this was Blackthorn’s lair.

      Herne grabbed hold of one of the massive doorhandles and pulled. A pale light shone through, but we had been in the darkness long enough that it hurt my eyes.

      “So, you return to my kingdom, son of Cernunnos. Enter with your tattered brigade and shut the door behind you.” The voice was deep, crafty, and ancient, and the very sound of it made my stomach churn.

      As we entered the room, the door behind Viktor slammed shut with a loud thump, and we found ourselves standing in front of a throne. I hadn’t noticed the throne the last time we had been here, but it was silver, with an albino ivy growing around the legs, and it was sitting on a raised dais. Blackthorn was sitting on the throne, and he was exactly as I had remembered. Tall and muscled, he wore a deep purple loincloth that was trimmed with silver. His hair draped down his bare back, as black as night, and his skin was an olive shade, covered with tattoos of black work vines that wove over his body and face. The whites of his eyes were pale green, and the darkness of his pupils felt like portals leading to yet another realm. I had the feeling that, like Raven’s tattoos, the vines on his skin were birthmarks.

      Blackthorn was seductive and handsome, but the energy radiating off him reminded me too much of Pandora—he was chaos and cunning, and that made his beauty dangerous. His silver spear rested next to the throne in easy reach.

      He leaned back, crossing his legs, and I averted my eyes. He definitely wasn’t wearing anything under the loincloth and he didn’t seem to care if we noticed. He was also painfully well endowed. I didn’t envy any normal woman who might take up with him. Or any servants he might have command over, because Blackthorn wasn’t someone who took “No” for an answer.

      He glanced at Herne, then—ignoring him—turned his attention toward me. “And she’s back. Did you miss me? Have you come, forsaking your godly mate, to return to me?” He laughed as I shivered, both pulled and repulsed by his voice. “Yes, you remember me, don’t you, Ember? I torment you and still you return. Perhaps you’re more of a toy than you want to admit.”

      And then, before Herne could speak, he noticed Raven. Blackthorn stiffened, staring at her as his eyes narrowed. “You…” A look of anger crossed his face as he turned to Herne. “You dare to bring another one of the Ante-Fae into my territory?”

      Herne held steady, but I knew him well enough to read that he was caught off guard. Raven stiffened, but she said nothing, just held her place and stared ahead, not at Blackthorn, but at the wall behind him.

      “She’s one of us,” Herne said.

      But Blackthorn was off his throne. He stormed down to stand in front of Raven. Reaching out—his nails reminded me of blackthorn spikes—he grabbed her left wrist, wrenching her arm to show the underside. “She bears no tattoo marking her as yours.” He turned back to Raven. “Speak. Who are you?”

      Raven cleared her throat. “I’m Raven BoneTalker. I’m a bone witch, daughter of Phasmoria, Queen of the Bean Sidhe, and Curikan, the Black Dog of Hanging Hills.”

      The moment she mentioned Phasmoria’s name, Blackthorn dropped her arm and slowly stepped back. He almost looked intimidated. “What are you doing here in my territory?”

      “I’m helping Herne on a case. I want nothing from you.” She gave him a long look, holding his gaze then. She must have felt the sudden shift as well.

      “Then see that you keep it that way.” Blackthorn turned back to Herne, ignoring Viktor and Yutani. “So, son of Cernunnos, what brings you into my kingdom once again? As if I didn’t know.”

      “Then you know that your son escaped from my father’s dungeon and we think he’s back here. I’m here to retrieve him. If you know where he is, I command you, by my father’s name, to tell us.” Herne pulled out all the stops, the glamour he kept under wraps most days shining through, and if I hadn’t been engaged to him, I might have dropped to my knees. Viktor, Raven, and Yutani just stared at him, eyes wide.

      But Blackthorn seemed unaffected. He cackled, returning to his throne, where he leaned back, crossing his legs again. I tried to avert my eyes in time, but got another straight shot at his junk, and stepped back before I could stop myself. The King of Thorns caught my gaze and gave me a crooked smile.

      “So, you see something you like? That you want? Ember, my dear pet, come sit on my lap?” He patted his knee. “No? But we could have so much fun.”

      “Leave my fiancée alone,” Herne thundered.

      “Fiancée? That would make her all the more delicious, Stag God.”

      “Answer me, Blackthorn, or I’ll have my father send his men here and—as strong as you are—you would never survive their onslaught.” Herne straightened his shoulders, glaring at the King of Thorns, who immediately took offense.

      “Don’t you threaten me, or you will regret your bluster.” Blackthorn paused. “Your father can’t keep watch over his own affairs and you come hammering at my door. I gave you leave once, but you fucked up, Stag God. Now you demand my help again?”

      Herne was trying to restrain himself—the tension in his face was painful to look at. He paused, and I could swear he was counting under his breath. After a moment, he said, “We don’t want any trouble. We just want to find your son and take him back to prison.”

      Blackthorn shrugged. “To answer your question, no, I have not seen my son, though I have heard rumors and rumblings that say he’s back. I disowned him, remember? I gave him over to your care and you’re the ones who lost him. I entrusted you to take care of the matter and now we’re facing the same problem, only worse. The disease surely has him in its grasp by now and he won’t be able to stop himself. You should have killed him when you had the chance.”

      “We were trying to be diplomatic,” Herne said, staring at the King of Thorns.

      Blackthorn snorted. “Diplomacy has no place when it comes to hard truths. Now, I face discovery thanks to your father’s leniency. I told you my son is dead to me. I meant it.”

      I glanced at Herne, who looked perturbed. Blackthorn had no better nature. When he said his son was dead to him, he meant it. He wasn’t like Phasmoria and Curikan, who actually cared about their daughter.

      Herne cleared his throat. “If you find out where he is, let us know? If he gains another foothold and starts killing regularly, we’ll alert the rest of the island and you’ll be drummed out of here if Straff goes on the hunt.”

      “The islanders can’t touch me,” Blackthorn said.

      “No.” I spoke up. “They may not be able to, but I’m pretty sure the dragons can. We could always drop a tip to both sides of the Dragonni that you are playing a game against them and they would burn your thicket to the ground. It would be easy to give them the information on how to enter your realm. And I really doubt that the thorns you wield would be able to pierce dragonhide.”

      I grinned as I said it, fairly certain I would hit the mark. Herne tried to suppress a smile, while Raven gasped. Yutani and Viktor both backed away.

      Blackthorn stared at me with the first sign of fear that I had ever seen him show. He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Ember, you toy with fire. Herne, restrain your half-blood cunt before I teach her what it means to respect her elders.”

      Herne growled, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “If you ever address my fiancée like that again, I will cut your head off.”

      “I’d like to see you try it, Stag God.” Blackthorn returned the volley. “You try my patience. Ember, if you ever threaten me again, not even the elder gods themselves will be able to save you.” He paused, then added, “I don’t know where Straff is. If I hear from him, I’ll send a message to you. Now leave. I grow bored of this conversation.”

      Herne let out a slow breath, then gave him a very brief bow of the head. “Thank you, King of Thorns. I hope you will do as you promised. We’ll take our leave. Thank you for seeing us.”

      Blackthorn stepped down off his throne, stopping in front of me. “I told you once that we’d meet again. Now, I tell you that if we ever meet a third time, I won’t be so lenient. You walk under Herne’s protection, but that only extends so far.” To Herne he said, “If you want to find Straff, follow the trail of money. Now, take your band of merry misbegats and leave.” Without another word, he turned and walked off.

      I let out a long breath, then glanced at Herne, who looked ready to go after him. He was reaching for an arrow and I grabbed his arm.

      “No. You can’t. Remember what you told us.” I pulled his arm away from the quiver hanging over his shoulder. “Herne, mind yourself.”

      Herne dropped his arm, still gazing at Blackthorn’s retreating back. “He touches you and he dies. That is my final word.”

      As we turned toward the door, Blackthorn’s guards were there, ready to lead us out again. We silently followed them through the darkened corridor, back through the rain to the clearing. Herne still hadn’t spoken and he looked so angry that I didn’t want to say a word. I fell back, beside Raven.

      She gave me a wary look, then glanced ahead at Herne. But she said nothing—he would have heard anything coming out of our mouths and when a god was angry, even if he was your fiancé or friend, it was better to keep quiet and leave well enough alone.

      We reached the touchstone, and silently joined hands. As Blackthorn’s freakshow guards vanished, Herne cranked the glyph to open the portal, and we crossed through, vanishing into the darkness and away from the King of Thorns.
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        * * *

      

      All the way back to the bungalows we kept quiet, but as we all gathered in the women’s bungalow, I was tired of tiptoeing around Herne’s mood. Granted, I appreciated him wanting to kill Blackthorn, given I wouldn’t mind doing the job myself, but we couldn’t waste time on brooding.

      “So, let’s just get over this and move on,” I said. “You’re pissed at Blackthorn, I’m pissed at him, but what can we do? He did give us a hint at the end.”

      “What happened?” Angel asked.

      “Oh, what didn’t happen?” Raven snorted. “Blackthorn was about to cut me down for being in his territory—thank you very much for asking me to go with you, by the way. I knew it was a bad idea,” she added, glancing at Herne. “But when he heard my mother was Queen of the Bean Sidhe, he backed off. I guess she’s scarier than Herne. Then he promptly put the make on Ember and threatened her, and Herne went ballistic, just like he told us not to. There’s a reason I’m one of the Exosan—there are far too many of the ancient Ante-Fae like Blackthorn. There’s a good reason people are afraid of us and it’s because of psychos like him. I think my mother could be like that, if she didn’t have to work so closely with humans in her job.”

      Herne cleared his throat. “I’m sorry I broke my own rule about being belligerent, but I refuse to allow anyone to threaten those I love. I just won’t stand for it. I know I told you to be on your best behavior, but at least I’ll admit that I failed.”

      “I love you,” I said, leaning over to give him a kiss. “I do admit, my threatening him with dragons was a spur of the moment thought, but did you notice his demeanor? He was afraid.”

      “He was,” Viktor said. “We’ve found at least one thing the King of Thorns fears. Two things, counting Raven’s mother. I think it was a stroke of genius. At least we have a weapon to use against him, if we ever should need it.”

      “Did Blackthorn know where his son is?” Talia said.

      “No,” Yutani said, “and I think he’s pissed as hell that the matter has come up. He clearly means what he says when he says he disowned his son. Why did he cut Straff out in the first place? It can’t be because the son was killing humans—I don’t think Blackthorn would give a damn about that.”

      “Actually, when we met him the first time, he told us that he disowned his son because Straff was involving the mortal world in their business,” Herne said. “You’re right in that Blackthorn doesn’t care if Straff murders people, but instead of striking quietly and quickly, Straff was getting involved in the human world. Eventually people would have figured out that the Ante-Fae were behind the killings. That’s what bothered Blackthorn.”

      “Precisely—the lack of secrecy,” I said. “Blackthorn fully enjoys humiliating others and administering pain.” I shuddered. The King of Thorns had left an indelible impression. Then again, once I became a goddess, he would probably leave me alone, given I’d probably be able to administer a lot more damage in return.

      “What time do we need to be back at Rhiannon’s?” I asked, trying to shake away thoughts of Blackthorn.

      “Around six,” Talia said. “I suggest you all wash up. It’s three-thirty now, and we’ll want to stop and buy some flowers or something as a hostess gift.” She glanced out the window. It was already growing dark and the rain was picking up. The winds were gusting at a good clip, and all in all, the day was as chilling as it was blustery.
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        * * *

      

      Raven sat on the sofa, staring at her boots. She had changed into a gorgeous purple dress, knee length, with long sleeves and a deep, low bodice. Her makeup, thick and dark, matched the gown and she was lacing up a pair of platform witchy boots that were made of shiny pleather. She had on fishnet stockings, and overall, looked the perfect goth girl.

      She paused, biting her lip. “I’m sorry for what Blackthorn said to you,” she said, glancing over at me.

      I had just changed into a pair of clean black jeans, a corset top that was royal blue, and was slipping into a cropped bolero jacket with three-quarter length sleeves. I, too, had opted for boots, though mine were solid leather and had a steel toe that could break an ankle. I had pulled my hair back into a high ponytail, and around my neck was the crow pendant that Morgana had given to me when I pledged to her.

      I shook my head. “It’s not your place to apologize. You weren’t the one who acted like a jackass, and you didn’t threaten me.”

      “I know, but he’s my kind, and…” She paused. “I meant what I said, you know. There’s a reason I—and a number of the younger Ante-Fae—are Exosan. We don’t like the schism that runs between our people and the rest of the world. We’re all in this together, and it’s time we all realize that and stop creating rifts and divides where there don’t need to be. Diversity isn’t the problem—divisiveness is.”

      “I agree,” Angel said, dropping to the seat next to her. She was wearing a pair of ivory linen trousers, with a multicolored top in shades of rust, mustard yellow, and burnt sienna. Her hair was long, tightly curling down to her shoulders, and her outfit set off her golden brown skin. Angel could have been a model, but she had never once batted an eye in that direction. “First it was race and sex that were targets of choice, now it’s also species, I guess you could call it—or maybe it’s all just still a race war, only the Cryptos are catching more flack than the Blacks and Asians. And too many men still push against smart, strong women.”

      “You think it will ever change?” I asked, making certain my dagger in my thigh sheath was peace bound.

      Talia joined us, and she chimed in. “Will it ever change? No, I’m sorry, girls, but I’ve been around for a long, long time—far longer than even Yutani and Viktor. There’s always something that people will fight over. It might be money, race, gender, or as Angel said—species—but there will always be those who see ‘us’ against ‘them’ and no matter how hard we push against it, I don’t think that’s going to change. That doesn’t mean we won’t try, but we mortals tend to thrive on in-fighting.”

      She stared at the floor. She had changed into a gray linen pantsuit and, with her silver hair caught up in a chignon, looked very smart and professional. But behind the glamour still beat the heart of a harpy, and Talia had seen a lot of centuries go by.

      “Well, on that cheery note, I guess we should go gather the men and head over to Rhiannon’s,” I said.

      Talia laughed. “Don’t let it get you down, girls. Every battle we win is a victory. We may never win the war, but we can still push toward a day when the majority of the world pursues friendship rather than war, and when only the minority seeks to hide away from the great diverse, wonderful expanse that makes up this world.”

      On that note, we headed out, locking the door behind us, into the wind-whipped night.
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      By the time we got to Rhiannon’s, it was nearly six. There were several cars in her driveway, and I guessed that the parents of the missing girls had arrived. Rhiannon answered the door at the first knock and ushered us into her living room.

      There, we saw four women and two men. One of the women was sitting away from the others and by her demeanor, I guessed she was the sketch artist. She didn’t seem to be steeped in despair, unlike the other guests.

      Rhiannon introduced everyone. “This is Barlow and Chelsa—they’re Kaiden’s parents. And Megan and Sensha are Lecada’s parents. Misty is Twinkle’s mother. And over here, Trena is…my friend.”

      Barlow cleared his throat. “Rhiannon said you’re here to investigate our daughters’ disappearances?”

      “That, as well as another case,” Herne said, inclining his head. “There’s a chance the two overlap, but I’m beginning to think that chance is small. So, tell us about the disappearances. Rhiannon told us about Kaiden vanishing. First, I have to ask if there’s been any trouble at home? Anything that might have made her—”

      “She didn’t run away,” Chelsa said, her eyes blazing. “The police already asked us that.”

      “I know,” Herne said softly. “But I wondered if she might have been upset and confided in someone who might have lured her away, knowing about the problems.”

      “Oh,” Kaiden’s mother said, staring at her hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. But…no, Kaiden’s happy. She just made the math team again—it’s like the debate team, or a spelling bee team, only with math. She’s in the prime spot and has everything to stick around for. She has a boyfriend, and he’s a good kid. He’s out of his mind with worry. They’ve been dating for over a year. And her grades were good. Our family has a fair amount of problems, but so does every family.” She looked up. “I know my daughter. She wouldn’t just run away. Something happened to her.”

      “I believe you,” Herne said, glancing over at Rhiannon. Obviously, Rhiannon hadn’t voiced her concerns about a slavery ring to the parents. “All right, tell us about the day she vanished.”

      “She went over to her friend Violet’s on Sunday night, to study. Both are on the math team and they were practicing for an upcoming competition. Kaiden was supposed to be home by ten. We gave her an extra half-hour—sometimes the girls lose track of time, but when she wasn’t home at ten-thirty, we texted her. There was no answer. I called Violet’s mother, but she said that Kaiden had left their house at nine-thirty. We immediately went out to look for her, and so did Violet’s parents, but we couldn’t find any sign of her, except for her phone. It was in the bushes near one of the roads leading to our house. The police couldn’t find any fingerprints on it at all, so it had been wiped clean. The last text on it—from me—hadn’t been read.” Chelsa broke down in tears. “The cops keep telling us she probably just ran away.”

      “Seacrest Cove police, right?” Herne asked.

      Chelsa nodded. “Right.”

      That figured. They had been worse than useless the last time we had been here. I turned to the other parents. “What about you? Why don’t you tell us your stories?”

      The woman Rhiannon had introduced as Megan—Lecada’s mother—spoke up. “Something similar happened to us. Eleven days ago, Lecada was studying with a friend—Emery—and she was due home at nine o’clock. When she wasn’t home by ten, we called Emery’s parents, but our daughter had left over an hour before. We didn’t even find her phone. And her twin—Aja—could still feel her presence, until later that night, when suddenly, the connection vanished. Aja said that constant feeling of knowing her twin was around just…disappeared. They’re psychically linked, so they can feel each other’s pain. It wasn’t like Aja felt Lecada die, she just…wasn’t there anymore. No pain, no fear, just…gone.”

      I frowned. Going through a portal could produce that result, or at least, I thought it could. “How far distant have your daughters been before? Have they ever established a range for how far their connection might stretch?”

      “Actually, yes. One time Sensha went on a business trip to India. He took Aja with him, and she and Lecada could still feel one another. So…half a world away?”

      “That pretty much excludes someone just taking her to another town or state, then.” I leaned back, crossing my legs. “So, both girls were top of their form in their specialties, and both were studying at a friend’s.” There was something there, but I didn’t know what.

      “My daughter, too,” Misty said. “I’m sorry my husband isn’t here, but he went home for a while to Ireland. He couldn’t handle the stress and I told him to go visit family.”

      I frowned. Even though leaving his wife alone to face the problems seemed cowardly, it wasn’t a crime.

      “Twinkle was out target shooting with a friend. They’re both trying out for the Olympics next year.” She paused, looking pained. “Anyway, she went to the range to practice for her next competition. It was midday, around noon. She was due back by four. At five, I called to find out what was holding her up. I thought maybe they had stopped for coffee or a soda or something. But she told her friend Serendipity she had promised to be home by four, so she left at three-thirty. We went out searching but found nothing except one of her gloves. I recognized it because she buys a special brand that allows her to wear them while shooting. We also found her gun, just lying on the ground. She would never leave a gun lying around like that. Anyway, this was…a month ago. About two weeks before Lecada vanished.”

      “That’s approximately every two weeks. Do you all have pictures of your daughters?” Talia asked.

      The parents texted pictures to Talia, who forwarded them to us. All three could have been related. They were thin but not wispy, short, with light brown hair. Whoever abducted the girls had a specific type.

      “Whoever he—I’m assuming it’s a he—is, he’s got a definite preference.” Yutani stopped, suddenly, when Misty let out a gasp and pressed her hand to her mouth.

      “Do you think…are we facing a Ted Bundy or Jeffrey Dahmer?” she asked. “Is he…” She pressed her hand to her stomach, looking like she might be sick.

      Yutani backpedaled quickly. “We have no way of knowing if we’re facing a serial killer. Until we do, please don’t jump to any conclusions. For all we know, space aliens have decided to come down and snap up a subsection of humans. So please, don’t let me frighten you.”

      I sighed. There was no way for the families not to be frightened, since their daughters were missing. “What do the girls all have in common besides their looks? Can we come up with a list of common denominators?”

      “School,” Rhiannon said. “They’re all around the same age—fourteen to seventeen. They all go to the same school. They’re all prodigies in one way or another.”

      “Do they hang around together? Were…are they all part of the same social clubs?” Talia asked.

      The parents looked at one another, then shook their heads.

      “No,” Misty said. “Our girls know each other but they aren’t in the same social circles. The math geeks don’t hang out with the band geeks, who don’t hang out with the jocks. Even among our people, that seems to hold true.”

      I smiled. “I think it’s a universal teen-thing. So, if they weren’t part of the same social clubs, and they didn’t have the same friends in common, what else is there? Classes? Did they have any classes together?”

      That question brought results.

      “Yes, actually,” Chelsa said. “They had homeroom together.”

      Glancing at Rhiannon, a thought struck me. “Who’s their teacher for that class?”

      “Maya…she’s one of two homeroom teachers for the entire high school class. We’re a small community and we don’t have a lot of children.” She shrugged. “We structure our schools a bit differently than the human–Fae schools. Our children do not go outside to learn until they’re university level. Even then, most of them choose to just settle into the community or return to their home Pod. The encampment has grown slowly over the years.”

      I thought for a moment. Maya was a woman, and that wouldn’t fit the memory Rhiannon had recalled. “The school had a bake sale recently, correct?”

      Misty nodded. “Yes, the school had a bake sale to benefit the homeless. It’s our way of teaching our children to help out those in need.”

      I stood, motioning to Rhiannon and Herne. “May I talk to you two for a moment?”

      They followed me into the other room.

      “We need to have the sketch artist draw the man Rhiannon saw. The parents might recognize him. I can’t shake the feeling that the disappearances are connected to the school somehow. You have three missing girls, each very good at what they specialize in, each vanishing on the way home from some form of practice. That feels more than coincidental. Now, if whoever took them is following a pattern, we have less than two weeks before someone else goes missing. Also, how many top stars like them are there in the school?”

      Rhiannon nodded. “I see what you mean, and yes, it does feel more than coincidental. But I don’t know if there’s a way to keep them quiet if we tell them all of this. And if they tell anyone else, word might get back to the kidnapper. What if it’s someone who worked on the premises but isn’t a school employee? Like a computer repair person, or a plumber or somebody like that? It would be almost impossible to come up with a list of potential suspects if that’s true.”

      “So what do we do?” I turned to Herne. “Is there some way we can ensure they won’t talk?”

      “I doubt it. I can tell them not to, but that won’t stop them from gossiping with other parents, and I see their position. They aren’t going to want to allow this creep to kidnap any more children.”

      A thought occurred to me. “Then we tell them the truth and be blunt about it. If they ever hope to get their daughters back alive, they must keep quiet. That if the kidnapper catches any inkling that someone is on to him, he’ll bolt and they’ll never see their daughters again.”

      “That gives them hope the girls are still alive,” Rhiannon said. “Is that fair?”

      “We don’t know that they aren’t,” I countered. “You brought up the possibility of the girls being sold on the UnderSurf, but in reality, we have no clue what’s going on. And then there’s the case of Lecada and Aja—if Aja hasn’t felt her sister die, I think we do have hope that the girls are still alive.”

      “All right,” Herne said. “We’ll take a calculated risk. There’s nothing else we can do. If we start talking to the girls’ friends, we know they’ll spread the rumors. The kidnapper already knows the police have looked into it, but they obviously didn’t catch him, so he may be optimistic he can strike again. My bets are that, if he’s not a serial killer, he has a quota to fill.”

      Unable to come up with another option, we returned to the living room and Rhiannon motioned toward her friend, who had been sitting quietly by, watching the interaction.

      “This is my friend Trena. I didn’t tell you what she did before, because we had to decide something first. But she’s a sketch artist.”

      Chelsa straightened, alert. “Sketch artist? Has somebody seen something? Do we have any clues?”

      I explained how regression therapy worked. “It’s a technique used by a number of profilers. Since Rhiannon saw Kaiden the day she disappeared, at the bake sale, we thought she might have noticed something. And we found out that she may have.”

      Herne cleared his throat, leaning forward. “However…and this is a big however…if we’re right about this person, then we need you to remain silent. We need you to keep your mouths shut—you can’t tell a single soul, because if he finds out we’re onto him, then you can kiss your daughters’ lives good-bye. The perpetrator won’t hang around if he suspects we’re on to him. So you cannot tell anyone outside of this room about him until we know whether he’s a viable suspect.”

      The parents looked at one another, nodding. Hope filled their faces, as well as fear.

      Herne’s eyes were glowing as he stood. “There’s a definite chance your daughters are still alive, and we might be able to recover them. You really don’t want to sabotage that chance.”

      One by one, the parents promised they wouldn’t say a word, although Misty looked uncomfortable. “I just feel like… What about other parents? Don’t we owe it to them to warn them about this?”

      “If you do, the girls may die,” Herne said, staring at her.

      “Warning the other parents would do no good. These girls are bright and—from what you say—not all that naïve. My guess is this person is someone they trusted, and that you trust. When you trust somebody, you’re not likely to keep your guard up around them,” Talia said. “There’s no one to blame except the person who kidnapped them.”

      Rhiannon began describing the man to the sketch artist. I watched the parents as she did so. Through most of the description, they were blank slates, but then, when Rhiannon mentioned the man’s ivory cardigan, Misty stiffened and let out a cry.

      Herne turned to her. “Does that ring a bell?”

      She nodded. “Yes, actually, and the description fits as well. That sounds like Reggie—Misty’s guidance counselor at school.”

      Herne motioned for the sketch artist to finish up. Rhiannon took a final look at the sketch and nodded. “That’s who I saw. He felt like a predator to me.”

      Trena turned the sketch around to show everyone.

      “That’s Reggie, all right,” Barlow said, whistling under his breath. “He’s also Kaiden’s guidance counselor.”

      “And Lecada’s,” Sensha added. “There’s the common link,” he added, a look of anger growing in his eyes. “If he touched our girl, I’ll kill him—”

      “You’ll do nothing until we get a handle on what’s going on,” Herne said, his voice rising above the buzz that filled the room. “One wrong move could doom your daughters.” He paused, then said, “We have a theory and we could easily be wrong. But if we’re right, then your daughters are likely still alive and we may be able to bring them home.”

      That quieted the room down.

      “Have you heard of the UnderSurf?” Herne asked.

      Everybody—except our crew—shook their heads.

      Yutani cleared his throat. “The UnderSurf is part of the Dark Web. There are a number of sites on the Dark Web where you can procure just about anything you want, regardless of how illegal the desire is. The UnderSurf specializes in…sex slaves and actual slaves. Slavery still exists in many parts of the world, including the United States. It’s just far more hidden. Money and power can buy just about anything if you’re determined enough.”

      “Sex slaves…” Megan let out a long sigh, shaking her head. Her eyes glazed over and I recognized the signs of both emotional and physical exhaustion.

      “We don’t know, but in a way, it would be better if that’s what’s happened rather than a serial killer. At least we’ll have a chance to rescue them. If our abductor is a run-of-the-mill serial killer, then your daughters don’t stand a chance. At least Lecada and Twinkle. Kaiden might. Some killers prefer to keep their victims for a while.” I didn’t mention that in those cases, most of time it was for the killer to sadistically play with his victims.

      “All right, then what do we do?” Sensha asked.

      “First, you’re positive this is Reggie, a guidance counselor at the school?” Herne asked.

      They all nodded.

      “All right, then I need you to think. When’s the last time your daughters mentioned him? Did he call them into meetings recently? What went on?” Herne asked.

      Rhiannon stood, picking up one of the trays. “I’ll bring more tea and coffee.”

      “I’ll help you,” Angel said, carrying the other tray. They left the room. Rhiannon was visibly upset and I realized that, as Matriarch of the Pod, everything fell on her shoulders. While nobody would blame her outright for this, the leader always took the fall whenever a situation went awry. That was the way leadership worked. The leaders were always the final rung on the ladder.

      I turned back to the others. Misty was biting her lip.

      “Several weeks ago, Twinkle told me that her guidance counselor had asked her into the office to discuss her future plans. Reggie wanted to know what her plans were for after she graduated. She said possibly college, but she hadn’t made up her mind yet. She said he yelled at her and called her selfish for wasting her talent. She was really upset. I was going to confront him, but she begged me not to. She said she would deal with it.”

      “Did she?” Viktor asked.

      Misty shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. She vanished shortly after that.”

      Raven glanced over at Barlow and Chelsa. “That happened to Kaiden, too, didn’t it?”

      Chelsa let out a cry and pressed her knuckles to her mouth.

      Barlow nodded. “Yeah. Kaiden still doesn’t know what she wants to do in life. She’s only fourteen. She shouldn’t have to know yet. I think she wants to return to the Pod for a couple years to get a feel for life under the water. Her mother and I support that. She could live with relatives. But she mentioned that she had a run-in with her guidance counselor over it. She was pretty close-mouthed, but she did say he was on her back about not picking a college yet. He warned her that she hadn’t applied for scholarships yet and she’d miss the opportunity.”

      I glanced over at Sensha and Megan. “What about Lecada?”

      Sensha shrugged. “She never mentioned it. But I wonder if Aja knows anything. The girls always talked over everything. They had no secrets from each other, even when they kept things from us. Do you want me to call her? She’s at home, staying with our younger two. We have two sets of twins.”

      “You know, why don’t you go pick her and the twins up and bring them over. Don’t say anything about why, though.” Talia stood and stretched. “I’m thinking we need to know more about Reggie. Rhiannon, do you have any background on him?”

      “No, but the school would. I keep a tight watch on the encampment, but I can’t know everything about every member.” She pulled out her phone. “I’ll call the principal. I’ll be cautious.”

      “At this point, I’d ask him over here, ask him not to say anything. I’m thinking we’re onto something,” I said. “It feels like we’re headed down the right road.”

      Rhiannon glanced at Herne, who nodded. “Yes, please. Ask him to come over and bring the employee files on Reggie.”

      As Rhiannon headed off to the corner where she could speak without a lot of background noise, Sensha hung up. His face was so pale he looked like a porcelain doll.

      “I’m going to go pick up Aja and the kids and bring them over. I’m not comfortable leaving them alone, not after what Aja told me,” he said, standing up. “I know you don’t necessarily want Aja involved, but you need to hear what she has to say.”

      “I can watch the children for you, if Rhiannon has a parlor or something,” Angel said.

      “Thank you.” Sensha headed for the door without even reaching for his jacket. As he silently shut the door behind him, I wondered what light Aja would be able to shine on her sister’s disappearance.
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      Sensha returned with Aja just about the time that Clemoné, the principal of the high school, arrived. Clemoné was one of the older hippocampi, and the water-horse shifter had an air of antiquity about him that felt almost regal.

      Aja was young and she looked exactly like the picture of her sister. The two young ones were toddlers, and they were all smiles and giggles as Angel led them into Rhiannon’s library. Rhiannon still had the toys that she had kept for Ryan, the child of her friend Marilyn. We had witnessed the mother and son’s departure from the encampment the year before.

      When the little ones were out of sight, and both Clemoné and Aja had been introduced to everyone, we showed Aja the sketch and she confirmed that it looked exactly like her guidance counselor. Herne held up his hand when the principal looked about ready to ask some questions.

      “Please wait for a moment, Clemoné.” He turned back to Aja. “We need to ask you something, and you need to keep this a secret from everyone. Your sister’s life depends on it.”

      “She’s still alive?”

      Herne tugged at his collar, looking uncomfortable. “There’s a good chance she is, so we’re going on that assumption for now.”

      “All right,” she said, wide-eyed and solemn. “I promise, I won’t say anything.”

      “Tell us what your sister told you about her guidance counselor.” Herne sat back, waiting.

      Aja cleared her throat as she looked nervously around the room. “He was really angry at her. We both went in for our meeting—during the past few weeks, every student in high school has had to go in for a meeting about future plans. You know, so we can decide what colleges to apply to. I know where I want to go to college, but Lecada doesn’t. Seshwa Reggie—”

      “Who? Is that his first name?” Talia asked.

      “Seshwa is our term for teacher, or master,” Rhiannon said. “We don’t have last names here in the Pod.”

      “Ah, all right, thank you.” Talia jotted the reference down, as did the rest of us.

      “Seshwa Reggie was angry at her. He told her she was a fool and that if she didn’t decide on a plan, she’d be wasting her talent. He told her that she was too smart to act so stupid.” Aja stared down at her feet. “At that point, he sent me out of the office. When she came out, Lecada told me that he taunted her, saying that if she didn’t get her act together, she’d end up in a dead-end job, or with a pack of kids and nothing to show for her life.”

      “Well, that’s harsh,” Raven said. “She’s a teenager, for the sake of the gods.”

      “Yes, it’s very harsh,” Rhiannon said. “I had no idea that one of ours was acting like that.”

      The principal cleared his throat. “I brought Reggie’s chart with me. He came highly recommended from a Pod near Athens.” He held up the file.

      “May I see it?” Herne asked.

      Clemoné seemed hesitant, but finally handed it over. Herne began leafing through it.

      “Reggie was born in the Mediterranean and migrated to the coast of Ireland, before moving here. He’s only been in the US a brief time—a year or so at best, it seems. Odd that I don’t see a recommendation from where he worked there, though.” Herne glanced at Yutani. “Can you look him up to see if there’s anything about him online?”

      Yutani pulled out his laptop. “I’d be happy to.” He carried the computer over to Rhiannon’s dining table and settled in while the rest of us stayed in the living room. Clemoné kept glancing at him, and it occurred to me he was feeling guilty for hiring a potential predator.

      Aja fastened her gaze on my face. After a moment, asked, “Do you really think my sister’s still alive?”

      Taken aback, and wondering why she was asking me, I gave her a little shrug. “I don’t know, to be honest. But I do know that we have to keep hope until we know for sure. And we really need you to keep tonight’s meeting to yourself. If she is still alive, her life could easily depend on our secrecy.”

      She thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “I understand.”

      Rhiannon and Talia refreshed the coffee again, and I glanced at the clock. It was going on nine. I stood, motioning to Herne, and he followed me into Rhiannon’s kitchen.

      “Listen, putting aside this case, should we try to contact Rayne and Christa again? They had information last time that helped lead us to Straff. We can’t forget that he’s technically our priority.”

      “Do you even have their number? We’re obviously not going to get anywhere by going down to the club since it’s closed.”

      I glanced through my phone. “Actually, I do.”

      Rayne was a vampire who had been turned back in 1888, in New York. He was the regent for the San Juans, including Whidbey Island. He had been twenty-six when turned, and now he belonged to what was essentially a vampire country club—the Blood Brothers Elite. Rayne had made a number of extremely lucrative investments and was waist-deep in money. He owned the Club Majewel, and Christa had been—not exactly his girlfriend—but a close friend of his. Both of them had been all too interested in a ménage à quatre with Herne and me. While they had been pleasant enough—for vampires—they had left me feeling vulnerable and all too exposed. But scratch the surface anywhere and you’d find the vampires had their fingers on the pulse of the very city itself. If anybody knew where Straff was, they’d be the first to ask.

      I called the number, hoping for an answer.

      Three rings later, a smooth voice echoed over the phone. “Hello, Ember. It’s been quite awhile. What do you need?”

      That was one thing about vamps—they seldom bothered with small talk.

      “We’re back on Whidbey. I have two questions for you,” I said, deciding I might as well inquire about the missing girls as well. “Straff escaped and we’re pretty sure he’s back here on the island, and worse than before. We think he’s hunting. Do you know anything about this? And second, three teenagers—water-horse shifters—have vanished and we’re looking into that—though in an undercover way. Straff isn’t behind their disappearances, and we’re worried that they’re being sold on the Dark Web.”

      After a moment, Rayne said, “As to Straff, I can tell you this. Unlike his father, the young Thorn Lord is a spendthrift. And given his assets were seized when you carted him away, I have no doubt that he now needs to build up reserves again. So, he’s going to be looking for wealthy targets.”

      “That we figured. But I don’t think he can possibly go through the song and dance he did last time. Can you check the bank records? He was aided in his escape by an Elven woman, who we think may still be with him.”

      “Elf?” Rayne sounded surprised. “That narrows the field down. We seldom get Elves here. Most of them prefer to stay in Annwn, or Northern Europe. Hold on, please,” he said, and the line went to a neutral hum.

      I glanced over at Herne, who was patiently sitting on one of the stools by the counter. Rhiannon’s kitchen was huge, with not only an eat-in nook, but tall stools by the granite countertop that acted as a pass-through.

      I held the phone away from my head. “He’s checking on something.”

      “I got that impression,” Herne said.

      A moment later, Rayne returned. “You remember how I said we owed you a debt for taking the suspicion off our shoulders?”

      “Yes, actually, now that you mention it, I do.” The vamps had been suspected as the culprits in the murders Straff had committed, but we had exonerated them.

      “Well, I’ve got a man on it—he’s going through all the bank security tapes to see if he can spot a female Elf. And another is also looking over all the new accounts from the past couple of months, looking for anything that might clue us in to Straff and his companion. Do you know her name?”

      “Hold on,” I said, turning to Herne. “Do we know the name of the Elf who helped Straff escape?”

      “I think it’s Nikola,” he said.

      “We think her name is Nikola,” I told Rayne.

      “All right. And I don’t suppose you have a description of her?”

      Once again, I asked Herne, but he shook his head. “I can get one, but not in the next few minutes.”

      “Not right now, but we can try,” I said, relaying the information.

      “All right. I’ll call you back if and when I find out anything. I wish you and Herne could come to the club, but as you know, we’re all in hiding right now. Damned dragons ruin everything,” Rayne muttered.

      “I have to agree with you there. While I’ve met some of them on our side, I’d rather not have to ever deal with dragons again.” I paused, realizing that even though he made me nervous, I really did appreciate Rayne’s help. “Listen, thank you for checking on this. We appreciate it.” Another pause, and I decided what the hell. “Can you also check into the finances of a water-horse shifter for us? His name is Reggie, and he works for the school out here at the encampment.”

      He must have sensed something by the tone of my voice, because Rayne said, “You need this information right away, don’t you?”

      “Yes, actually.” I wasn’t surprised. Vampires were really good at catching nuances.

      “I’ll call you back within half an hour.” Rayne hung up then.

      I turned to Herne, who was watching me closely. “I think sometimes we overlook the good that can come from networking with the vampires.”

      “Oh, we don’t overlook it,” he said. “We just realize it always comes at a price.”

      “Well, Rayne seems to feel he’s paying off a debt, so we’re not incurring any new costs this time around.” I leaned against him, kissing him lightly. He wrapped his arms around me and I closed my eyes, secure in the feeling of being his fiancée, of belonging to him. I had never known what it felt like to feel safe before—not even when my parents were alive and I was young, but Herne… Herne made me feel as safe as I could ever feel.
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      Yutani had a grave look on his face as he returned to the living room, shortly after Herne and I finished talking to Rayne.

      “I have someone looking into Reggie’s finances,” I said. “Someone who can bring up information we wouldn’t have access to.”

      “Rayne?” Rhiannon said, a faint smile crossing her face. “Rayne’s a good ally to have, even though I don’t believe you should ever turn your back on a vampire.”

      “I found out some things about Reggie,” Yutani said, situating himself in a chair, his tablet at the ready. “First, he was asked to leave the Cyprus Bay Pod—that’s where he was born. Near Cyprus. He was accused of harassment, though the Matriarch couldn’t prove it, so they gave him enough money to keep him until he could get situated again, and forbade him to ever return. The recommendations aren’t exactly forged, but they weren’t for the job of teacher, either. They were given to him when he was young and worked at a restaurant. He basically cribbed them from that reference, because the originals would have been too archaic.”

      “Well, that’s a mistake on our part.” Clemoné shook his head. “I have no idea if we followed through on them, or if we just accepted them at face value. It seems now that it would have to be the latter.”

      “Right. Well, after he left the Cyprus Bay Pod, Reggie moved to Ireland, to the Castlemagee Pod. He told them his own Pod had been destroyed by orca shifters. That was credible enough—it happens. The orca shifters can be ruthless. They took him in, and he worked there until several young women in the Castlemagee Pod vanished. One was found dead—she had been sexually abused—but the others just vanished. There was talk about Reggie, but nothing to tie him to any of the disappearances or the murder. But enough suspicion fell his way that, once again, he had to leave. He seems to have disappeared from the grid for a number of years, until he showed up here, and you hired him,” Yutani said, looking at Clemoné. “I suggest next time you take on a new teacher, you thoroughly vet him.”

      “Yutani,” Herne said, a little more sharply than he probably meant to.

      Yutani shrugged. “There’s more.”

      “It sounds like his stint in Ireland was mostly before the internet was much of a real thing,” I said. “Do you think he’s possibly sublimating his desire to kill and attack, into kidnapping?”

      “I’m sorry, but I have to leave. I have a prior engagement that I can’t get out of,” Clemoné said, standing abruptly.

      “Are you sure? This is important,” Rhiannon said.

      “I’d cancel if I could, but I can’t. Fill me in tomorrow, please.” He edged toward the door and before Rhiannon could speak, was gone.

      “Well, he had places to go,” Yutani said, staring at the door.

      “Apparently so.” Rhiannon looked miffed, but she returned her focus to the conversation. “You were saying, Yutani?”

      “I think Ember’s right. I believe that Reggie may be sublimating his desire to attack the girls by kidnapping them and selling them. I found a listing on the Dark Web a few minutes ago.” Yutani paused as we quieted down. “The listing is for water-horse shifter females. The buyers are looking for good breeders. I have no idea what they want with breeding water-horse shifters, but you never can tell with some people.”

      Rhiannon paled. “I know why.”

      “No, you can’t tell them,” Barlow said, leaping to his feet.

      “They have to know. Obviously, somebody else does or there wouldn’t be an offer on the table for our girls.” She paled, turning to the parents. “I have to tell them.”

      Chelsa cleared her throat. “I trust your instincts.”

      The others nodded and Rhiannon turned back to us. “When water-horse shifters are pregnant, our tears can give longer life under certain conditions. They’re an essential ingredient in some youth potions. You have to harvest them, and they can’t be synthetically produced. The tears only extend life if they are shed from sadness. Never from pain, never from anger. It takes a mere dram to extend life by a year, and it takes seventy-four tears to fill that dram bottle.”

      “So, they breed the girls, keep them pregnant and sad, and collect the tears. What an ingenious scheme,” Yutani said, then shook his head when everyone stared at him. “I didn’t say it was ethical—just that it was ingenious. I do know that anything capable of extending life goes for megabucks on the UnderWyre. That’s the prime site on the Dark Web where you can obtain illegal magical items. And most youth potions are illegal, given that most of the components come at the cost of lives, endangered animals, and more.”

      “Like keeping hippocampi captive and forcibly impregnating them,” I muttered.

      “Right,” Yutani said.

      “Then our daughters…” Barlow started to speak, then stopped, catching his breath. “I’ll kill Reggie if he’s behind this.”

      “Whoa,” Raven said, holding up her hand. She flashed a meaningful look at Aja. “Aja, would you help Angel with your sisters? Come on. I want to ask you about your piercings—they rock.”

      Aja shrugged, but followed Raven out of the room. We waited for a moment till she returned, sans the teenager.

      She glared at all of us. “Listen, I know what torture’s like. I didn’t want that girl to hear about what her sister is going through.” Raven settled back down, and I caught her gaze, nodding gently. None of the rest of us had even thought to protect Aja, which went a long way in saying how oblivious we could be. Aja’s parents were probably so stuck in their grief that they hadn’t even thought about it.

      “Thank you,” Chelsa said. “I can’t believe I didn’t even think about that.”

      “You’re neck-deep in worry and that clouds the mind,” Raven said.

      “Ten to one we know who’s volunteering to father the children,” Rhiannon said, her expression grim. The woman had a steel spine when it came to protecting her people, and I had the feeling that her protective nature had just been provoked.

      “How do we stop him, and how do we get our girls back?” Sensha asked. “Should we just go over to his house and threaten him until he tells us where they are?”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Yutani said. “He wasn’t the one who came up with this idea. Reggie’s probably just getting paid to kidnap the girls and to impregnate them. He’s not making the potions. I imagine he’d rather die than face his employers if they find out he ratted them out. Death is quick. Torture for being a snitch? Not as easy to think about, especially when you know you’ll probably be killed afterward, anyway.”

      “We need to search his house, and Yutani needs to get on his computer and dig around.” Talia leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. She folded her arms and added, “Rhiannon, I suggest that you beef up your security. If people know about what your tears can be used for, they won’t stop trying just because one supplier dries up. I know you might not want to militarize the encampment, but unless we can catch the people behind the entire operation, none of the women here—or in any Pod—are safe.”

      “Talia makes a valid point,” Herne said. “As for getting Reggie out of his house, he’ll be at school all day tomorrow, won’t he?”

      Chelsa spoke up. “He should be, since he’s the guidance counselor. I wish Clemoné had stuck around. He could have called Herne and fed him info on when Reggie gets to school.”

      “I’ll go in and ask to talk to him,” Rhiannon said. “I’ll keep him busy as long as I can. What time do you want to start tomorrow? I think the school day starts at eight a.m.”

      Herne gave her a nod. “We’ll go in at eight-thirty, to make certain he’s there. Call me when you get there. Or just text. So, we’ll wait for your text, then break in and get to work. We’ll need several hours if Yutani’s going to go through his computer, so whatever you do, keep him busy till at least eleven a.m. I’ll text you when we’re done,” Herne said.

      “I’ll be waiting.” Rhiannon said.

      “What happens when we find out where our daughters are? How will we get them back?” Misty asked. “And what the hell do we do after they’re home? If they aren’t pregnant, then recovery won’t be quite so hard, but what if they are? What do we do?”

      “I think each family will have to decide when that time comes,” Rhiannon said softly.

      “Can I recommend the Elven healers?” Raven said. “Both Rafé and I have been through torture and they were an incredible help to us in recovering our equilibrium.” She glanced at Rafé and he returned her smile. “I’m singing their praises everywhere.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” Rhiannon said. “I’ve heard legends about their therapists and what they can do. Meanwhile, I think that’s about it for tonight. By the way, if we do find out that Reggie is behind this, once we get the girls back, he will be tried for his crimes, and he will pay the price.”

      The way she said it made it abundantly clear Reggie wouldn’t be walking away from this with his life. The encampment was much like TirNaNog and Navane—sovereign land and sacrosanct for the hippocampi.

      As we said our good-byes and collected Angel, I wondered just how many people were out there, looking to gain from the misery of others. And how many of them were willing to cause that misery? It was a sobering thought, and even though the sky was clear and the stars shimmered down on us, their light felt cold rather than comforting, and every shadow seemed to have a secret hidden within it.
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      The next morning, we were ready to go. We gathered in the men’s bungalow for breakfast, which Herne and Viktor made for everyone. Apparently they had taken a quick trip to the strip mall for ingredients. The bungalows were equipped with cookware. Herne was flipping pancakes, while Viktor was setting the table. The aroma of sausage filled the cottage and set my mouth to drooling.

      Yutani was on his laptop, as usual. He glanced up at we trouped through the door. “I’ve been hunting around on the UnderWyre. I’m not finding any youth elixirs for sale, but then again, they’ve only had the girls for a few weeks. I believe it takes longer than that for the hormones to kick in, once the girl actually gets pregnant. So there’s nothing for sale out there yet. But man, I see a lot of items here that would have the cops coming down hard on them. If not the cops, the magical guilds.”

      I sat down beside him and looked over his shoulder. The first thing my gaze fell on was a listing for unicorn horn—ground and whole. Grimacing—cutting off a unicorn’s horn would send a unicorn into madness. It was also highly illegal. I quickly averted my eyes, not really wanting to know what else people were willing to do to make a buck.

      Yutani noticed my reaction. “Yeah, you can be sure the unicorns didn’t die of natural causes, and that somebody’s breeding them as well.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Unicorn horns regrow. It takes a long, long time, but they do regrow.” So whoever was offering the harvested horn had to either have captured and raised a passel of unicorns, or they were just some poacher on a spree to sell whatever he could.

      Herne handed me a travel mug filled with mocha. “Drink up, babe.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and I kissed his nose. When we were out on a case like this, we kept our PDAs to a minimum and usually slept apart. While the rest of the crew were thrilled for us, we didn’t want to disrupt the focus of our investigations.

      “I tell you, I’d rather go after Straff any day than face some perverted freak who’s kidnapping girls. I guess we should be grateful they aren’t dead.” I let out a sigh. Some days, the business wore on me.

      “We think they aren’t…but we don’t know for sure,” Herne said. “Remember, we are going on a fair degree of certainty that this is what’s happening, but you never fully know until you…know. The whole longevity potion scheme could be a total coincidence.”

      “Yeah, I realize that. I guess I’m hoping that this time, it will be straightforward. That the case will be what it appears to be. As to Straff, all our attention right now is focused on the missing girls. What do we do about our runaway prisoner?”

      “Has Rayne called back?” Herne asked.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. He said he’d call when—” At that moment, my phone rang. It was Rayne’s number. Vampires could remain alert and awake during daylight hours, but they couldn’t emerge into the sunlight or even just daylight. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Why don’t you find out what the devil has to say?” Herne grinned, then stood. “I’ll dish you up some breakfast, if Viktor doesn’t chase me out of the kitchen again.” As he moved away, I answered the phone.

      “Hey, Rayne?”

      “Hey, Ember,” he said. “I never will get used to casual greetings. All right, I have some information for you. I’ll email you a summation, but do you have something to write with?”

      “One sec,” I said, motioning to Yutani as I held the phone away from my ear. “I need something to write on.” To Rayne, I asked, “Do you mind if I put you on speaker?”

      “Go right ahead,” he said, a droll undertone lining his voice.

      “Everybody pipe down. Rayne’s got some info for us.” I put him on speaker as the room quieted, and Yutani brought his laptop over, offering to type up notes for me. He was much quicker on the keyboard and I gratefully accepted.

      “All right, first, yes, an Elf did open a bank account about three weeks ago. Her name is Nikola—”

      “That’s her,” Herne said, setting my plate down and coming around into the living area to listen closer.

      Rayne cleared his throat. “She deposited about four thousand dollars. However, she also commissioned a safe deposit box and I know that she put something in it.” He paused. “I could tell you something, but that would be violating bank policies. But…I could tell you that we do have surveillance cameras hidden in our safe deposit box vaults. And we do sometimes notice when customers utilize those boxes.”

      “And you might have noticed what some customer happened to put into their box?” I asked, understanding the game at once.

      “Yes, there might have been a chance. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell you what, even if that something happened to be an extremely large sum of cash.”

      I froze. “Understood. You wouldn’t happen to have a home address for Nikola, would you?”

      “A PO box. Nothing tangible. Now, about that other matter? The hippocampus?”

      “Yes, can you tell me anything about Reggie? Does he have an account?”

      “Not in so many words…no, not with us. But I did some poking around and it seems your man has been very active on the Dark Web over the years. First, he keeps a cryptocurrency account with one of the UnderBanks. Now, I’m not going to say that we vampires rule the financial industry in the shadow world, but…”

      “Understood yet again. You don’t have anything to do with it, wink, wink, nudge, nudge.”

      “Good, you get the picture. All right, I called in a favor and found out that Reggie has over two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of cryptocurrency, and it’s all been deposited into his account in the past month. I also discovered that he’s a regular on the FreakHub site, and he goes by the name of Water Boy.” Rayne sounded like he had eaten something distasteful.

      I swallowed, hard. If there was a site on the Dark Web called FreakHub, I really didn’t want to go there.

      But Yutani nodded. “I’ve run across it in my travels,” he said. “It’s where the stars of the perv world go.”

      “Your friend is correct,” Rayne said. “And this Reggie seems to be focused on dominance. He’s not as much into pain, but humiliation, subservience, and power over—all his area of expertise.”

      “Does it seem to matter if it’s a woman or man?” Rafé asked.

      “No, actually, the fantasies he spins—and trust me, I took no joy in reading them—are based on humiliation of both sexes, but mostly of wielding power.” Rayne paused. “If you’re taking on this person, be careful. He’s a coward, in many ways. I can tell you that from what I’ve seen. But cowards will strike out if they think their secrets have been discovered. And they’ll do so in the sneakiest ways they can to avoid being hurt.”

      After he signed off, I sat back, looking at the others. “Did you hear that? Reggie has two hundred thousand in cryptocurrency that he only accumulated in the past month. Two missing girls, two hundred thousand. I don’t doubt that another hundred grand will be filtering into his hands for Kaiden. Extrapolating that he gave her to the breeders, then they probably need to make certain she’s capable of getting pregnant before they pay him.” Even saying the words made me cringe. “But I wonder why Aja can’t feel Lecada anymore. I doubt they’re keeping the girls in a separate dimension, though every time we talk about the Dark Web, that’s what I think of.”

      Yutani cleared his throat. “It almost is—but I can give you one very concrete reason.”

      We all stared at him, waiting.

      “The twin connection,” he said. “Reggie had to know about it, so he probably warned them to keep Lecada in a muffled space. You know, barricaded against magic, and most likely they’ve put up barricades to ward off any prying eyes. There are spells that can deflect even the connection twins have.”

      “That makes sense,” I said.

      “Okay, so we get over to Reggie’s house and search every nook and cranny,” Herne said. “If you find any address books or anything, snap a picture of every page. Yutani, take the computer. Break in, however you need to, and start downloading copies of everything on there. Feed them over to your laptop so that we can search through them as need be. Meanwhile, Ember, you and Viktor and I will turn the place upside down.”

      “What do the rest of us do?” Rafé asked.

      “Start researching the deaths that look like they might have been Straff’s doing, via the computer. Don’t go out in the field until we get back.” Herne paused, then said, “Talia, you’re in charge. Kipa and Raven, keep out of trouble and do your best to help.”
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        * * *

      

      Viktor, Yutani, Herne, and I headed out to Herne’s SUV after Yutani gave Talia his keys. We headed over to Reggie’s house, using the GPS to navigate.

      “Well, here goes,” I said, swinging my legs out of the car as we parked in the shadow of his driveway, obscured from view by the massive fir trees that covered the lot.

      Reggie’s house was small and looked well-tended, and even though the vegetation had died back, it was easy to see that he had pruned and mulched and cared for the yard to an impeccable degree.

      The house was out near the edge of the island, overlooking the water. It must have cost him a pretty penny. The nearest neighbors were almost a quarter mile away, unless there were houses tucked behind groves of trees. I saw a few driveways heading into the thickets, but it was hard to see behind the massive stands of fir and cedar.

      The traffic on the road was so light that I wasn’t really worried about anybody watching us from there. I glanced around, looking for security cameras, but saw no signs of them. That didn’t guarantee they weren’t there, but it made me feel reasonably secure in our secrecy.

      Yutani took the front, kneeling by the lock. “There, done.” He stood, easing the door open and quickly peeking around the corner. “I don’t see an alarm box, nor do I hear anything that sounds like it’s summoning the police. I think we’re safe.” He opened the door and we started to follow him over the threshold, but he held up his hands. “Take off your shoes.”

      “What? Why?” Viktor said.

      “Just take off your shoes. Do as I say,” Yutani said.

      We leaned against the porch, taking off our muddy shoes. The rain had made the grass and dirt slick, and even just walking to the car and then up Reggie’s sidewalk had left us with boots and shoes slick with mud. We all followed orders, setting our shoes to the side of the door.

      Reggie’s house was as tidy inside as his yard was outside. Everything seemed precisely in order. The living room was clean, with slipcovers over the sofa, and the carpet—a mint green—looked barely worn.

      “Good thing you had us take off our shoes, or we would have left a track a mile wide.” I glanced around. The desk with Reggie’s laptop was sitting right there. I spied a stairwell near the archway leading into the kitchen. “There’s his computer. Viktor, take the kitchen, I’ll start upstairs. Herne, why don’t you search around the living room?”

      I took the stairs two at a time. There was no sign that Reggie had a pet, nor that he had anything resembling a love life.

      The first door I came to was a graciously sized bedroom and generous en suite. I opened the door to his closet and once again, I thought this man was a demonstration of single living. His pants and shirts hung on hangers, each meticulously arranged by color and type of clothing. And each hanger was precisely placed what looked to be equidistant from the next. Curious, I took out my phone and pressed the measurements app—it came in handy for small jobs. Sure enough, the space between each hanger was precisely six inches. As I looked closer, I saw marks on the pole indicating where to place the hangers.

      To one side was a cubbyhole, and in there, he had an array of neatly folded sweaters, underwear—white men’s briefs—and accessories like belts. Another shelving unit on the other side of the closet held shoes—with enough space for twenty pairs of shoes. Four of those shelves were taken up with brown loafers, black loafers, brown oxfords, and a pair of sneakers. Going on what I saw, I surmised that at least one pair of black oxfords was missing.

      I peeked in every other cubbyhole but found nothing. The shelf over the clothes held several boxes, each tied with a sturdy ribbon. On the floor, I saw three pair of boots, standing next to the shoe cubby. And in one corner were two coats—one black trench, one brown leather jacket—and a fleece hoodie. A fourth hanger hung empty. Probably, it had held what he chose to wear today.

      I wasn’t tall enough to reach the top shelf easily, so I carried a chair over from the narrow writing desk in a corner and stood on it to look at the boxes. The bows were tidy and neat, and I wasn’t sure I could get them back the way they were without help, so I decided to leave them for later, jumped back to the floor, and got down on the carpet to peek under the bed. There was nothing there, and the carpeting was clean to the degree that he had to be vacuuming every other day. I sifted through his nightstand, but it just held condoms, lube, and an array of porn magazines, none of which I had any desire to touch.

      The desk, on the other hand, held several bundles of letters—each one tied with a ribbon. The ties were easy to re-do, so I quickly scanned through, taking clear photos of every page of every letter, doing one stack at a time, and then neatly replacing the bundles—once again tied up—in the drawer. The other drawers contained stationery supplies, and the bottom drawer contained a few of the yearbooks from the encampment’s school. I flipped through, looking for any telling inscriptions, but there were none. They were as clean and tidy as the day he had gotten them. I took pictures of the front of the yearbooks as well, so we could know which years they were, and then replaced them in the drawer.

      A glance at my watch told me we had been searching for a little over half an hour. I peeked in the en suite, but most of what was there were simply bath gels, hair supplies, and vitamin bottles. There was one prescription, and I couldn’t tell what it was, so—since there were a number of pills in the bottle and they were fairly small—I shook out two, put them into a small plastic container, and stuck it in my pocket.

      Then, I dashed downstairs. “Who here can tie a nice bow?”

      Herne frowned. “I can. Why?”

      “We have several boxes that need opening, but I don’t think I can tie them up again to look the same.”

      He followed me back up to the bedroom, where I showed him the boxes on the shelves. As he took them down, one by one, and opened them, I catalogued the contents with my camera. The first one contained a variety of pictures, all of women, and on the backs were first names and a date. I began to snap them in order, first the front, then the back with the date, until I had worked my way through all twenty of the pictures. The women all had a similar look, long brown hair and thin, and I noticed that the later the date, the younger they looked.

      As Herne retied the bow, I took the lid off the second box. I stopped. “Women’s underwear,” I said, staring into the box. Sure enough, there were a bunch of panties in there, again neatly folded. I pulled on a pair of gloves and began cautiously taking them out, unfolding each to take a picture of them. They were all different sizes and colors, and inside each was an attached tag that had a name and date on it. The names correlated with the photos of the women. A shiver ran up my spine.

      “I think we’re entering serial killer or serial rapist territory,” I muttered. “These panties aren’t clean—it’s obvious by a few that they’ve been worn and not washed.”

      Herne gave me a queasy look. “We’re dealing with more than a kidnapper here, Ember.”

      “I know. What should we do? We’re still looking for the teens. If we go to the cops now, they might interfere and we might never get the girls back. But…what was the latest date on those pics?” I flipped over to my photos app and began looking through the stored pictures. “Three years ago. So the last woman—her name is Sandy—was last year. Where are her…” I sorted through till I found the pair of bright gold bikini panties. “These were hers. I wonder if these women were all human or a mix of human and Crypto.”

      “Let’s just continue as we have. We know about these, we have a record of them.” Herne handed me the last box. “Put the underwear back and make certain it’s in order.”

      I did as he asked, finally re-organizing the box the way it had looked in the picture I took on opening it. Herne began to tie it back up again. As I opened the last box, I caught my breath and had to stop myself from shrieking. It was a box of teeth. Twenty teeth, all canine teeth, all on the same side of the mouth, from the looks of them.

      “I can guess where these came from,” I said, taking a breath and snapping the pictures. Each tooth was in a small plastic bag, and each bag had a name neatly written on it in permanent marker.

      We finished, then with Herne’s help, I took another cursory look around the bedroom and—finding nothing else—headed back downstairs.

      “How are you coming?” I asked Yutani, who was poring over Reggie’s laptop.

      “I’m transferring files. The guy has the biggest porn library I’ve seen, though most of it’s definitely fetish oriented.”

      I grimaced. “We found evidence that there may be at least twenty women that he’s probably killed. We’re going to need to run some pictures through a facial recognition database. I doubt they’re members of the Foam Born Pod, since the disappearances would have been noticed.”

      “Well, he’s no computer whiz, I’ll tell you that,” Yutani said. “The guy password-protects nothing. It’s like he has absolutely no fear of being found out. Maybe he’s flown under the radar so long, he just assumes it will continue, though I think from other evidence I’ve seen that he’s narcissistic enough to believe that no one is smart enough to find out.”

      “What did you find?” Herne asked.

      “Looks like Reggie is making plans to pull up stakes. He’s been applying to other Pods for residence, and he’s been looking at houses along the Maine coast. There’s a large hippocampi population there. So my guess is that he’s aware that he can’t stay around any one hunting ground too long. Whether it’s selling the girls, or murdering women, he has to keep on the move.”

      Yutani paused, leaning in to stare at the monitor. “Well, well. What have we here?”

      “What is it?” Herne asked.

      “I believe I just found his entrance to the Dark Web. Reggie isn’t going to take the award for the brightest bulb in the socket, even though he fancies himself a genius. He’s left plenty of evidence. These freaks could track him right to his doorstep. You never want to do that when you’re out on the Dark Web.”

      A ping echoed, reverberating from the computer. Yutani motioned for us to keep quiet. He typed away silently, biting his lip, and then hit enter. I noticed that he had put a sticky note over the camera on the laptop, effectively blocking out anybody’s vision. He also had set up one of his gadgets to the side, though I wasn’t sure what it was for. It was blinking with three bright red lights.

      He turned around. “We have a nibble. I just got a message that they’ve confirmed that Kaiden is capable of breeding and the payment will be deposited into his account tomorrow morning. They want another girl. I told them to give me a minute to think.”

      “All right,” Herne said. “There has to be a point where Reggie drops off the girls for pickup. Which means, we could follow them back to wherever they’re holding the girls, if we agree.”

      “What if they’re listening in?” I asked. “What if they’ve set up a trojan on his computer so they can control the webcam and the microphone?”

      Yutani pointed to the sticky note and then the gadget. “I thought of that. I covered the camera before turning on the computer and set up a dampening field. They’ll just hear household sounds if they try to listen in. They’ll hear the dishwasher, the sound of the keyboard, and not much else. They asked if I wanted to talk via chat, and I told them I had laryngitis and can’t speak right now, and that’s why I’m home during the day.”

      Herne shook his head. “If we arrest Reggie today, and set up a time to trade another girl, there won’t be a chance he could wreck this. We need to find a double for Reggie, however. The buyers will probably be waiting when he takes them another girl. And we’ll need someone who can pass for a teenager.”

      I thought for a moment. “Rafé could pass for Reggie. He’s got the build and he could wear a wig…from a distance, you wouldn’t be able to tell. And…Raven can possibly pass as a teenager, though she doesn’t have the build they’re looking for.”

      “Hold on,” Viktor said, shaking his head. “What if the reason all the girls look similar is because of Reggie’s preference? If the buyers are looking for breeders to gather tears, I doubt that looks matter.”

      “Bingo. That would make sense, especially if he made arrangements to be the one who…” I stopped, my stomach knotting. The thought of Reggie forcing himself on the girls made me want to vomit. I had the sudden urge to strangle him if I got the chance.

      Herne let out a long sigh. “I think we can agree this guy is worse than dirt. Okay, tell them yes, you’re interested in getting them another girl,” he said, turning to Yutani. “We have to take these suckers down.”

      Yutani turned back to the keyboard and quickly typed in a message. A moment later he said, “They’ve taken the bait. They also told me that Kaiden will be ovulating in two days, so if I can have their next purchase ready by then, I can take care of the ‘other issue’ when I bring her to them. What the hell should I do?”

      I stood up. “Tell them yes. I’ll get every bit of information out of Reggie that I can squeeze.”

      Herne glanced at me, but merely nodded. “Do as she says.” And by his expression, he knew exactly what I was planning on doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive to the school felt longer than just about any drive we had made lately. I prayed that Reggie would still be there. There was a little part of me afraid that he would sense something was up and run away. I kept thinking of the girls being held against their will, and the panties and teeth in the boxes, and my anger grew.

      Herne glanced at me as he navigated over the slick roads. The rain was sheeting down, pelting the asphalt as it saturated the land. Standing water on the side of the road promised urban flooding was on the way, and according to the weather apps, we were in for several weeks of solid deluge, which meant when the next windstorm came by, trees would go down, their roots unable to keep traction in the saturated land.

      He parked on the side of the road, but kept the SUV running. “Are you prepared to do this?” he asked softly.

      I nodded. “This is the most expedient choice. We might avoid having to fake a tradeoff if I do this. He’s been there before, so if I can get the information, we can go on the offense. I’m willing to do this for those girls, and for the women whose teeth he had in that box.”

      “I’m not quibbling with you, I just want to make certain that you’re okay with what this means. You know the end result.”

      I turned to stare at him as we paused at a traffic light. “I know full well what it means, and I’m good with it. I’m willing, and I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s hope it works.” Herne put the SUV back into gear and we headed to the school.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you text Clemoné?” I asked as we headed down the central hall of the school. The floors were sturdy, polished linoleum, the lockers all too reminiscent of the ones I had used when I was in school, and the classroom doors were all shut. We had arrived while class was in session. It was eleven-fifteen.

      “No, I didn’t. Something told me not to,” Herne said.

      We headed down the hallway. The pale blue walls were covered with ocean scenes. Unlike most high schools, the water-horse shifters had filled the walls with murals, and the paintings were both vivid and eye-catching. Some of the scenes were top-notch artwork, others not so much, but they all had an energy to them that resonated within me. It was the energy of water. I understood the hippocampi on a magical level, given a lot of my magic came from the water, as did half my heritage. That would help, I thought, when I got hold of Reggie.

      I turned to the others. “Now that we’re here, I need to tell you what I’m planning. Herne picked up on it, but—”

      “You’re going to introduce him to your Leannan Sidhe side,” Yutani said, meeting my gaze.

      I caught my breath. “Yeah, I am.”

      “I figured as much,” he said. “That’s actually a wise plan. While we probably could pull off the other plan, going to the source is the easiest way, especially with your abilities.”

      I pressed my lips together. I’d be tapping directly into Reggie, and that thought made me squeamish as hell. But there were times that discomfort was secondary to the task at hand, and this was the quickest way to find out what we needed to.

      We came to the door leading in to the guidance counselors’ offices, and I glanced at the others. Herne nodded, and I opened the door without knocking and barged in. There were two offices, along with the main receptionist’s desk. She looked up, wide-eyed, as I glanced at the names on the doors and headed for Reggie’s office.

      “You can’t go in—” she started to say.

      “Save it,” Yutani said.

      I slammed open the door and there was Reggie, sitting at his desk, with a young woman across from him who looked suspiciously like the other girls. I turned to her.

      “You, go back to your class right now.”

      She stuttered something, then stood and grabbed her books, edging out past the others.

      “Who are you?” Reggie asked, staring up at me. The look on his face was cautious, and I could feel the wariness emanating off of him.

      “Don’t worry, you’re going to find out soon enough,” I said, motioning for Yutani and Viktor to grab him.

      At that moment, the receptionist scurried in. “I’ve called Rhiannon—”

      “That’s fine, she knows who we are. And she knows what we’re doing. Tell her we’re bringing Reggie over to her house right now. Tell her we’re on the way.” I motioned to the door.

      “Clemoné, where’s Clemoné?” Reggie shouted, struggling, but he was no match for our strength. “I demand to speak to Clemoné!”

      And with that, I peeked out in the hallway. The kids were all still in their classrooms. I motioned for the guys to hurry and we hustled Reggie out to the SUV, where Viktor quickly searched through the back and found a pair of cuffs. They weren’t iron—because even though the hippocampi weren’t technically Fae, or didn’t claim the connection, iron could hurt them in a similar way that it could hurt me. But the cuffs were strong—unbreakable plastic—and as we shoved Reggie into the Expedition, I turned to Herne.

      “I have a feeling that we’re missing something.”

      “I know—I have the same feeling.” Herne paused, then shook his head. “Let’s go. We’ll figure it out on the way.”

      And with that, we headed over to Rhiannon’s house, and I steeled myself for what I was about to do.
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        * * *

      

      Rhiannon was waiting for us. “What do you need?”

      “A private room. Also, where the hell is Clemoné? He wasn’t at the school.”

      “I don’t know. He should have been there. Let me text him.” A moment later, Rhiannon shook her head. “He’s not answering.”

      “Put out an APB on him immediately. Call the cops. Stop him from leaving the island.” I was running on instinct, and my instincts told me to find him.

      “All right, I’ll do that now. You can use my study.” As she turned away, Herne led me over to a door on the other side of the room.

      Once there, Viktor cinched Reggie down on the sofa so he couldn’t get away.

      “All right,” I said, “you can leave. I’ll be all right.” I turned to Herne. “Do I have your leave to do what I need to in order to get the information?”

      He nodded. “Go as far as you need,” he said. “Meanwhile, we’ll look for Clemoné.” He motioned the others to follow him out of the room and closed the door behind them.

      As I turned to Reggie, I felt a hunger began to rise. I bit my lip, gauging how long it would take to crack him. Reggie shifted, staring at the floor. He was a coward, that much I knew, but he had also been an outcast most of his life and that tended to build a certain resiliency in people.

      I walked over to him. “You don’t know what I am, do you?”

      He gave me a sullen look and turned his head.

      “All right, since you’re so reticent, I’ll tell you. My mother was one of the Leannan Sidhe. You realize what that means, don’t you? And while I’m considered a tralaeth, my mother’s blood is exceptionally strong in me. And oh, my father’s blood is from the Autumn’s Bane. So two predatory species, both strongly locked within my genes.”

      I straddled Reggie’s lap, sitting down and pressing myself forward as I placed my hands on either side of his head, forcing him to stare at me. The hunger was spiraling. I let it out of the box I kept it locked away in, coaxing it out like a lover. My stomach fluttered as I stared at my prey. He was glassy-eyed now, and I could feel a dread fear sweep over him. I ground against his lap and he moaned as he hardened beneath his jeans, beneath me.

      “You like that, don’t you? You never were able to convince them to touch you, were you? You wanted them so much, you wanted to reach out and touch, and take, and grab and pull and bite them, didn’t you?”

      He was sweating now, licking his lips as if he were thirsty. His fear saturated the air and I drank it in, reveling in it as it fed me.

      I stroked his face, my fingers tickling down his cheek. “Oh, Reggie, you’ve been such an evil boy, haven’t you? You’ve spent the years locked away with your desires, grasping and drooling like some creature in a dark cave. You’re greedy. You’re always so sure you can’t get what you want that you decide to take it without asking. And you took, over and over again. But you kept part of them, you had to keep a trophy. You kept panties and you kept teeth…”

      “I didn’t… I couldn’t help it—” He was shaking now, but unable to move, and I fed on the fear, I soaked in it, soaring on the rush of energy.

      “There’s always a choice, my boy. You always have the choice. You can act, or you cannot. You can fantasize, or you can make the fantasies real. And that’s what you decided to do, isn’t that right? You killed those twenty women you kept trophies from, didn’t you?” I kissed him, sucking out just enough of his breath to leave him dizzy.

      His eyes were glazed now, so desperate that it made me want to wrench the life out of him.

      “Yes, I did it. I killed them,” he said. “Please, touch me.”

      “Were there others? Ones you forgot to keep trophies from?”

      He nodded, his glazed stare fixated on my face, totally in my power. “Yes, there were more. But long ago, before I left Ireland.”

      “Do you have names for me?”

      This time, he shook his head. “I didn’t know their names. Nameless whores. I paid them and they laughed at me when I couldn’t…”

      “When you couldn’t perform. Because you get off on power, and paying someone just wasn’t enough, was it?” I tightened my grip on his head, even though he tried to shake free. “Was it?”

      “No…no! It wasn’t. I didn’t mean to. I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Oh, you had a choice, Reggie, and you have a choice now…you’re going to tell me where those girls are. You’re going to tell me where to find them, and who’s behind the operation.” I leaned down, pressing my lips to his, sucking the breath from him, drinking in his energy as I drank in his breath. As I pressed harder on his lap, he tried to squirm, but I kept him from coming, I kept him from release, dangling it like a carrot in front of him.

      “Tell me where they are, Reggie,” I commanded. “Tell me and I’ll give you what you want.”

      He stuttered, his resistance slipping. “I can’t—they’ll kill me…”

      “You’re going to die one way or another. Tell me, and I’ll make sure it’s quick and easy and painless.” I held his gaze.

      “I… I…” he paused, and in that moment, his gaze slipped and he whispered, “Clemoné brought me into the operation.”

      “Say the name again, Reggie.”

      “Clemoné,” he said again, even quieter.

      “So Clemoné is in on it too? Where are the girls?”

      “In Clemoné’s shed, in a secret room,” Reggie said.

      “Is that right? Tell me the truth.”

      “I… Yes. He’s the one who is paying me to kidnap them. He runs the organization on his land. He paid me a hundred thousand for each girl.” Reggie fell silent, staring at me with a combination of desire and fear.

      “All right, I’ll be with you in a moment.” I hurried to the door and opened it. “Clemoné’s the brains behind this. Find him. And get ready—we’re headed to his house in a moment.”

      Before Herne could say a word, I shut the door again and turned back to Reggie.

      “I’m going to make certain you never hurt anyone again, Reggie.”

      I leaned down and began drinking from his life force again, giddy with the sensation, riding high on the energy. I blocked my thoughts, letting instinct take over, and a moment later, he slumped. I stepped back as his head lolled to the side and eased my way off his lap, feeling so powerful that I felt I could break down walls.

      As I opened the door, the others were waiting for me, their faces grim. Yutani pulled back when he saw me—he had almost been the victim of my Leannan Sidhe side before, and while he still looked yummy, this time I had enough control to turn away from him.

      “Clemoné is in charge of the operation, according to Reggie. The girls are supposedly locked in his shed in a secret room.” I paused, then added, “Reggie’s dead. He confessed to those twenty killings, along with others that we’ll never be able to find traces of.”

      Rhiannon paled. “Clemoné is definitely involved, then?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and after last night, you know he’s onto us, so he’s probably on the run. But I don’t trust that he’s the brains behind the operation. Somebody else has to be involved, in order to use the tears to make the potions. I doubt that Clemoné has the knowledge to manufacture them.”

      “Clemoné hasn’t got a magical bone in his body,” Rhiannon said. “Not above being one of my people. I can’t believe…” She paused. “I guess…I can believe, but I don’t want to. But you’re right, this can’t just have started—someone had to approach him.”

      “I suggest we turn Clemoné’s property upside down to find the girls, then call in the BIDB. They should tackle this one.”

      BIDB was the Bureau for Interdimensional Beings and it was very much like the FBI, except it covered cases dealing with Cryptos. The two organizations worked in conjunction with others around the world.

      “I think you’re right,” Herne said. “Let’s go. Rhiannon, can you take us to Clemoné’s house? Ember, if you’ll drive, I’ll call the nearest BIDB office and get them over here.” He paused. “Is Clemoné married?”

      Rhiannon shook her head. “No, he’s not. He owns a small house—an urban farm, really—that’s about three miles away. I’ll be happy to go along.”

      Within minutes, we were at his house. We passed around the house to the shed out back. Yutani stopped us before we reached the doors.

      “I wonder if the brainchild of this idea has surveillance equipment in there,” he said. “If so, and they see us breaking in—”

      “They’ll be warned and vanish.” Herne turned to Yutani. “Can you—” He paused as a call came in. It was from the police. They had caught Clemoné at the local credit union, trying to empty out his account. Herne told them to bring him over to the house. “Ember, when he gets here, we need the truth. Can you…”

      “Sure,” I said, still in the grips of my hunger.

      We waited for twenty minutes, and all the time I was fretting about the girls. It kept my sense of hunger keen, worrying about them and building up my anger again at the man who had engineered the operation, or at least, operated as go-between.

      When the police brought Clemoné around back, Rhiannon took custody of him. Since the Foam Born Encampment was sovereign territory, she had the right to do so. After the officers left, Herne held the sputtering principal out for me to do my work.

      “What do you want?”

      “Give it up. Reggie told us everything.” I grabbed hold of Clemoné’s collar. He was still cuffed, his hands in back of him. I pulled him out of Herne’s grasp and tossed him down in a mud puddle on his back, then straddled his groin, leaning down over him as the rain pelted down around us, feeding me power and strength. A lightning flash lit up the sky above us, and thunder rumbled through the air, strengthening the energy around us.

      I leaned down, my hands in the mud to either side of his shoulders. “Tell me, is there a way for them to keep tabs on you in there? And you’d better tell me the truth because my lips can kill, and you know I won’t have any hesitation doing so if you lie to us. Herne won’t object. Nobody will reach out to save you if you fuck up, got it?”

      He nodded, the rain streaming down his face. He moaned, shifting beneath me, but I was strong enough to hold him down with my weight.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “There are cameras in the shed, and they feed directly into a computer system monitored by Gringa. Gringa is the only name I know, I swear. I transport the tears to an agreed-on destination and they pick them up and pay both Reggie and me. I brought Reggie here when Twinkle was ovulating…she’s pregnant. Lecada isn’t.”

      “Is their cage a magic-free zone to prevent Aja from sensing her?” I asked, the rain saturating my hair, my clothes, my skin. But every drop seemed to feed and strengthen me.

      “Yes! Please, don’t kill me!” Clemoné was crying, and his tears fed me, too. I slowly drew my finger across his cheek, catching one up, and I licked it off the top of my finger, grinning.

      “Your fear quenches my thirst.” I paused, then asked, “How do we turn off the cameras?”

      “Turn off the power to the shed. There’s a backup battery system, but it takes a moment to switch over.” He seemed intent on keeping his life. He told us where to find the cameras and that we’d have about ninety seconds between killing the power to the shed to disable them before they switched to the backup power source.

      Satisfied, though part of me wanted to drain him, I stood up and then gave him a swift, hard kick in the side before I let Viktor yank him off the ground. I turned to Herne.

      “All right, have you contacted BIDB?”

      He nodded. “Yes, and they’re on the way. They’ll be here in a couple hours. They have to come in from Seattle, and a lot depends on the ferry service.”

      “Then let’s get those girls out and wait for them in the house.” I turned to Yutani. “Find the key.”

      He did so, combing through Clemoné’s pockets. He handed me the key. Meanwhile, Herne found the circuit breaker to the shed, and on a countdown, turned off the main switches. Yutani and I hurried in, quickly turning off the four security cameras that were watching over the empty building. When Herne turned the electricity back on, the cameras were out of commission.

      We stood over the trap door. There were cameras down there, too, but they were local, connected to Clemoné’s home security system. Yutani fired up the laptop that he found on a bench in the shed and we suddenly found ourselves looking at three girls, each one in a separate cell, sitting on a bunk. Two of them were reading magazines, one was crying. And I recognized them all. We had found the teens and they were alive.
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      All of my hunger vanished in one quick breath. I stared at the girls, my heart aching. The girls’ cells were stark, with a toilet, a counter and wash basin, a narrow cot, a table and chair, and a bookcase. The bookcases were full of paperbacks and magazines, and all three of the girls looked exhausted. Twinkle was kneeling by the toilet, throwing up. It seemed that morning sickness crossed the lines of race and species.

      “Get them out of there,” I said hoarsely. I turned to Rhiannon. “Call in medical help. And remember, those cells are in a magic-free zone.” I turned to Clemoné. “Are there any guards down there? Tell me now, or I’ll slit your throat. If you lie, you die.”

      He was ashen by now. “No, there aren’t. I couldn’t trust having anybody around.”

      “You’d better not be lying.” My anger surging again, I slammed him against the wall. “You’d better pray you’re locked up for life, because if I ever hear that you managed to get out, I’ll come looking for you. I’m going to be a fucking goddess soon, and it won’t take me long to track you down like the cur you are.”

      “I hear you,” Clemoné said, his teeth chattering.

      “Then you remember that I killed Reggie. To your dying day, you remember what I’m capable of.” I held his gaze and he sank down to his knees, leaning away from me.

      “Ember, rein it in, love,” Herne said, looking worried.

      I blinked, the fury easing up a little. A little voice inside me whispered, This is what happens when your heritages merge. You didn’t think they’d work separately forever, did you? Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly, and turned back to the trap door.

      “Get those girls out. Be gentle with them.”

      Viktor nodded. He turned to Clemoné. “This door trapped? And don’t even think of—”

      “I won’t lie. Just call her off me,” he cried, nodding to me. “There aren’t any traps. Just the anti-magic field.”

      Viktor broke the padlock, not bothering to search for the key, and yanked open the doors. On the monitors, the girls made no move.

      “Soundproofed the holding cells, did you?” I asked, turning back to Clemoné.

      He nodded. “Yeah, I did. I got all the ideas on how to build it from the men who approached me.” A look of defeat washed across his face and I realized that he was ready to give up and talk. “They told me how to go about building the holding cells and they provided the anti-magic shell. When Reggie came to work for the school, I recognized that he’d be useful.”

      “How long has this plan been in the works?” Herne asked.

      “A few years. It took awhile to gather everything together without raising any suspicions.” Clemoné shrugged. “And it took me a year to convince Reggie that we could clear a lot of money that way. He doesn’t like male authority figures. I had to work on befriending him.”

      Viktor had the door open and I turned my back on Clemoné. He could sing his heart out to the BIDB, and they could go hunting for the men on the Dark Web and I hoped all of them would die a torturous death.

      As I followed Viktor down the plain wooden stairs leading into the hidden room, I instantly felt the dampening field that stifled both magic and telepathic communications from working.

      The room we found ourselves in had a kitchenette, a desk with another computer, and what looked like a chemist’s workbench. Probably where they collected the tears. A ring of keys hung over the desk and I grabbed it. The ring itself was plastic, rather than iron, and there were five keys on it. Three of them had the same look; most likely they were the keys to the holding cells. I slipped ahead of Viktor, turning to him.

      “Let them see me first—the fact that I’m a woman may help keep them calm.”

      “Good idea,” he said, then before we headed through the glass door that led to the cells, he added, “I’m proud of you, Ember. You’ve come a long way, and you’re no longer frightened of your own powers.”

      I thought it over for a moment, then nodded. “I think you’re right. I’m not afraid of myself anymore. Oh, I’m still a bit nervous about my powers, but I think I feel secure enough in my ability to rein myself in, that I’m able to access my strengths now.”

      The key that was different from the other three unlocked the glass door, which I realized was actually shatterproof acrylic rather than glass, and I opened it, swinging it wide.

      There was a holding cell on either side, and one at the end. All three had TV—of a sort. The images playing on the screens sent my stomach lurching. They weren’t gory, per se, but they were scenes of animals dying, of kids in third-world countries, starving…in other words, anything that could bring the spirits of the girls plummeting. This was a place designed to spur on tears.

      The girls slowly noticed our presence—the captivity area was soundproofed and our footsteps made no sound. Which meant it would be hard for the girls to talk to one another. Kaiden stood, staring at me, her eyes painfully hopeful. The other two stood more slowly.

      “Can you hear me?” I asked, projecting my voice to break through the muffling silence.

      “Yes, who are you? Are you here to help us?” Kaiden grabbed hold of the bars, pressing her face to them.

      “Yes, we’re here to help. You don’t ever have to worry about Reggie or Clemoné again,” I said, taking the ring of keys and hurrying over to Kaiden’s cell. As I did, I noticed there were actually three cots in each cell, which meant Clemoné and Reggie had been planning on abducting more girls. Cursing under my breath, I unlocked the door and opened it.

      Kaiden threw herself into my arms, sobbing. “He said he’d give me a ride home, I trusted him…”

      “I know, sweetie, I know,” I said, wrapping my arms around her and stroking her hair. “Let’s free the others, shall we?” With Kaiden clinging to my side, I opened the doors for Lecada and Twinkle too, and both girls came out, shell-shocked and ready to cry. Twinkle had bruises on her arms and legs, that looked to be caused from some sort of restraint. I suddenly realized why, and wanted to vomit.

      She looked into my eyes and whispered, “I’m…”

      “Pregnant?”

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding.

      “I know, sweetie. It was Reggie, wasn’t it?”

      Again, she nodded, blushing furiously and hanging her head.

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “It wasn’t your fault. He was an evil man, but he’ll never hurt you again. I promise you that.”

      She paused, again looking up into my eyes. “Is he…?”

      I could hear the question behind her words. “Yes, he’s dead. I made sure of that. And Clemoné is going away for a very long time.”

      I suddenly realized the girls might really not want to see Clemoné right now, even if he was trussed up tighter than a holiday turkey. I turned to Viktor and said, “Go up top and make sure he’s out of sight. We don’t want to inflict any more trauma on the girls than they’ve already been through.”

      “Will do,” he said.

      We paused at the bottom of the stairs for a moment, until Herne peeked down to give me the all-clear sign. I led the girls up the steps, realizing they were shivering. The cells had been temperature controlled, and all three were wearing shorts and tank tops, but nothing else. The blast of cold air from the shed above was playing havoc with their internal thermometers.

      As we came out into the shed, I saw that Rhiannon had arrived, along with three medics I recognized as hippocampi. They had ambulances waiting outside. The Foam Born Encampment had an urgent care clinic of their own that acted as a short-term hospital. Otherwise, the nearest hospital was on the other end of Whidbey Island.

      I motioned to Rhiannon. “Twinkle’s pregnant.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, then let out a long sigh. “All right, we’ll figure out what to do. I’ll ask her and her parents what they want. We can manage, whatever they decide.”

      “Don’t let her parents ride roughshod over her—this isn’t an easy cross to bear.” I glanced over at the girls. The nurses were attending to them, and by now all three were having the meltdowns they so very much deserved and needed to have. “Reggie’s dead, at least,” I said softly, looking back at the Matriarch.

      She nodded. “I’m glad. I wish you could have taken out Clemoné. I hate that he’ll still be alive. I understand you contacted the BIDB?”

      “We had to. Clemoné wasn’t the brainchild of this scheme, and neither was Reggie. Whoever’s behind it approached Clemoné and he agreed to work with them. He recruited Reggie. If we don’t follow this back to the source, then it’s just going to happen again, though probably elsewhere. We want to take out the operation completely.”

      “I do understand that. I just wish…if it were up to the encampment, Clemoné would be executed and his name removed from the rolls. We don’t harbor traitors.” Impulsively, she threw her arms around me, hugging me. “Thank you, for bringing our girls back. You can use the bungalows as long as you need to. I hope you’re able to find Straff again. If you need help, just ask and we’ll do everything we can.”

      As the nurses guided the girls out toward the ambulances, I turned to Herne. “Where’s Clemoné?”

      “Victor’s holding him in the closet until the girls are out of sight. That was the only safe place I could think of stashing him on such short notice.” He squeezed me to his side. “You saved them. You managed to force the information out of Reggie. Those girls owe you their lives.”

      “I know,” I said. “But I need a shower. I feel scummy. From their energy, not from what I did.”

      “Do you want to ask Rhiannon for a ride back to the bungalow, so you can shower?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No, Rhiannon’s going to go along with the girls. She has to call their parents. I can wait.”

      So we waited as the ambulances pulled away. Clemoné sat on the floor, staring at his knees, his hands still cuffed behind him. The rest of us said very little until half an hour later when the BIDB agents showed up. We told them what had happened, and they took Clemoné off our hands. Yutani handed over Reggie’s laptop so their forensics team could go over it for any clues, he gave them the contact information he got from the slavers, and we told them about the boxes in Reggie’s closet.

      As we left Clemoné’s house, I tried to switch my thoughts back to Straff. Our main problem awaited. But I kept seeing the pain in Twinkle’s eyes, and the fear in Kaiden’s face, and I wondered how men could do these things. How could they just co-opt another’s life for their own wealth? It happened in so many ways, in so many places.

      Slave labor of all kinds was alive and kicking. Even here, in our country, the United Coalition looked the other way when companies paid wages that were below the cost of living. Luckily, an organization had started that crossed racial divides—it was made up of humans, shifters, Fae, and other Cryptos alike. The United Health For All organization was aimed on pushing through health care for all beings.

      Feeling bereft, I turned to Herne. “Some days I don’t even want to be part of society. I wish I could think it would be different after I go through the Gadawnoin ritual.”

      “I’m afraid it won’t be, love,” Herne said. “Ego and greed are definitely not confined to mortals. The gods are even more problematic. They say the poor and downtrodden will always be with us, and that’s probably true, but sometimes I wonder if the belief that we can’t change this fact keeps us from trying to make it change. But most societies who have tried to work toward a utopia have failed.”

      “I’ve seen so much hatred and anger that my faith in any innate goodness has been all but stamped out.” I shrugged, feeling more melancholy than ever.

      We had saved the girls, but the damage had already been done, especially for Twinkle. Her life would never be the same. None of their lives would. And even if BIDB shut down this operation, another would spring up in its place. I couldn’t shake the mood, and all the way back to the bungalows, I just stared out the window at the rain sheeting down around us.
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        * * *

      

      Rafé and Raven were playing a card game. Angel was cooking, and Talia was reading something on the computer. They looked up as we came trudging through the door.

      “How did it go?” Raven asked.

      “We found the girls… The principal was in on it,” Yutani said.

      I headed for the shower. “I’ll be out in a bit.” I wanted to wash the energy off me. Reggie had left me feeling tainted. When I had siphoned off his energy, I felt every inch of grunge and sleaze that filled his soul, and now that I was out of the grips of my hunger, I just wanted the feelings off me. Water was cleansing. Water was healing.

      I lathered up in the shower, soaping my body, and leaned my head against the tiled wall, grateful for the feel of the cool smooth tile. A moment later, I heard the bathroom door open.

      “Hey, I’m in here—” I started to say, but then paused as Herne’s voice echoed through the fog of steam.

      “It’s me. Hush.” Another moment and he was in the walk-in shower, naked. He held my gaze, his eyes brimming with so much love that I caught my breath.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You need me right now. I can feel it. You need to believe in something again. Today shook you, love, and I can feel your need. You fed, but there wasn’t any substance to the energy.”

      He took the suds-covered sponge from me and began to run it along my body, starting at my shoulder and trailing it down over my breast, down along my stomach, to my thigh. I caught another breath, holding it as he lowered the sponge to between my legs and lathered me up.

      “But…the others…” I kept my voice low, not wanting to break the spell he was weaving.

      “The others are busy discussing Straff,” he murmured, brushing a strand of hair off my face, smoothing it back. He leaned in, his lips barely touching my cheek, then began to kiss his way down my face to my neck, where he lingered, nibbling gently. He put the sponge on the shower shelf, then slid his arms around my waist from behind as he pressed up against me.

      I could feel him, hard and thick, aroused and ready, and I moaned softly as the fire rose from my belly, flaring up through my breasts, flaring down through my cunt.

      “I need you,” I whispered. “I need to forget the pain and the anger.”

      He turned me around and braced me against the shower wall as he knelt. Spreading my legs, he sought my center, bathing me with his tongue, teasing and twisting as the hunger rose again. Only this time, I was hungry for him to recharge me, to fill me up, take me out of myself, and make me his own.

      I spread my arms across the tile wall as the shower spray cascaded over us, the water washing away the dregs of the day. It splashed across my chest. My nipples stiffened, and I brought one hand around to finger them as Herne worked his tongue against me. He slid three fingers inside of me and I clenched tight around them as he thrust them deeper. Trying to keep my voice down, I let out a growl, swiveling my hips against him and then I could feel the sudden rise as he hit the perfect spot and focused on it, driving me further toward the edge.

      “Don’t stop, please, don’t stop,” I muttered, my eyes closed in a flurry of water and sensation. And he didn’t, just added another soapy finger, this time sliding it up my ass. I let out a sharp cry—it both hurt and yet felt wonderful—and I felt myself spinning, soaring toward a climax that I wasn’t ready for. I cut my cry short, gritting my teeth as wave after wave of release played through my body.

      But Herne wasn’t done with me yet. Before I had time to breathe, he pulled me onto the shower floor with him, down onto my hands and knees as he crouched behind me, sliding his cock inside me. He began to thrust hard, driving himself deeper with each stroke. He was thick and so hard that there was no denying him, and he penetrated into my core, holding himself so tightly against me that I could barely think. I swiveled my hips, grinding back against him, and moaning, I suddenly pulled away, pointing to the shower floor.

      “Down on your back.” The hunger rose again, only this time, I didn’t force her away.

      I straddled Herne, sliding down to impale myself on his cock, rocking forward as I pressed my lips against his. I began to inhale his breath, drinking it in as it washed away any residue from Reggie. I ground against Herne’s hips, and he let out a low moan as he thrust up to meet me. He pulled me against him, my breasts pressing against the heat and strength of his chest, and then—with one last gasp, I pulled away, leaning to arch my back, as I came again, so full of his chi that I was spinning through space. Herne grabbed hold of my waist, thrusting upward until he, too, came with a triumphant bellow that echoed off the walls, reverberating around us.

      With one final gasp, I dropped forward, crying.

      Still inside me, he bundled me close and kissed me so deep that it felt like he’d never let go. I cried silently as he sat up, gently disentangling himself, and under the water—which was starting to grow cold—he pulled me onto his lap and let me cry until all my tears were spent.
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      Waterlogged and wrinkled from the long shower, we toweled off, then I blow dried my hair while he pulled his into a ponytail, leaving it wet. He scrunched in beside me as I sat at the bathroom vanity.

      “Feeling better?” he asked.

      I nodded. “You always seem to know what I need.”

      “That’s because I love you, and I pay attention. The world is full of horrible people,” he said, “but it’s also filled with loving people, and unsung heroes, and laughter and light. Sometimes we spend so much time in the shadows, it’s easy to forget that.”

      He slid back into his clothes. We were in the bungalow I shared with the women, so he didn’t have any spare clothes here. But I had brought in clean clothing and now I changed into a pair of low-rise black jeans and a deep blue V-neck sweater. I buckled a studded black belt around my waist, and touched up my makeup.

      “You’re right. I think when I let that side of myself out, I tend to see the darker nature in people. Probably because it is a dark bloodline. Let’s face it, the Leannan Sidhe are predators. So is my father’s bloodline. I’m geared toward taking advantage of people, rather than helping them. Yet here I am, working for the good. I think, seeing people like Reggie and Clemoné only makes me that much more aware that I contain the potential to be just as rotten.”

      “You may contain blood that can swing that way, but you do not contain an evil spark, my love,” Herne said. “If you did, I wouldn’t be engaged to you. Now, if you’re feeling better, let’s get out there and see if they found out anything about Straff.”

      He swatted my ass, and I followed him out of the bathroom. Everybody was outside, standing near the vehicles, talking. We had probably chased them out.

      But then, Yutani came dashing in. “Good, you’re dressed. Rhiannon called. There are a group of skeletal walkers headed toward the encampment. They can deal with them, but since we’re here…”

      “She thought maybe we could help,” Herne finished.

      “Can I come?” Rafé asked. “I’m getting better with my fighting and I want to go.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I said.

      Rafé frowned. “I want to help. I’m tired of sitting on the sidelines.”

      “Let him come,” Kipa said. “He wants to get his ears wet, it will do him good.”

      Herne stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “All right. Are all the weapons in the cars?”

      Yutani raced toward his car. “Yep, we were just waiting for you.” He paused, then winked at me. “We would have interrupted, but the walkers aren’t at the gates yet.”

      “Given what kind of day it’s been, if you would have interrupted, I would have punched you in the nose,” Herne said with a laugh. “Come on, let’s get over there and help out.”
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        * * *

      

      Angel and Talia stayed at the bungalow, while the rest of us drove along the main road through the encampment till we arrived by the gates. Rhiannon wasn’t there, but apparently her men were expecting us, because one ran over to give us the rundown. Ten skeletal walkers were headed toward the gates, most likely from a cemetery that was about fifteen minutes away by car.

      We drove out to meet the oncoming dead, instructing the guards to close the gate behind us. About eight minutes out, we pulled to the side of the road. Sure enough, there were a group of skeletons lumbering along the road, headed directly toward the encampment. They were keeping close to the tree line, but as we eased out of the cars, they noticed us and turned our way.

      I turned to Raven. “What can you do against them?”

      “I learned a new spell recently that can freeze several of them in place. I’m not that adept yet, but let’s see what I can do.” As she started to cast the spell, my phone rang.

      Frowning, I glanced at the caller ID. Rayne. I darted back, away from the others. “Hello?”

      “Ember, I thought you might want to know that Nikola’s at the bank right now. I’ve instructed the tellers to fabricate some story to keep her there until you can get there. But you have to move now. I’ll text you the address of the bank, and the number of the teller in question.” He hung up and immediately, a text with the bank’s address in Seacrest Cove came through.

      “Crap. We have to go. Nikola’s at the bank right now. If nothing else, we can tail her back to Straff, but we have to move now.”

      Herne glanced at me, then back at Raven. “Kipa and Raven, watch Rafé, and if you can’t take care of them, head back to the gate. Fight as long as you can, but don’t push it. Yutani, let them take your car.”

      “Right,” Yutani said, tossing Raven his keys. “Don’t floor it or you’ll flood the engine. It’s getting old and I need to buy a new one soon.”

      Herne motioned for Yutani, Viktor, and me to follow him to the Expedition. We clambered in. At least Raven and Rafé could drive back to the bungalow, so they should be safe. We headed for the bank, discussing strategy on the way.

      “Do we know what she looks like?” Viktor asked.

      “Yes, actually. While we were on the way back to the SUV, I emailed you the picture Father sent me.” Herne threw the SUV into gear and we headed out, speeding along the road as we tumbled over the bumps on the dirt trek.

      We reached Smugglers Cove Road and turned north. The town wasn’t far, but it was in the opposite direction of the cemetery. Herne drove as fast as the rough road would allow. The greenery was brilliant, the tall groves of fir and cedar glistening with raindrops as we passed by. The bank was near the southern tip of the town, so we lucked out in that, and as we neared the tiny coastal village, I texted the teller to ask if Nikola was still there.

      she is. i told her there was a problem with her account and that it looked like a teller had accidentally withdrawn money for another customer from it instead of the correct account. i’m supposedly trying to piece the puzzle together—so far, she seems to accept it. rayne asked me to keep her here as long as i can until you tell me what to do.

      We were almost there, our attention focused solely on the road ahead. As the bank came into view, with a small parking lot to the side, we parked on the other side of the street, a few shops away.

      tell her you fixed the problem, thank her, and let her go now.

      The teller texted back an okay. As we waited for Nikola to exit the bank, I glanced around. We were parked next to a coffee shop and my mouth watered. I thought about running inside for a quick cup but we wouldn’t have enough time.

      “No, you don’t,” Herne said, not even looking at me. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “So sue me, I like coffee.” But I kept still. We were far enough away that we shouldn’t be noticed, but close enough to see when Nikola exited the building.

      We didn’t have long to wait. An Elf came out of the bank. She looked tense and glanced around, as if searching for something or someone, then her shoulders relaxed and she headed over toward a black Cambrey—a new sports car that had recently been released. Straff must have managed to hide a bundle of money to afford that.

      “I wish we had known what kind of car she drove so we could have put a tracking device on it,” Yutani said. “But…maybe we still can.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t lose her,” Herne muttered, easing away from the parking spot as Nikola maneuvered her car onto the street. We followed, keeping several car lengths behind, and she didn’t seem to notice us. She pulled into a grocery store parking lot and dashed inside.

      “I’m going for it,” Yutani said. “I always carry my gear with me.” Before we could say a word, he was out of the car and, crouching down, he ran over to her car and within seconds, had attached a GPS monitor beneath the bumper of her car. Then he dashed back and had just scrambled in and shut the door when she returned, a small bag in hand.

      “That was close, and next time, ask me first,” Herne said, turning a warning eye at the coyote shifter. “You can’t just run off on your own like that.”

      “I didn’t get caught,” Yutani said.

      “No, but with something this important, my word is still final.” Herne looked grumpy as all get out. He usually didn’t pull rank, but it was obvious that he was worried. Cernunnos was on his back about Straff and we needed to corral the escapee or Herne would find himself on his father’s shit-list, and that wasn’t a comforting thought.

      We followed her out of the parking lot, and Yutani brought up the signal on his phone.

      “Good,” he said. “It’s working. Now if we lose her, we can still track her down.”

      Herne muttered a thank-you, then lightened up. “Good going,” he said after a moment. “I’m sorry if I sounded like an ass, but my father has been on my back about this. And you really should check in with me first.”

      “Not a problem,” Yutani said. He leaned forward, staring between the seats. “What’s she doing?” he asked, frowning.

      “She’s turning on Lagoon Avenue.” Herne turned right, following her from a distance. “Where are we? We’re headed toward the beach,” he said.

      “Let me look on the map.” I pulled up the Maps app and followed the direction we were going. Sure enough, we were headed toward the beach. There were a few scattered houses around, but they all looked occupied, judging by the well-tended lawns and the cars in the driveways. I was surprised, since I wouldn’t have expected Straff to pick a residential house to move into.

      We were about to turn onto a side street that led down to the water’s edge when my phone rang. It was Talia. Frowning—we usually just texted if we needed something—I answered.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I asked.

      “We need you back here now.” Talia sounded like she was in tears and I could hear Angel screaming something in the background. She was loud enough that everybody in the car could hear her.

      “What the hell?” I stiffened as Herne pulled over to the side of the road. I put Talia on speaker. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s the walkers—the skeletal walkers. One caught hold of Rafé. He’s hurt, badly.”

      “Shit!” Herne did a quick U-turn and sped up, heading away from the beach. “We’re on the way. Can you get him to the hospital?”

      “I don’t think we have time. We’re taking him to the Foam Born Urgent Care,” Talia said, her voice raw. “Hurry, please. I’m not sure…” She let her voice fall and then added, “Meet us there,” before hanging up.

      “Crap, we never should have taken him with us.” Herne was speeding along at a harrowing clip.

      “Slow down. We won’t do him any good if we get in an accident,” Yutani said, leaning forward. “I’m serious. Better to get there in one piece rather than to add to the mayhem.”

      Herne growled, but he slowed down. We were now going an easier sixty miles an hour rather than eighty, but we still were well above the speed limit and sure enough, as we passed a cop by the side of the road, the officer climbed on his motorcycle and, siren blaring, flashed his lights as he tailed us.

      “Crap, crap, crap,” Herne said, skidding to the side of the road. He pulled out his wallet and the moment the cop came to the window, he flashed his badge at him. “We’re on a case, we need to go. Now.”

      The cop glanced at Herne’s credentials and he must have recognized the name—the Wild Hunt was fairly well known among most of the law enforcement agencies—because he backed away. “I’ll radio our cars so they don’t stop you again.” He motioned for us to leave.

      We picked up the pace, saying nothing as the asphalt sped by beneath our wheels. Luckily, this time nothing stopped us. The sides of the road flickered by in a blur until we reached the encampment. I had texted Rhiannon on the way, asking where to find the urgent care clinic, and she gave me the directions. As we pulled into the encampment, we took a left on the main road and headed directly for a building on the left side, four blocks down. The parking lot was spacious, and we saw Yutani’s car there, near the emergency entrance.

      The moment we skidded into the parking spot, I was out of the door, running for the entrance. The men followed close behind. We burst through the doors, and I immediately caught sight of Talia and the others in the waiting area. Angel was sobbing, and the moment she saw me, she raced over, throwing herself into my arms.

      “They’re trying to stop the bleeding now. They didn’t have time to take him to the hospital.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, rocking her gently against my shoulder. “I know, I know…shh…hold hope, love. Hold hope.”

      “What happened?” Herne asked as he slid to a stop behind me. He turned to Raven, who was crying.

      “We did our best to fight them, but even with Kipa, we were outnumbered. He called his men and told me to start the car while he and Rafé held them off, until Kipa’s wolves could get there. Stupid me, I did just what Yutani warned against and flooded the engine. Instead of waiting in the car with me, the men kept fighting. Kipa told Rafé to get in the car but he refused. I know he wanted to prove himself.”

      “That sounds about right,” Herne said, turning to Kipa. “Why didn’t you make him get in the car?”

      Kipa shook his head, looking grave. “My men showed up and we were so focused on fighting the skeletons that…I forgot about him. Then I heard a scream and turned around. One of the skeletal walkers had been hiding in the bushes on the side of the road. It came up from behind and…” He paused, glancing at Angel. “And it attacked him.”

      One look at Kipa’s eyes told me it had been far worse than a simple attack.

      “What happened then?” I asked, not wanting to hear, but we needed to know the details.

      “Rafé screamed. I managed to break one of the walker’s arms off and knock it down. I carried Rafé over to the car—he was bleeding so badly. By then, Raven had managed to get it started.” Kipa paused, his eyes filled with pain. He valued all of the men who fought beside him, and one look showed that it was eating him up that Rafé had been caught.

      Raven took over. “I threw the car into reverse and backed away as fast as I could. We left Kipa’s men to finish them off while I made a U-turn and headed back to the encampment. I’m sorry, Yutani, your car has blood all over the back seat,” she said, her voice breaking.

      Talia came over and gently drew Angel out of my arms, leading her to the other side of the room as Kipa lowered his voice so she couldn’t hear.

      “The skeleton drove his fingerbones right through Rafé’s back, all the way to his heart,” Kipa whispered. “He didn’t manage to rip Rafé’s heart out of him, but the creature did so much damage. Rafé was bleeding out. We came right here, and I called Talia and asked her to get hold of you. I don’t know if he’s going to make it.”

      “It was so random,” Raven said, a stark expression on her face. “We were so busy with the other walkers, we just didn’t see…”

      Kipa bit his lip, ducking his head. “I failed him. He was under my protection.”

      “We’re all just a step away from death, those of us who aren’t gods,” Viktor said, again speaking low enough so that Angel—who was curled up with her head on Talia’s shoulder—couldn’t hear.

      “I should have told him to stay with Talia,” Herne said. “But he wanted to be more than a clerk and it didn’t seem fair, leaving him behind. Oh hell, I don’t know what I should or shouldn’t have done.”

      He slumped down on the banquette that ran below the window. “When will they update us?”

      “I don’t know,” Raven said. Her face was tear soaked and I suddenly remembered that Rafé had been her late fiancé’s brother—he was the last tie to Ulstair that she had. She had moved on, but I know she took comfort in the fact that Rafé was still her friend.

      I walked up to the desk and in low tones asked about Rafé. The nurse glanced over her charts.

      “I’m sorry, they’re still trying to stabilize his condition. We have an ambulance ready to take him to the hospital when—” She paused, glancing down the hall at a doctor who was walking our way. His expression was grim, and he was carrying a chart. “There’s the doctor now.”

      I glanced back at Angel, wanting to know before she found out. I hurried down the hall.

      “Doctor? Do you have news about Rafé? I’m Ember Kearney, a good friend of his and a coworker.”

      The doctor paused, staring at me for a beat. “I’m sorry, Ms. Kearney. Your friend…there was too much damage. We couldn’t save him.”

      The words hit me like a sledgehammer. I leaned against the wall. “Rafé’s dead?”

      He nodded. “His heart was so damaged, there was nothing we could do. He bled out before we could even begin to address his wounds. And we were in short supply of his blood type—we couldn’t give him enough Fae blood fast enough to save him. I’m so sorry.”

      I glanced back down the hall. “Can you wait for a moment before going to tell the others? I want to prepare them. His girlfriend—my best friend—is out there.”

      “Certainly. I’ll be out in a moment.” He turned, heading into what looked like a break room.

      I paused for a moment, then turned around. Herne was standing there, looking at me. I shook my head, and he gave me a short nod and vanished back in the direction of the waiting room. I followed him. Angel was sitting by Talia, staring out of the window. She hadn’t noticed me disappearing. Talia glanced at me, and I again shook my head, my face grim.

      “Angel…” I said, slowly approaching her.

      Angel turned. She looked up at me, and I held out my arms.

      “No,” she whispered. “No…”

      “I’m so sorry. They did everything they could.”

      Angel slowly stood. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He wasn’t supposed to be out there fighting.” Her words were so soft we could barely hear them. But then, instead of breaking into tears again, she sat down, hard, beside Talia, her face blank.

      I sat down beside her and took her hand. Talia moved so that Raven could take her place.

      “He… I…” Angel stopped as the doctor approached.

      “I’m so sorry. We couldn’t stop the bleeding long enough to transport him to the hospital.” The doctor focused on Angel. “He regained consciousness for a few minutes. Are you Angel?”

      Angel nodded, biting her lip.

      “He asked me to give you a message.”

      She let out a little cry, squeezing my hand so tight that it hurt.

      “Rafé asked me to tell you that he wouldn’t trade his time with you for anything. He wants you to be happy…to let him go.” The doctor swallowed, looking like he wanted to be anywhere but here. I couldn’t imagine how hard his job could be at times. Sure, the joy was there when you saved someone or made them feel better, but times like this had to suck.

      “If someone could come with me to pick up his belongings and make arrangements,” the doctor continued.

      “I will,” Herne said, following the doctor, leaving the rest of us to surround Angel and cushion the blow for her. As much as we could cushion it. There was never any way to fully protect someone when they lost a loved one.

      Angel stared blankly ahead, and she just sat there, shaking her head.

      I turned to Yutani. “Talia, Raven, and I will take Angel back to the bungalow in your car. You, Viktor, and Kipa can ride with Herne.”

      He nodded, handing over his keys without a word. As we bundled Angel out of the clinic, she made no sound, simply let us move her around like a puppet. I motioned for Talia to take the back seat with her, and Raven rode shotgun while I drove.

      All the way back to the bungalow, Angel sat, staring out the window, holding Talia’s hand. When we arrived, as Talia and Raven helped her inside, I made a beeline for the tea kettle and set it on the burner. Talia sat beside Angel while I found a couple cans of soup in the cupboard and opened them, adding the contents to a pan with water. I put some bread in the toaster. I had no clue what to say. Angel had been there for me when my parents were killed. She and her mother had taken me in. And I had been there for her when her mother was killed by a car speeding too fast. I had lost a couple of boyfriends, and Angel had stood with me, but they had in no way been as close to me as Rafé was to her.

      Finally, the soup and toast were done. Raven helped me carry the bowls and plates to the table, and I brought Angel her tea, and we sat around the table silently. Angel stared at the soup, then slowly, the tears began to trickle down her cheeks. As she burst into tears, I took one hand and Raven took the other, and the four of us sat silently with our sorrow until twenty minutes later, when the men arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We got Angel into bed and Talia volunteered to sit with her while the rest of us met over at the men’s bungalow. I wanted to stay with her—she was my BFF, and she was hurting, but Talia had slipped her a simple sleeping aid and she was curled up under the covers, breathing softly.

      “I’ll take care of her for you,” Talia said.

      Shell-shocked, I gathered my things, then walked with Raven over to the other bungalow.

      “How are you doing?” I asked on the way. Everybody was focused on Angel, but I didn’t want to forget that Rafé had been Raven’s friend first.

      Raven stared at the ground. “I don’t know how to answer that,” she said. “Rafé meant a lot to me. I’m in denial, I think, but Angel—she needs comfort more than I do. I wasn’t in love with Rafé, and I let Ulstair go when I embraced Kipa into my life. Rafé… He’s joined his brother.”

      I nodded. “I don’t think I could bear it if something happened to Herne.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that, though,” Raven said. “You’ll never have to worry about that and, as long as I’m with Kipa, neither will I. And when you go through that ritual, Herne will never have to worry about you. By the way, before we go in there, I wanted to mention that you might have to watch him. This is likely to make him even more protective of you. He lost one of his crew, and it could have been you instead of Rafé. You know that Herne’s going to try to corral anything that might remotely hurt you until the Gadawnoin.”

      She had just verbalized what I’d been thinking. Herne was very likely to do that, and while I understood, I wasn’t going to lock myself up in an ivory tower for him. But I also realized that now, I was even more skittish about Angel and her shorter lifespan.

      Raven picked up on my thoughts. “Let me guess—you’re thinking about Angel? That she could die, too?”

      I glanced at her as we stood in front of the door. “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “Because…so am I.”

      And with that, we entered the bungalow.
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        * * *

      

      It was a gloomy meeting. Outside, the weather mirrored our moods, and the wind had picked up, shaking the treetops and blowing small limbs and boughs everywhere. The rain skittered across the driveway, and pooled in small gullies in the road.

      I sat by Herne, silently leaning into him as he wrapped his arm around my shoulder. Viktor and Yutani had fixed dinner—simple sandwiches and soup. It smelled wonderful, even though I really didn’t feel like eating, and it wasn’t just because I had eaten with Angel and Raven and Talia. But I accepted a grilled cheese sandwich and a mug of tomato soup and everyone silently ate, staring gloomily over at the fireplace. The wood was stacked but nobody had bothered to light a fire. After she finished her sandwich, Raven walked over and knelt by the brick hearthstone, holding her fingers above the kindling.

      “Spark,” she whispered, and a shower of sparks flew from her fingers to catch hold of the paper and splintered wood. Within seconds, they had taken hold and the bungalow lit up with the crackle of flames. The fire made all the difference. While we couldn’t be cheerful, there was a homey feel to the fire and we gathered around the hearth.

      I stared into the flames, welcoming their glow as I finished my meal. Yutani silently handed me a piece of pie and I ate that, barely noticing that it was apple.

      A few moments later, Kipa sighed. “I should have been watching him. I shouldn’t have turned my back. When you left, Herne, I was worried that Rafé might not be up to the fight, so I told him to guard the rear. I had no clue there were more skeletal walkers coming in from the side.” His expression told me he meant what he said—his words weren’t just platitudes.

      Raven, who was sitting on the floor by his feet, rested her head against his knee. “We both feel guilty. I know Rafé. I should have realized he wasn’t strong enough to protect himself against those things.”

      “You were trying to start the car. How could you keep an eye on him—” Kipa started to say, but Herne interrupted them both.

      “It’s not your fault. Neither one of you. If it’s anybody’s fault, it’s mine for taking him out on the fight.” He sighed. “But blame will get us nowhere. It’s a waste of energy at this point. What’s done is done and we have to live with the consequences.”

      I held my hands out to the flames. “Angel’s the one who has to live with them the most.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Herne said, grimacing. “I have no clue how… There’s nothing I can do to make this up to her. I can’t bring him back from the dead. How’s Angel doing?”

      I nodded. “She’s sleeping. Talia slipped her a sleeping aid.”

      “Good. Sleep helps. It’s the ultimate healer.” Viktor shook his head. “With all due respects to Rhiannon, I don’t really want to see Whidbey Island again.”

      “What do we do about Straff?” Yutani asked. “We still have to track him down.”

      “Well, you managed to affix the GPS to Nikola’s car,” Herne said. “I suppose we go out after him. But everyone, be careful. Be very careful. We don’t want another accident.” He turned to stare at me. “Ember…”

      “I know what you’re going to say, and no—I am not going to stay behind.” I straightened my shoulders. Here we go, I thought.

      “I wasn’t going to suggest you do so,” he said, but I caught a glimpse of the worry in his eyes and knew that was exactly what he had been planning to do. But I didn’t call him on it. We were beyond bickering. We were mourning the loss of one of our own.

      “Do we head out tonight?” I asked. “I’m exhausted by what happened.” I was feeling stretched thin, and I knew it was more my emotions than by anything physical I had done.

      “I think we all are,” Herne said. “I want to say let’s just knock off for the night, but what if they find the tracker? What if one night is enough for them to make us go on the hunt again?”

      Yutani held up his phone and tapped on the screen. We heard a distinct beep-beep-beep coming from it. “Well, we still have their location, and it seems to be stable and not moving. I’m guessing Straff is in his lair right now. If they haven’t discovered it tonight, I’m sure it will be there tomorrow. So, why don’t we sleep and then head out at dawn?”

      Herne looked relieved. “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      Just then, there was a knock on the door. Herne answered it, ushering Rhiannon in. She was carrying a vase of white lilies, which she placed on the table.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, sitting down at the table. Herne and I moved over to sit with her. “I heard about Rafé and I can’t begin to express my sympathy.”

      Herne stared at the flowers. “It’s going to be hardest on Angel. She was Rafé’s girlfriend.” He paused, then asked, “How are the girls?”

      “Well, Twinkle is pregnant, and she and her parents are deciding what to do about that. I think she’s going to end the pregnancy, and I don’t blame her. Otherwise, the girls are in relatively stable shape, at least physically. Emotionally, we’re talking quite a different matter. They’re going to need counseling. Lecada’s terrified to go outside, and I think Kaiden’s close to that. Twinkle’s shell-shocked and so angry that I was worried she might try to hurt herself. But they’re staying with our strongest healer, and she’s going to work with them. We may send the girls back to our home Pod—they would heal up better surrounded by the water, I think.”

      “It cleanses,” I said. Water cleared away the cobwebs; it was healing by its very nature. It could also be the instrument of destruction, but the very core of water—the very center of its nature—was to cleanse and renew.

      “Yes, it does.” She paused. “Is there any way we can help? Anything we can do for Angel while you’re here?”

      I glanced at Herne, then back at Rhiannon. “I think staying in the bungalow tomorrow while we go off hunting Straff is going to be hard on her—even with Talia here. If it takes us much longer than we planned, can you put her to work that will keep her occupied and focused? Something gentle? She loves to cook and often uses baking as a way of coping when she’s upset.”

      Rhiannon thought for a moment. “Yes, actually. Bring her over to my house early tomorrow, and I’ll ask her to help me bake for another sale we’re holding to help the homeless in Seacrest Cove.” She stood. “I’ll be up by seven, so any time after that’s fine.”

      Herne walked her to the door, saying good-bye again. He turned back to the room, glancing at his phone. “It’s only seven, but I suggest an early night. We’ll start out before dawn, at—say, four a.m. If we’re lucky, we’ll have the surprise on Straff. Talia can take Angel over to Rhiannon’s, but if we’re lucky, we’ll be done by then.”

      “If we’re lucky,” I murmured. “I wonder if he’s stronger than he was before—I know his need for energy has increased, but has his strength?”

      “He’s been sitting in my father’s prison for over a year. I doubt if he had much chance to flex his muscles,” Herne said. “Magical or otherwise.”

      “Well, that’s one thing to be grateful for.” I stood, stretching and yawning. “Come on, Raven, let’s go climb into bed.”

      “Gladly,” she said. “I’m exhausted.”

      As we said good night to the men and headed back to our bungalow, I glanced up at the sky. The rain had cleared away, though the wind was still howling, and the stars were shining through. I saw one flare and twinkle, and pointed it out to Raven.

      “Maybe that’s Rafé, saying good-bye,” I murmured.

      Raven stared at it for a moment, then slid her arm around my waist. “That would be just like him—he always aimed for the stars, you know.”

      And with that, we silently opened the door to the women’s bungalow. Talia was waiting for us. She whispered that Angel was in a deep sleep, so we crawled into bed, and to my relief, I fell asleep right away without thinking about the day.
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        * * *

      

      I was standing in a tunnel, in the center of a junction off which four paths stretched. The sides of the tunnel were woven roots with long thorns on them, and I had no idea of which way to go, nor of which way I had come. I bit my lip, turning this way and that, but every time I thought I saw a glimmer of light at the end of one of the tunnels, another would flare—and I would turn just time to see the light flicker and die.

      I was turning from passage to passage, and suddenly found myself spinning at the speed of a top, but I couldn’t stop. Which way should I go? How was I going to get out of here? How would I ever be free? As I spun, the questions raced through my thoughts, and then, dirt began to cave in on me, falling from the ceiling of the tunnel. I tried to stop spinning, to run into one of the side tunnels, but I couldn’t. I just kept spinning like a top, out of control. The next moment, the dirt was up to my chin and I was gasping for air, and then, the world began to go black…
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        * * *

      

      I shot up in my bed, gasping. Talia was sleeping next to Angel, since they wouldn’t have to get up so early, but Raven started awake, grabbing for her dagger, which was on the nightstand. She jerked around, looking for whatever had been attacking me.

      “It was just a bad dream,” I whispered, trying not to wake the others. But it had been more than a dream. I knew when I was having a premonition by now. There was something in the dream that had been warning me, but as I settled back against the headboard, running over the imagery, the only thing that stood out were that the roots had been blackthorn branches, woven like a ball of yarn. Raven gave me an inquisitive look, but I shook my head and motioned to our clothes.

      We dressed silently, but shortly before we gathered our backpacks and headed out, Angel’s voice cut through from the bedroom.

      “Where are you…what’s…what time is it?” She sounded confused. Then she let out a sigh and whispered, “Oh…Rafé,” as if she just remembered.

      I paused, then went into the bedroom and turned on one of the dimmer lamps. “Hey, love. How are you?”

      Angel blinked, staring at Raven and me. “Where are you going?”

      “We’re headed out after Straff. We know where to find him. Or at least, we think we do.” I sat down on the bed beside her. Talia yawned and pushed herself up against the headboard, as Angel slowly rolled to a sitting position.

      “How long have I been asleep?”

      “About twelve hours, I’d say.” I didn’t ask how she was. I could tell she was fragile and numb, and she didn’t need me pushing her about her emotions. “Talia will stay with you, and Rhiannon asked if you would come over at seven—if we’re not back by then—to her house.”

      Angel stared at her hands, then looked up, her face covered with makeup stains from crying so much. “The girls…”

      “We saved them, remember? All three are home with their parents.” I reached out to brush Angel’s hair back from her face. “We have to go, but Talia will be here. Will you be all right without us?”

      Angel brought her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. “I guess I have to be, don’t I?” But the words sounded as bleak as her expression.

      “Do you want to sleep some more?” Talia asked.

      Angel nodded. “Bathroom first.” She slid out of bed and padded into the bathroom. Once the door was closed, Talia opened her purse and pulled out a pill bottle. “This won’t hurt her, don’t worry. It’s what I gave her last night. I’ll just give her half a capsule, so she can sleep a few more hours until daylight. Everything’s easier to manage in the daytime.”

      “Take care of her,” I said, standing. I waited till Angel returned from the bathroom and gave her a long hug. “I wish I could stay here with you right now, but we’ll be back soon. Until then, Talia will watch after you.”

      Angel just nodded. Talia broke open the capsule and stirred about one-third of the powder into a glass of water, handing it to Angel, who drank it down, grimacing. Then, she curled up under the covers again. As Raven and I headed for the door, I heard the soft sound of crying, and it broke my heart to have to leave.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was still dark as night, with stars littering the sky. Sunrise wouldn’t come until close to seven, and while the rainstorm had blown through, the wind was still active, whistling through the branches as we drove toward Seacrest Cove again. Yutani and Viktor were with us. Kipa had chosen to stay behind, to watch over Talia and Angel. Raven came along because her fire might be useful, given we were dealing with the Prince of Thorns.

      Herne stared at the road, somber. “I called Rafé’s family again last night. They want nothing to do with his death. I claimed the right to take care of his estate and remains.”

      “That might actually help,” I said. “Angel knows how tentative his relationship with his family was. This way, she can have some sense of closure by helping to plan his funeral. I tell you, my people—either side—can be the damnedest fucknuts.” I glowered out the window. Just one more reason to go through with the ritual.

      Once I was a goddess of the Fae, I was determined to break through the caste system and set it to rights. I hadn’t mentioned my plans to either Herne or Morgana, because I really didn’t want them trying to stop me. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to bring it up where any operatives of Saílle or Névé might hear—they’d probably try to have me killed before I ever reached my wedding if they knew of my plans. But inside, I was plotting.

      I stared out the window as Yutani kept an eye on the GPS.

      “It’s down by the beach all right, but it looks like it’s in a grove of trees. They’re staying close to the town, probably so that Straff can have easy access to his victims. The car hasn’t moved since last night, so either they found the GPS early on and dumped it, or they haven’t gone out since we were following Nikola.” He frowned, looking up. “Does Cernunnos want her alive?”

      That question woke me up. I hadn’t even considered it, but Yutani was right—Nikola had betrayed both Herne’s father and her post.

      Herne cleared his throat. “After everything that’s happened, I hesitate to answer, but yes, he does want her alive. She’s to be tried for treason and…it will not go easy for her. She may try suicide by cop, so to speak, so do your best to avoid killing her unless it puts your own life in danger. My father would appreciate someone capable of standing trial.”

      I knew what Cernunnos’s trials were like. While he was fair, they weren’t so much actual trials as judgments, and suicide by cop sounded infinitely preferable to my future father-in-law’s wrath. Nikola could count on a rocky road ahead, ending in a one-way trip out of Annwn.

      “You know what?” I said. “I don’t give a damn about what anybody thinks. If Straff and Nikola present a threat to us, I’m not holding back. I am not about to lose any more friends, not after what happened to Rafé. I won’t walk on eggshells. If they put up a fight, I’ll go for the jugular.” I really didn’t want to argue, but I wasn’t about to lose anybody else on this trip.

      To my surprise, Herne agreed. “If I had my way, we’d just go in, take them out, and be done. I promise, if it looks like catching them alive is going to put us in danger, that’s what we’ll do. But we do need to make some sort of effort. My father can tell when I’m lying to him, and that’s never a good thing.” He grimaced, and I realized once more that—for all intents and purposes—Herne was still fairly young in the way of the gods.

      “Do you think Blackthorn will be around?” Viktor asked. “I know he said he doesn’t give a fig leaf about his son, but that could be a ruse. It’s one thing to hand someone over when you’re pissed at them. It’s another to do so a second time, when you’ve had time to think.”

      Viktor had a point. We couldn’t be too careful.

      As we eased down the winding road to the beach parking lot, I mentally tried to prepare myself for the coming battle. I had been ready and able until Rafé was killed. His death had thrown everything into a whirlwind, and regrouping was difficult. When in battle, it was important to push all thoughts of defeat and pain to the side, and with his death so recent, that was going to prove difficult. But we had to, if we were going to succeed. Battling Straff the first time had been difficult. This time, he had nothing to lose.

      Herne parked the SUV and unbuckled his seat belt, sitting there in silence for a moment. Finally, he turned to us. “We need to make every movement count. Let’s do this for Rafé.”

      And with that, we were out of the car, ready to march into a thorn-filled war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The water of Puget Sound rolled in with the tide, splashing against the beachfront below. But to the right was an expansive grove, spreading out for at least a mile along the edge of the island. The trees were typical western Washington flora—firs and cedars, cottonwood and maple and a dense layer of undergrowth surrounding their trunks. But here, as with most of the other forests, the deciduous trees and shrubs had died back, leaving a swath of dead leaves to cover the ground in a thick wet mulch.

      The car wasn’t in the parking lot, but there was an access road to one side and the indicator was coming from that direction. We eased along the narrow one-lane road, hoping to avoid any park personnel. But it wasn’t likely there would be much traffic—not given the season. If anything, they’d only come through to check now and then for downed trees.

      After driving about ten minutes along the narrow road, we found ourselves intersecting a private lane that didn’t seem to show on the map, which meant it must either be new, or that the mapmaker didn’t consider it important. Apps weren’t always correct in their information. The access road ran parallel to the coastline, intersected by Flying Owl Lane, which led directly down to the edge of the beach. We turned left and followed it down the steep grade to a small beach house at the end of the lane. There, in the driveway, sat Nikola’s car.

      “Well, we found them,” Viktor said. “What now? Knock on the door and ask if they want some Girl Scout cookies?”

      Herne eased over to the side of the road, putting the car in reverse and backing up till we were just out of sight of the cottage. He turned off the engine. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that they’ll just surrender.”

      “I think we can rule that out as wishful thinking,” Yutani said. “From here, it looks like if we cross the street and enter the thicket, we can sneak up on the house without being seen.”

      “Unless they’re watching out the windows toward the forest. We have no way of knowing whether they’re even home. They could be out in the woods. I guess…we do it your way and hope to hell we catch a break. If they aren’t at home, we can rig a trap.”

      “If they aren’t at home, then chances are Straff is out hunting, so I hope he’s there.” I shook my head.

      Herne backed up a few yards more, to where there was a turnout on the other side of the road, and he parked there, pulling as far off the street as possible. We gathered our weapons and made sure we had our phones, and then set off across the street and into the copse, wading through the compost and the dormant bushes. I noticed a few blackthorn bushes around, and pointed them out.

      “Straff’s here, all right. Blackthorn isn’t common here and his father brought it with him when he settled here. But it won’t grow outside of Blackthorn’s immediate territory unless there is some reason. Since Straff’s nature is a lot like his father’s, I think we can hazard a guess that the blackthorn here grew when Straff returned.”

      “That quickly?” Raven asked.

      “They’re directly connected to the tree,” Yutani said.

      “Just like spiders are to Arachana.” Raven shuddered. She had made the mistake of making a deal with another one of the Ante-Fae, and her mother had had to bail her out of the ensuing mess. Arachana was the mistress of spiders, and every time she appeared, so did they.

      “Right,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      While we were near the house, hiking through the trees took longer than just walking along the road would. Within ten minutes, we came to a small break in the woods, which overlooked the driveway of the beach house. We stood just inside the treeline so we wouldn’t be noticed.

      The house was one story, though it could easily have a basement—we wouldn’t know until we managed to get inside. The main door was facing the driveway, which meant it was facing us. To the side, I thought I could see sliding glass doors. The Cambrey was in the driveway, between us and the door. The weathered siding of the house looked like it was pocked and pitted from the wind blowing dust against it, which meant it either hadn’t been renovated in a long time, or it was abandoned. But there were electricity lines hooked up, and judging by the light inside the windows, I guessed that they had rented it.

      “All right, what’s the plan? There are lights on inside,” Viktor said.

      I thought back to the last time we fought Straff. He had thought nothing of holding his partner as a shield, so I expected he wouldn’t hesitate to do so again.

      “If I remember, he could control plants that have thorns, but he can’t control vegetation without them. So unless he’s managed to grow a jungle of blackthorn and brambles inside that house, he’s going to be easier to catch. But watch his nails—they’re thornlike themselves, and I have a feeling they’re poisonous.”

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Herne said. “But I hope you’re right about the house being clear of foliage. That would make it easier. I suggest we go in from both sides. There has to be either a door or window on the other side. If we all go in at once and he has anything like an explosive, we don’t want him catching all of us with it.”

      His words did nothing to soothe my stomach. I’d been on the outskirts of an explosion and taken damage from it. Hell, I still had some of the scars.

      “You’re in charge, tell us what to do.” I didn’t want to make the call on this one.

      Herne paused, then said, “Raven, Viktor, and Yutani, go around through the woods to the other side. If you see a door, text me. Wait for my orders.”

      “Will do,” Yutani said, motioning to Raven and Viktor. They followed him, maneuvering through the vegetation while Herne and I waited for their signal.

      “Are you ready for this?” Herne asked when they were out of sight.

      I shook my head. “No, but are we ever? I just have to push Rafé out of my mind right now. I keep playing through the what-ifs. What if we had taken him with us? What if we had left him back at the bungalow? I know there’s nothing we can do to change the past, but I swear, this is eating at me.”

      “Me too,” Herne said. “I worry about Angel.”

      “She’s resilient. She’ll make it through. But this is the first time she’s let herself get serious about anybody, so it’s going to take awhile.” I stared out at the house. “We were careless,” I added. “I know that Rafé wanted to be included, but he wasn’t ready.”

      “I agree. I’m taking Angel off any fieldwork until she’s had a chance to build up her skills. We’ve been lucky so far with her, but I’m not going to put her in any more danger until she’s stronger and her magic is more honed.”

      “Thanks,” I said, relieved. “Also, doesn’t the agency have some sort of survivor’s payout, if someone dies? Rafé…”

      “That would normally go to his family, since he and Angel weren’t married or even engaged. But they wanted nothing to do with him, so I can offer it to her, and she can decide whether to take it or donate it,” Herne said. He paused, then added, “Are you sure you want to wait till next autumn to get married?”

      I started to respond but Yutani texted us at that moment.

      “They’re in place,” Herne said. “Ready?”

      I nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      As we headed out of the bushes, I narrowed my focus. Battles gave no ground for distractions, and as we had seen, distractions could kill.
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        * * *

      

      Herne and I raced across the clearing toward the front door and with one kick, he knocked it off its hinges. The door splintered as it broke, crumpling and falling inward. Wasting no time, Herne leapt over the top of it and I followed. We heard a similar commotion coming from ahead, and I could only hope it was Viktor, ramming the door down.

      We skidded into the living room, and I looked around, trying to take in everything in a single glance. There was Nikola, on the sofa, dead as a doornail. Her throat had been punctured and it was purple and swollen, and it looked like she had bled out.

      The rest of the room was empty save for the furniture. An archway led into what looked like the kitchen and from where we stood, we could see Viktor and the others. A hall branched off to the left, leading toward the rest of the bungalow.

      I jumped over the coffee table and checked Nikola’s pulse, just to make certain, but she was definitely dead. Motioning to Herne, I waited until he tossed me a pair of handcuffs. Fastening them on her wrists, I began to breathe a little easier. Given the dead were all too active these days, I didn’t want to take any chances with her corpse.

      One down, one to go.

      I looked around, but there was no sound, anywhere, except from our crew. That didn’t bode well. I turned back to Nikola and lifted her chin, looking at her wounds.

      “Where’s Straff? It looks like he killed her.”

      Herne glanced around. “I don’t know, but chances are he’s either in the house or hiding out in the woods.”

      At that moment, I heard something from below the floor. “The basement!”

      “You and Viktor check in the hall. Yutani and I will look in rooms up here,” Herne said.

      While Herne and Yutani checked out rooms off the kitchen, Viktor and I headed down the hall, looking for the entrance to the basement. There were two doors on the left and one on the right, as well as one straight ahead. I opened the first door to find a bathroom, which was empty.

      “Bedroom,” Viktor said, opening the one on the right. “Looks empty.”

      I opened the next one, expecting to find another bedroom but instead, I found a set of stairs leading down into a gloom far darker than normal darkness. I turned around to tell Viktor I had found the entrance to the basement, but as I did, something wrapped around my ankle and the next thing I knew, I was tumbling down the stairs, my ankle on fire.
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        * * *

      

      I groaned, trying to lift my head. I had toppled down an entire flight of stairs, and now I was on my back, in the dark. Crap. It had to be Straff, given the vine that was coiling around my ankle. I started to roll up, but the next moment, something in back of me wrapped an arm around my neck, holding me tight.

      A low voice whispered in my ear. “If you value your life, you’ll keep your mouth shut, Ember.”

      I froze. I knew that voice, and it wasn’t Straff’s. It was Blackthorn’s voice. I could feel the pointed tips of his nails pressing against my throat. I nodded, wanting to scream, but I knew the moment I did, I would die.

      “Good girl,” he said, picking me up like he might lift a kitten. He stripped my bow off me and dropped both it and my quiver of bolts on the floor. Next, Blackthorn tossed my dagger next to the bow. My heart was pounding as I waited, terrified to move.

      Blackthorn swept me up and threw me over his shoulder. All I could smell was dust and tree roots and that heady scent of a blackberry patch in the late summer, when the fruit begins to ripen. I struggled, but he stabbed my calf with one of his nails and that put a stop to that.

      My leg began to burn. Blackthorn bushes had an incredibly toxic poison to them, and while the fruits were edible, every other part of the plant could cause septicemia and other unpleasant reactions. And given Blackthorn was one of the Ante-Fae, that just made wounds he inflicted much more dangerous.

      I thought about trying to text Herne, but my phone was in my pocket and if I moved to get it, Blackthorn would notice. My hips were right over his shoulder, and he had his arm around the backs of my upper legs. But…if I was careful…

      I eased one arm back, trying to avoid giving him any clue I was moving. I was right near my pocket when he said, “Try it and you’ll never see daylight again, girl.”

      I dropped my hand again, trying to gauge my chances of getting away if I suddenly shrieked or shouted. But he had a firm grasp on me. All he had to do was run those spiky nails of his through my heart and I’d be done.

      Keeping my voice low, I asked, “Why are you doing this? You know why we’re here.”

      Blackthorn paused, then said, “I told you to keep your mouth shut. The first time you came for my son, I left matters up to you. But…you screwed up. So now, I’m involved.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant. I wanted to ask, but there was a warning in his voice and I decided to keep my mouth shut.

      We had to be in a tunnel. The basement couldn’t be this large, I decided. But then I remembered—there had been a tunnel out to the shore from Straff’s last hideout, and we were close to where that had been located. What if he had just created a secondary tunnel to his new hideout? That meant Blackthorn was heading toward the shore if we kept going.

      A moment later, Blackthorn stopped and set me down, holding onto me with one hand as he did something with his other. The next thing I knew, daylight broke through the tunnel, blinding me. The inky darkness had been so thick. After that, any light seemed terribly bright.

      “Where are we?” I started to ask, then froze. We were at the edge of the shore, and there, right next to the opening, was one of Blackthorn’s touchstones. “No, oh no you don’t!” I tried to pull away. “You aren’t taking me back to your lair!”

      He laughed, and the look on his face scared the hell out of me. I recognized that look—it was dangerous, covetous, and I had seen it when we first met him a year ago, when he had first taunted me about my heritage and about being his plaything.

      “No!” I struggled against him, but he dragged me over to the touchstone, the light glinting off his olive skin, the blackwork vines that covered his body glistening as though he had oiled himself up. His loincloth left little to the imagination and I struggled harder to get away from him. If he managed to get me over to his lair, I’d never be able to get away without help. His warriors were too numerous and dangerous.

      “I told you, if you struggle, I will kill you right now,” he said flatly.

      I froze as he lifted his hand, the thorns of his nails glittering in the light that peeked between the rainclouds. “You know Herne will come for me.”

      “Ah, but until he does, we’ll have plenty of time together for me to show you my world,” he said, twisting the dial on the touchstone.

      The next moment, a shimmering oval formed in front of us, a cascade of lights sparkling against a black background. Blackthorn laughed again, then, grabbing me around the waist, he leapt into the portal, taking me with him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Everything felt like it was shattering around me. I closed my eyes against the assault of light that sparked around us, grimacing as those sparks snapped against my skin. Blackthorn was strong, and he held me firmly, so that I had no fear of being lost between the worlds, but I would have almost preferred it, given what I knew about my abductor. Blackthorn was a sadist. We knew it. He didn’t deny it. He loved to inflict pain, and he loved power, and that combination was deadly for anybody caught in his grasp.

      We landed at a place outside his lair. I recognized his palace, but not where we were. There was a sudden flurry of activity as his warrior creatures scurried up, then genuflected before their king. I stayed still as they hustled around us, their insect-like appearance giving me the creeps.

      “Begone and keep your places at watch,” Blackthorn ordered as he motioned for them to move aside. They swept back and waited as he headed toward the palace, turning his back to me. “You can come with me, or I’ll leave you with them,” he called out over his shoulder.

      Given the choice, I scrambled to follow him. I knew that if I stayed out here and tried to run, he’d let them tear me to pieces. Inside the palace, Blackthorn marched ahead of me, with me stumbling to keep up. I had no desire to get lost in the tunnels, because as frightening as Blackthorn was, at least he was a known quantity. I had no desire to meet any pets he might be keeping caged up.

      He swept past the throne room and I paused, pulling out my phone, wondering if there was any way I could catch a signal somehow, but the phone read “No service” so I stuck it back in my pocket. It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Straff at the beach cottage, so where the hell was he? Had Blackthorn brought him back here? But if so, why had he been at the beach house?

      A million questions ran through my head as Blackthorn paused and opened a door on the right. He turned to stare at me, jerking his head as he motioned for me to hurry up. I hesitantly looked into the room. My stomach sank. The room was a bedroom. My knees shaking, I began to back away.

      “Get in there, you little priss,” he said, and with one hand, he shoved me into the room so hard that I tripped and fell, landing on my side. Groaning, I rolled to a sitting position. It felt like I had sprained a wrist. I scooted back on the floor, holding my breath as I waited for him to follow me. But to my surprise, he just shut the door and I heard it lock from the outside.

      And there it was. I was alone, a prisoner in Blackthorn’s palace, and I had no idea what to do next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I picked myself up, looking around. There, in one corner, was a commode. I opened the lid and was surprised to see that it led down into the earth like an outhouse, but to my relief, there was very little smell. I started to explore the rest of the room but my arm ached so badly that I knew I had either sprained it or bruised my biceps muscle. I decided to rig up a sling. But Blackthorn had taken away my pack when he took my bow, so I had nothing but my clothes and whatever I could find in the bedroom.

      The bed was covered with a thick linen comforter, and the pillow shams were also made of a stiff linen. That wouldn’t be very comfortable to sleep on, I thought—it was scratchy and crinkly—but it would make the perfect sling. I stripped off a pillow case and tried to figure out how to cut it so that I could rig up a sling. I had a pocketknife that Blackthorn hadn’t found, but I wasn’t in much shape to use it to cut fabric. Finally, I slid the toe of my boot inside the sham, near one of the seams, and with my good arm, pulled as hard as I could. The seam gave way and I managed to rip open one side. I turned the case, once again repeating the motion, and finally had a long rectangle of material. Doing my best, I clumsily tied the ends in a loop and slid it over my head, trying to position my arm in it without hurting myself any further.

      After my arm was somewhat secure, I began to search through the room. There wasn’t much. Aside from the bed and the commode, there was a pitcher of water and a basin. The water smelled fresh and I took a sip, easing the tickle in my throat. The rest of the room was pretty much like a standard bedroom, although the walls were made of polished stones. There was a chair, a small table, and a dresser. I even checked under the bed, but all I found were a couple of small spiders. I wasn’t sure if they were poisonous, so I squashed them, just in case.

      The ceilings of the room stretched about ten feet high, and the room itself couldn’t have been more than ten by twelve feet. There were no windows, nor anything that seemed like a potential way out. With a sigh, I sat down on the bed, thinking over what I could possibly do.

      If I could pick the lock, maybe I could have a look around, but again, the thought of creatures even more frightening than Blackthorn himself or his flunky warriors scared the fuck out of me. However, if I could manage my way outside, I could head for the touchstone that I was most familiar with. That would entail getting past his warriors, but maybe under the cover of darkness I could manage it.

      I knelt by the door, examining the lock. It looked like a standard deadbolt, which meant it would be harder to open, but it could still be picked. It flashed through my mind that if Raven’s friend Trinity were here, I’d be free and clear.

      “I take back every negative thing I ever said or thought about you, dude,” I whispered. Maybe he was a little shady, but he would have helped me escape. I knew that much.

      I needed something to pick the lock with, so I started looking around the room again, but then stopped. My pocketknife. It was one of those Swiss army knives, with a gazillion functions, and sure enough, as I flipped open the attachments, I found one that would work for picking a lock. I had some familiarity with the process, though I wouldn’t call myself adept, but I dragged the chair over to the door, then sat down, trying to one-handedly jiggle the lock open.

      The entire time, Blackthorn’s threats ran through my mind, and I tried to push worries of him aside. I had already decided that if he tried to get too cozy with me, I’d unleash my Leannan Sidhe and see how much of his energy I could drain off. Whether it would work on one of the Ante-Fae, I wasn’t sure, but I’d damned well try it. I also had the knife itself, and while it wasn’t much of a threat against someone like Blackthorn, I had some thoughts about how I could make it work. If I could catch him in the eyes or the balls, that might be enough to incapacitate him until I could do more damage with something else. I needed a club, I thought, though swinging it one-handed wouldn’t do me much good.

      Then I thought about my water magic.

      I was somewhat proficient with water-based magic, and stronger than a year ago, thanks to my work with Marilee, who had prepared me for the Cruharach. I had kept working with her to strengthen my magic, and Angel was also training with her now, too.

      I closed my eyes, trying to suss out any water that might be nearby. I could call the droplets out of the air, but they had to be there in the first place and if the humidity was low, I wasn’t much good at it. I could also encourage lightning, again—as long as there was water and clouds in the air. I hoped that my ability to summon storms would increase once I went through the Gadawnoin.

      The air was dry, but I could feel water around. I wasn’t sure where it was, but there was a strong sense that it wasn’t far away. I tried to follow the direction from where it emanated and found myself being led toward the ground. I let myself drift, reaching out…and then…
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        * * *

      

      I was standing on the shore of a river that flowed beneath the land, in what reminded me of a massive lava tube. The tunnel had to be a mile across, and next to me, a river surged, flowing between the banks of the basalt channel. A faint illumination lit up the passage, coming from the water itself. Curious, I slowly stepped between the formations that resembled stalagmites, pushing up from the floor of the cavern. They were waist high, and had twisted into the oddest shapes, resembling creatures caught in the lava, forever entombed.

      I cautiously made my way down to the edge of the river. About one hundred feet wide, the water boiled and hissed, crackling as it flowed through the igneous channel. I slowly knelt, grateful that my arm didn’t hurt in my vision. As I leaned forward, there was a pause as the water stopped in mid-churn, and then a luminous figure rose out of it, translucent and smooth like a bubble. Within its shell, I could see sea foam and waves swirling. This was definitely a water elemental, but I had never quite seen the like of it before.

      I reached out. Hello. Who are you?

      The answer came almost immediately. I am who I am. And I caught an impression of the river as a whole. It took a moment, but then I realized this creature was the river—the entire river was one massive elemental spirit.

      Can you help me? I projected pictures of me sitting in the room, along with the feelings of being trapped and afraid.

      A moment later the river creature splashed back into the water, then rose again. Angry images filled my head. Who dares hold a water-sister prisoner?

      Good, the elemental had recognized that I was connected to the water. That bond almost always brought out the best in water spirits. I projected an image of Blackthorn, along with the feeling of fear and treachery. He’s keeping me captive and I’m afraid of what he’ll do to me.

      A moment later the river began to heave, splashing against the side of its banks. I had no clue if the elemental knew where Blackthorn was, or how to get there, but I was determined to do whatever I could to cause mayhem. I’m an air breather, though, so I need to breathe air. Where do you go? Where do you open out into the wide world?

      I wasn’t sure if the elemental would understand, but a moment later I caught an image of an underground opening into the ocean. And there, I saw a crystal throne floating on the water. Mother of pearl steps led up to it. The throne was carved with intricate shells, and great long strings of pearls adorned it. Seaweed floated around it, and the sound the water made as it lapped against the sides was like the sweetest singing ever heard.

      Morgana’s throne!

      You know the Water Witch?

      She’s a goddess, and I’m pledged to her service. I’m engaged to her son.

      My hopes shot sky-high.

      Then ride me down to her steps. I will keep you above my waves so that you breathe.

      It suddenly hit me that I wasn’t here in body, so I wouldn’t necessarily need to breathe. But if I could reach the throne and contact Morgana, I would be safe. I stood, ready to leap into the water, but then—before I could make a move—I was being torn from the river, a great force jerking me back to my body.

      No! Stop!

      Screaming, I tried to jump over the edge so that the water could carry me, but the next moment, I found myself back on the floor, knife in hand, with Blackthorn leaning over me. The look on his face was terrifying.

      “So, what have we here? What are you doing with that knife?” Blackthorn reached for it and before I had time to think, I acted.

      I slashed his palm as I brought my knee up, putting as much force as I could to catch him in the groin. Apparently, even though Blackthorn was an Ante-Fae, balls were balls. He groaned as he toppled to the side.

      I rolled over, leaping up as I realized I was still holding my knife. I briefly thought about trying to slit his throat, but I knew he’d be able to catch hold of me, so I hurdled over the chair and Blackthorn’s writhing figure, darting out of the door. I was still afraid of what was out there, but I realized that I was more afraid of Blackthorn, especially now.

      I tried to remember which way we had come, and turning left, I darted down the hallway. There were doors to either side, but I wasn’t sure where they led and I didn’t want to get more lost than I already was. I ran and ran until I came to the throne room. I wasn’t sure if Blackthorn was behind me, but I didn’t stop to check. Darting into the throne room, I began to circle the walls, searching for the door through which we had entered and exited when we had visited the other day. Finally, I stopped, turning to scan the walls, and then I spotted it—the door I was looking for. As I made a sprint for it, the roots forming the walls began to move.

      “Oh crap,” I said, skidding to a halt. The thorny roots were like tentacles on an octopus, unfurling and shifting around as they blindly searched for me. They swept the ground, stretching out like long, lignified fingers, coiling and skulking along the ground. As laughter echoed from the hallway I had just left, I shivered. The only place I could see that was large enough to hide behind was the throne itself, so I slid behind it, crouching down as I tried to peek out without being seen. A moment later, Blackthorn entered the room.

      “I do enjoy toys that fight back, you know,” he said, his voice reverberating through the room. “The game of cat and mouse is one of my favorites, and punishments are that much sweeter. But Ember, I never lose. So you might as well make it easier on yourself and come out. Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he sang, his voice both sarcastic and saccharine, promising pain and humiliation and all those horrible things I had no desire to partake in.

      I said nothing. Instead, I tried to think of anything close by that I could use as a weapon.

      The vines from the walls were still far enough away that they wouldn’t reach me for a few more minutes, but I couldn’t stay here much longer. I had to do something. I closed my eyes, reaching for contact with the elemental again. I needed help, and this time, my survival seemed like it would be up to me and me alone. Surely Herne and the others would figure out where I was, but I couldn’t count on them figuring out what happened in time, especially if they had ended up embroiled in a battle with Straff.

      At that moment, I spied a door near the back of the throne room that was ajar, and I gauged the distance between the exit and me. It was close enough that I could probably make it and manage to skirt the vines searching for me, but if I made a run for it, Blackthorn would know I was here.

      Just how long do you think it’s going to be before he comes looking behind the throne? a little voice inside of me asked. He’ll find you, one way or another.

      I took a deep breath, focusing on the door. There were two large roots swaying near it, which meant leaping over them. I’d have to touch down in between, and given their nature and size, I’d immediately have to push off for the second leap before they realized that I was there. But I had a chance, unless they could feel my feet running along the floor. Then, all bets were off.

      “Ember, enough with this nonsense. I advise you to come out now.” Blackthorn’s voice went from cajoling to imperious.

      I sucked in a deep breath and, arm still aching, bolted for the door. As I streaked past Blackthorn, the limbs in front of me began to swirl and move, and I heard him shouting behind me. I came down between the two roots, then immediately pushed off for another leap and managed to land by the door. Without another look back I raced through, slamming it behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I was in another corridor, this one unfamiliar. I had hoped that perhaps it would lead in the same direction the other one did, but the door I had been eyeing apparently wasn’t connected with the one through which I had just come.

      With no clue as to where I was, I just kept running, desperately searching for the water elemental with whom I had connected. I came to a halt as I entered a large cavern at the end of the tunnel, and there, ahead, I saw a bright light. It was a weak light, shining through an opening, and I smelled fresh air.

      As I was about to head toward it, a noise behind me warned me I was in danger. Then, before I could reach the opening, I heard Blackthorn’s voice as he entered the chamber.

      “You can’t get away that easy,” he said, a nasty look on his face as he came in sight. “Oh my girl, I’m going to make you wish you’d never met me. You impudent tralaeth, two-bit whore of a stag—you will know why they call me the King of Thorns.” As he marched toward me, I turned toward the opening, but then stopped cold. Standing there at the exit were three of his mantis-like guards.

      Oh crap, this is it.

      I glanced around for anything that I could use as a weapon, but then a flash illuminated the cavern, along with a rolling wave of thunder. I pressed my hand to my stomach, wanting to throw up, but there wasn’t time. This was my only chance. I closed my eyes and called for the lighting, reaching out to find the fulcrum on which the storm rested. It was leaning heavily toward the break. Once again, I understood just what it would take to trigger the next bolt—a massive jolt waiting in the wings. I pushed hard, willing the bolt to land in front of me.

      At that moment, a flash lit up the outside, the illumination setting the cavern aglow, as the shriek of a million volts of electricity split through the air, driving through the cave entrance to incinerate the guards. Blackthorn was two steps away from me when the bolt blinded me with its flash. The lightning landed in front of me, hitting him on the top of his head as it illuminated him from within, rocketing through his body.

      Blackthorn halted for a fraction of a second, and then—very slowly—toppled to the ground. I raced for the opening, and at that moment, heard a great creaking noise as the ground in the tunnel began to crack open, jets of water shooting through it.

      We will save you, came the image and thought, and the water elemental smashed through the floor with a flood of water behind it. As the cavern began to fill with the river, I paused. This was the only way I knew of to get to Morgana, and now I was in body instead of just in spirit.

      Can you take me to Morgana’s castle? I projected the image of the castle. I do need to breathe, but can you carry me there in your currents?

      I can, but you’ll need to let me enter your body so that you won’t drown. The images it used were rudimentary, but I understood on a gut level what it was proposing.

      I had no time to think it over. It was either get my ass outside and not be sure of where I was in comparison to where the touchstone was—and risk running into any more of Blackthorn’s warriors—or allow the elemental to take over.

      Go ahead. Please. I caught a deep breath and waited. The next moment, the water elemental washed over me, pulling me into the currents. I opened my heart to it, feeling the energy of the massive elemental flow through me. It was huge, almost feminine. As rough and wild as its whitecaps were, there was a gentleness beneath it that welcomed me in, like a dear, lost friend who had finally returned home after a long absence.

      I forced myself not to struggle as the elemental began blending its energy with mine. It was beautiful, and I could see through its eyes even as it could see through mine. Everything had a cerulean tint to it, and everything harsh seemed muted. There was a shimmer to the fish who were swimming in the currents, and when I looked down, I saw that I was emanating that same luminous aura.

      What is this? I held out my arm, staring at the frosted energy that surrounded it.

      All water brothers and sisters bear this signature. It marks you as belonging to the Water Mother.

      My mother was Leannan Sidhe, but my father was one of the Autumn’s Bane, a forest people. Why is my watery nature so strong?

      Because you were marked from the beginning to belong to the ocean. Did your mother not tell you?

      No, and neither did Morgana.

      Well, you should know. Though you will always be twin-blooded, you will always favor the call of the Water Mother.

      The elemental fell silent then, and I realized I was floating inside the river, fully immersed but still alive and still able to breathe. I didn’t ask how—it wasn’t the time or place—but just watched as the channel of water began to recede toward the massive crack in the floor, taking me with it. I knew that I’d have to return to the underground river if I wanted to end up at Morgana’s, so I said nothing, just floated along, encased in an embryonic sac, secure in the elemental’s womb.

      As the water flowed past Blackthorn, I realized he hadn’t risen again. His eyes were open, but glassy, and he wasn’t moving.

      Is he dead?

      He tried to kill you. We heard your fear and came for you. He breathes no more.

      Feeling a little more secure, I closed my eyes as the currents rocked and swayed me. Even as we fell long and deep out of the palace back to the river’s channel below the surface, I had no feeling of fear, just one of gentle relaxation. Blackthorn was dead, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him again. I found myself drifting in my thoughts, almost forgetting what I was doing there. I had become a part of the river and it had become a part of me.

      When we were back in the channel, we raced on, me feeling the days shift only in the periods during which I slept and woke. We rode through the landscape, coming out of the ground at one point to race through tall mountains. We passed foothills that we had ground down from tall peaks, shifting geography, frothing a white spray as the foamy whitecaps sang their way along.

      And then, I slept again, waking to find myself heading on a downward slope. The elemental jostled me.

      Wake now, water-sister. We near your destination.

      I woke, slowly, coming to consciousness. I could see both around me in the currents, and yet I could see from overhead, as though I was flying far above the land. I heard a cawing and realized I was communing with a crow, as well as with the water. The next moment, the water elemental reared up, holding me in its massive arms, and then gently placed me on the side of the shore. It turned toward me, like some glistening bubble that was extending from the glacial river to lean against the land.

      We are here. Stand and wake. The castle is just ahead. I will withdraw from you now, and you will probably have a headache, so give yourself a little time before moving. And Lady Ember, I see who you are, and I am honored to have shared breath with you. May your journey be safe, and may we one day meet again.

      As the elemental withdrew, my head began to pound and I leaned over, vomiting water onto the ground. My lungs, which had felt cloudy and damp, were suddenly clear, and while it felt good to be rising out of the fog that communing with the elemental had brought to me, a deep sense of loss stabbed my heart, and I began to cry.

      A few moments later, I managed to sit up. I was on the shore near Morgana’s castle, and even as I struggled to stand, I saw two women in diaphanous gowns coming toward me.

      “Ember?” one of them asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m Ember. I’m—”

      “The Lady is waiting for you. We’ve come to be your guides.”

      Without a word, they each took one of my arms and it felt as though I were walking on air, light as a feather. They buoyed me up, helping me through the main hall of the dark, grim castle. We approached the end, where they somehow managed to carry me along the narrow footpath that led to Morgana’s throne that sat out on the water.

      At the bottom of the throne, they let go of me and both dove into the rippling ocean below. I looked up at the throne. There, atop the massive crystal chair, sat Morgana, Herne’s mother. She stood, holding out her arms as she descended the stairs.

      “Herne’s been worried sick,” she said. “I’m so glad you found your way home.”

      And just like that, overwhelmed by everything that had happened, I burst into tears, and fell into the arms of my goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes, barely able to move. My body felt like I had been run over by a steamroller, and every single muscle ached. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. My eyes were stuck together with sand, and I realized that I was in a nightgown, but I had no recollection of when I had changed, or where I was. The ceiling wasn’t the ceiling of my bedroom, nor of the bedroom at Herne’s house. As I shifted, struggling to sit up, an Elf appeared by my side to help me. I didn’t recognize her, but as I settled back against the headboard, I realized where I was. I was in Cernunnos’s palace.

      The four-poster bed was made of polished oak, and the fireplace was crackling merrily, sending warmth throughout the room. The comforter was handstitched silk, and a braided rug filled the floor. I rubbed my head.

      “Oh man, how long was I out? How did I get here?”

      “All your questions will be answered in due time,” the girl said. “My name is Reila, and I’m here to assist you. Do you need water?”

      I nodded. “And coffee, if you have it.” I rubbed my forehead. Inside my brain, something was beating a steady tattoo against my skull. I shivered as a blast of cool air hit me, and pulled the comforter up to cover my shoulders.

      “Are you hungry?”

      I paused, trying to assess where my stomach was on the hunger scale, and was surprised to realize I was actually starving. “Massively hungry. Sugar, please? Pastries?”

      “Not just sugar,” a voice echoed as the door opened. Herne walked in.

      I let out a cry and started to leap out of bed, only to go crashing to the floor. “Ouch,” I said, wincing as I pushed myself onto my hands and knees. “What happened?”

      “Your inner ear is borked,” Herne said. “Ferosyn can take care of it, but he wanted you conscious first so he could gauge your reactions to his attempts. It probably happened while you were floating down the river. By the way, that was quite the escape.” He sounded almost proud.

      I beamed at him. “Thank you. Now get me the fuck off this floor, please?”

      Laughing, he knelt by my side and swept me up in his arms, setting me gently on the bed. As he sat beside me, the smile slipped away. “We were so worried, Ember. When we found Straff dead and you gone…we didn’t know what to think.”

      “Straff’s dead?” I asked, jerking my head up, much to my headache’s displeasure.

      “Yes, love. We found him dead in the basement.” He sounded confused. “I thought you killed him.”

      “No, I…” I paused. “I know who did. Blackthorn killed him.”

      The first time you came for my son, I gave you leave. But…you screwed up. So now, I’m involved.

      “Blackthorn?” Herne frowned. “Why would he—”

      “Because we let Straff escape. He told me that he was involved because of our screwup.” I pressed my lips together, shaking my head.

      “So he took matters into his own hands,” Herne said. “I suppose he was angry because due to my father’s negligence, Straff got a second chance to expose them to the forces who might not be too pleased with their thorny neighbor. Which reminds me, when my mother summoned me—when you showed up at her castle—she didn’t tell me what you said. Should I assume that Blackthorn carried you off?”

      “Yes, he was in the basement when I went down there. There’s another touchstone out on the beach, near the beach house. A tunnel leads to it. Blackthorn surprised me, and he carried me away via the touchstone on the beach. He took me back to his lair.”

      At Herne’s look, I rushed to reassure him. “He didn’t hurt me, though I have a couple wounds on my ankle and calf that—”

      “Already tended to. Ferosyn found them when my mother brought you in.” He paused. “I have to ask, do you know where he is? I’ll dog his heels till the day he gives me a chance to kill him and then, boom. Nobody kidnaps my girlfriend and lives.”

      I was gaining more control over the vertigo, and sat up straight. “Too late, love. Blackthorn’s dead. I killed him.”

      “Blackthorn? You killed the King of Thorns?”

      “With the help of a lightning bolt.”

      “Now I really need to hear the rest of the story. Do you mind if I bring in the others?” Herne moved toward the door. I shook my head.

      “Go ahead, it would be easier to tell everyone all at once.” I paused, then asked, “What’s today? How long have I been here?”

      “You’ve been asleep for three days,” Herne said. “Today’s Sunday.” He moved off to the door as I digested the news that three days had vanished between Blackthorn snatching me away and the river depositing me on Morgana’s doorstep like some waif in a basket.

      Herne returned with the others. Angel was looking pale and grim. Talia, Viktor, and Yutani just looked relieved. Raven and Kipa gave me tentative smiles.

      They settled in the various seats around the room, waiting. I glanced over at Angel, who was looking more tired than I’d ever seen her. I blew her a kiss, and she gave me a wan smile.

      “So…” I said, then told them everything that had happened since I descended the stairs to the basement of the beach house. By the time I finished, they were all staring at me.

      Viktor just shook his head. “Leave it to you to find an underground river and use it as a weapon.”

      “Hell no, she used the lightning bolt as her weapon. The river was her getaway car,” Yutani said with a laugh.

      “I’m glad I amuse you all so much but seriously, I was terrified I’d get stuck in his realm, and that his mantis-warriors would kill me. Especially once they discovered what happened to their king.” The full nature of what I had done was sinking in and I paused before slowly turning to Herne. “Am I going to get in trouble for killing him? I mean…was Blackthorn some god’s favorite?”

      Herne relaxed, then laughed. “No, my sweet. You were protecting yourself. And the King of Thorns made few friends over the millennia. Given his son is also dead, I doubt there will be ramifications. We carted Nikola’s body back here. Her family will lay her to rest.”

      “What did Cernunnos say?”

      “He had little to say about her, but he declined to punish her family for what she did.”

      I leaned back. “This week was hell,” I muttered.

      Angel moved up to sit beside me on the other side of the bed. She took my hand. “You were missing for two days.”

      “Two? I thought I was out for three.” I frowned.

      “You were,” Herne said. “You arrived at Morgana’s two days after Blackthorn captured you. She brought you here immediately and you’ve been asleep for three days. Communing with an elemental of that size has a powerful effect on the body.”

      “Where is Morgana? I wanted to talk to her about it—” I started to say, but the door opened then, and in came Herne’s parents. Lord Cernunnos looked vaguely uncomfortable, but Morgana swept over to the bed and pressed her lips against my forehead.

      “Thank heavens you’re all right,” she said. “I was so worried about you.”

      “Lady.” I struggled to lean forward but the dizziness hit me once again and I had to lean back against the headboard. “I have questions for you.”

      “And you will have answers, but not until you are well. Ferosyn said you’ll require another few days of rest here before you can go home.”

      “Mr. Rumblebutt—”

      “Ronnie is taking care of him,” Talia said. “I made sure she had the time to peek in on him. Meanwhile, all of us are taking a few days’ rest, to prepare for what’s coming next.”

      I glanced over at Angel. “How are you doing?”

      She shrugged. “Depends on the day,” she said. “It’s hard. I’m… I feel lost, but I have realized that as much as I loved Rafé, I don’t think I ever really believed it would last. I think that…it was a fairytale while it lasted, but all fairytales have to come to an end.” She shrugged, tears glistening in her eyes. “I miss him.”

      Herne cleared his throat. “Angel, why don’t you tell Ember about our conversation. I think it might put her mind at ease.”

      I frowned. “What now?”

      Angel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Herne talked to me about taking a potion to extend my life—not the water-horse shifters one, of course, but one that Ferosyn can make. I’ve had time to think it over and this morning, I told him that yes, I’ll take it. My brother will outlive me by a long way, otherwise, and I want to see him marry and have children. I want to be around when you have children.” She grinned.

      “Wait, you’re already signing me up for kids?” I said, laughing, but my heart soared. “Angel, are you sure? I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been over the past year. I never thought about it before, but this past eighteen months has made me realize that I can’t lose you, and humans…”

      “Live such a short span,” she said. “I know. I talked to Ferosyn and he examined me. He said that not only should I be able to handle the potion, but that my blood isn’t fully human. I’m a quarter magic-born. Mama J. must have been half-blood, and perhaps never knew it. So I’d live longer anyway. But yes, I’m going to take the potion tomorrow, while we’re here and while Ferosyn can make sure that I don’t have a bad reaction.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. “I’m so sorry about Rafé, but…thank you. Thank you for taking a chance on this.” I rubbed my head as the pounding returned. “Ugh, headache’s back.”

      “We’ll clear out and let you rest,” Angel said, leaning over to give me a kiss. “Chica, we are best friends. Forever. Don’t you forget that,” she whispered.

      After they had all left except for Herne and Morgana, I slowly eased back to where I was lying down again, holding Herne’s hand.

      “I can’t wait to become your wife,” I said.

      “We could get married sooner—” Herne said. No more than he had gotten any more out, Morgana interrupted.

      “Yes,” Morgana said. “You will get married on Litha—next Summer Solstice. I foresee it. You will undergo the Gadawnoin on Ostara, the season of growth, and that will give you time to prepare for the wedding afterward.” She paused, then said, “You must rest up, though. Echidna is preparing to rise against Typhon. While you will not be directly involved in that battle, you will all be coping with skirmishes on the side.”

      “We have to hope she can win.” The thought of dragon going against dragon was jaw-dropping, but the worry over what would happen should Typhon win was worse.

      “She’s strong, and she’s been preparing to go in with the gods,” Morgana said. “We’ve kept everything close to the breast, so word doesn’t leak out. But during the early spring, she will be strongest. That’s Echidna’s time of year, so we’re waiting until then.”

      “Right around Viktor’s wedding. Well, I guess there’s no good time for anything anymore.” I turned to Herne. “So, are you okay with moving our wedding up to June?”

      He beamed. “More ready than you know. I’m thrilled, to be honest. I’d get married tomorrow if we could.” He leaned down and gave me a long kiss. “Now, you rest up. You need to be back on your feet as soon as possible.”

      I nodded, turning over on my side. So many things to think about, and so many things to plan for. But before I could dwell on anything, before even Herne and Morgana were out the door, I closed my eyes and fell into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Angel was in the center of a circle, with Ferosyn at her side. She was dressed in a long black dress that glittered with gold threads, and Ferosyn was wearing a gold tunic with shining black crystals on it.

      Morgana was there, and she cast the circle around all of us, then stepped into the center. She was presiding over the ritual. We were in one of Cernunnos’s inner chambers, and all around us, glowing orbs of light floated, bouncing in the air.

      Herne, Talia, Yutani, and I sat at the four corners of the circle, each holding a representation of one of the elements. I was holding a chalice filled with full moon water that came from one of Herne’s sacred wells. Herne held an oak bowl filled with salt. Yutani was holding a candle that was red as blood, and Talia held a feather from a great horned owl. Viktor sat to the side, keeping watch as a guardian.

      “I seal this Circle. All you who are unwelcome be repelled and cast out,” Morgana said, then turned to Herne, nodding.

      Herne stood, holding out the bowl of salt. “Be with us, Watchers of Earth, ground this ritual and cement it into being. Welcome to our rites.”

      As he sat, Talia stood and held up the feather. “Be with us, Watchers of Air, give breath to this ritual, and cleanse this circle, removing all impediments. Welcome to our rites.”

      She sat again as Yutani rose to his feet, holding up the burning candle. “Be with us, Watchers of Fire, lend your strength and vitality to this ritual and burn through, leaving a clear path to transformation. Welcome to our rites.”

      I stood next, nervous but resolute. I wasn’t going to be the weak link in this. “Be with us, Watchers of Water, lend your healing powers and the resilience of your element to this ritual. Flow through, cleansing the energy, and letting it roll along smoothly to its destination. Welcome to our rites.” I moved back to my chair.

      Morgana motioned to Ferosyn. “Healer, speak the words.”

      “This is the Elixir of Life. Your life will be forever altered once you drink it. Your life will be extended by ten times your normal span. I ask once: Are you willing to drink this and step into a new life?”

      Angel shivered. “I am.”

      “I ask you twice: Are you willing to drink this and step into a new life?” Ferosyn said.

      “I am,” Angel said again.

      “I ask you a third time: Are you willing to drink this and step into a new life?”

      And for the third time she answered.

      “So be it,” Morgana said. “Drink and know that this is your own free choice, that you make this transition willingly and without coercion.”

      Angel took the goblet—which was made of black crystal with gold etchings—and she drank deep. She handed it back to Ferosyn and we all waited. A faint haze began to surround her and then, she let out a gasp as a brilliant light shone from her eyes, flashing out to light up the room. Another moment, and the light faded.

      “So it is done,” Morgana said. “Welcome, Angel, to a life with many years ahead of you. You can still be killed and injured, but your lifespan now runs a thousand years instead of a hundred.” And with that, she opened the circle.

      I stared at Angel. The ritual seemed so simple, and yet everything felt different. Angel even looked different—there was a glow in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. I slowly moved toward her.

      “How do you feel?” I asked. Herne, Talia, Yutani, and Viktor scooted closer, but kept a respectful distance. None of us knew how she was going to feel.

      “I feel…oddly energized,” she said, glancing over at Morgana. “Am I supposed to feel that way?”

      Morgana smiled, placing her hand on Angel’s shoulders. “You’re supposed to feel however you feel.”

      “That’s a good sign,” Ferosyn said. “If you were exhausted or felt nauseated, I’d be concerned, but feeling energized usually means that the potion agreed with you. I’ll keep you in the infirmary for the night to make certain you don’t have an odd reaction, but I’m thinking all systems are go, as you say over on your side of the portal.” He turned to me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” I said. I had been on my feet for two days now, and was feeling back to normal. “Ready to go home.”

      “Well, if Angel’s all right tomorrow, you can leave and go back to your world.” He gathered up his things, and motioned to Angel. “Please, come with me.”

      I watched them go, wanting to talk to Angel but deciding we had all the time in the world to talk, now. Ferosyn had also promised that, given how much help Elven therapists could be, he would sign her up for a session with one as she sought to cope with Rafé’s death.

      Morgana headed out to find Cernunnos, and Viktor, Yutani, and Talia discreetly withdrew, leaving Herne and me together. As we walked back to our room, I looked around the halls, and it hit me this palace would be my home away from home soon. Eventually, I would be as connected to Annwn as I was to Earth.

      “What are you thinking about?” Herne asked.

      “Change. Transformation. Rafé,” I added, realizing that he had never fully left my thoughts since the afternoon he died. “I wish his family cared more for him.”

      “We’re his family now. We’re the ones who will remember him. He died a hero’s death. We’ll sing songs about his valor, we’ll toast him with mead. And when the shock has died down, we’ll add him to the Hall of Warriors, to be honored with all the others who fought and died for good. That’s our way here, you know.”

      I nodded. “I’m glad. I’d hate to think he’ll just vanish like all the others who die.”

      “How do you feel about Angel? Do you worry about her having taken the elixir?”

      I shook my head. “Ever since you first brought up the subject, I’ve felt it was something she needed to do. Angel’s a strong woman. She’s gone through a lot of crap in her life. When Mama J. died, at first I thought it would almost kill her. She and her mother were so tight. But DJ needed her, so she picked up the pieces and moved on. She did what she needed to do in order to survive. When she let DJ go live with Cooper, that wounded her deeply, but she knew she was doing what would be best for him. And she moved on. I want her to find love, Herne. I want her to find someone who will expand her world, like you do mine.”

      “She’ll find someone, love. She’ll find the right person. Angel is complete in herself, like you. She will find the man to complement her. Rafé was a good man, a brave man, but I don’t think he was the right man for her. He had his weaknesses, and I think they would have eventually interfered.”

      Herne walked me out to the balcony outside our room. Overhead, the moon rose high in the late autumn sky, shining behind a tapestry of bare branches. The trees were spooky, their limbs like long fingers reaching out, a tenacious web against the brilliance of the moon.

      I glanced up at the stars. “When I was a child, I used to look up at the stars and I’d think, If only I can think of the right question, the answer will be there. But I never could come up with the question and it frustrated me, because I knew there were hidden secrets there, waiting to be discovered. The universe wheels overhead and we stand here, so small and inconsequential. And yet, our lives feel so full and immediate.”

      “We are dust specks, my love,” Herne said. “Even the gods. We may be immortal, but that doesn’t mean we’re all-powerful.”

      “What will happen when the world wears away? What will happen to you…to the others?” I caught sight of an owl, hunting in circles, spiraling ever lower as it watched for prey.

      “You as well,” Herne said.

      “What?”

      “You’ll be a goddess then, too, love. As to your question, I don’t know. We live in Annwn, which borders many worlds, all far distant from one another. The realms of existence outlive the physical, and time and space are both malleable.” He slipped his arm around my shoulders. “I guess we’ll find out when that time comes. Until then, we have a dragon war to worry about, and a wedding to plan—two, if you include Viktor’s—and our lives to lead. Now kiss me, wench.”

      I gazed into his eyes and the chatter that filled my thoughts finally fell away. I closed my eyes, leaning in as I inhaled his musk. At this moment in time, Annwn felt very, very welcoming. Herne pressed his lips to mine, and I realized, whether we lived over on Earth or here in the world of the gods, everything would be all right. As long as Herne was by my side, and my friends were around for me to talk to, life would be complete. After all, love and friendship were what really mattered, when all was said and done.
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed this book and haven’t read the others in The Wild Hunt Series, check out The Silver Stag, Oak & Thorns, and Iron Bones. Book 16—Witching Fire—is available for preorder now! There will be plenty more to come after that.

      I’m delving into paranormal women’s fiction! Welcome to Moonshadow Bay…where magic lurks in the moonlight, and danger hides in the shadows:  One month before January Jaxson turns 41, her husband ditches her for a trophy wife, steals the business she helped build, and kicks her out during the holidays. But January was born into a family of witches and when she moves back to Moonshadow Bay—a quirky, magical town near Bellingham WA—life takes a turn for the wild. Begin with Starlight Web. You can preorder Midnight Web and Conjure Web. There will be more to come.

      Also in the realm of paranormal women’s fiction are my Chintz ‘n China books. Begin with Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, and Murder Under a Mystic Moon. Book 7—Well of Secrets—is available for preorder now.

      Return with me to Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. I’ve re-released Autumn Thorns and Shadow Silence, as well as a new—the third—Whisper Hollow Book, The Phantom Queen! Come join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, a spirit shaman in the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a mystical island. Bewitching Bedlam, Maudlin’s Mayhem, Siren’s Song, Witches Wild, Casting Curses, Demon’s Delight, Bedlam Calling, Blood Music, Blood Vengeance, Tiger Tails, and Bubba’s origin story—The Wish Factor—are available.

      I invite you to visit Fury’s world. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Books 1-5 are available now in the Fury Unbound Series: Fury Rising, Fury’s Magic, Fury Awakened, Fury Calling, and Fury’s Mantle.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of The Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. The series is complete with Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker, Night Vision, Night’s End, and Night Shivers.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Biography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my Website so they may be corrected. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wild Hunt & Family:

      
        	Angel Jackson: Ember’s best friend, a human empath, Angel works for the Wild Hunt. A whiz in both the office and the kitchen, and loyal to the core, Angel is an integral part of Ember’s life, and a vital member of the team.

        	Charlie Darren: A vampire who was turned at 19. Math major, baker, and all-around gofer, and a member of the Wild Hunt.

        	Ember Kearney: Caught between the world of Light and Dark Fae, and pledged to Morgana, goddess of the Fae and the Sea, Ember Kearney was born with the mark of the Silver Stag. Rejected by both her bloodlines, she works for the Wild Hunt as an investigator.

        	Herne the Hunter: Herne is the son of the Lord of the Hunt, Cernunnos, and Morgana, goddess of the Fae and the Sea. A demigod—given his mother’s mortal beginnings—he’s a lusty, protective god and one hell of a good boss. Owner of the Wild Hunt Agency, he helps keep the squabbles between the world of Light and Dark Fae from spilling over into the mortal realms.

        	Rafé Forrester: Angel’s boyfriend, brother to Ulstair, Raven’s late fiancé. Was an actor/fast-food worker, now works as a clerk for the Wild Hunt. Dark Fae. Now deceased.

        	Talia: A harpy who long ago lost her powers, Talia is a top-notch researcher for the agency, and a longtime friend of Herne’s.

        	Viktor: Viktor is half-ogre, half-human. Rejected by his father’s people (the ogres), he came to work for Herne some decades back.

        	Yutani: A coyote shifter who is dogged by the Great Coyote, Yutani was driven out of his village over two hundred years before. He walks in the shadow of the Trickster, and is the IT specialist for the company.

      

      Ember’s Friends, Family, & Enemies:

      
        	Aoife: A priestess of Morgana who guards the Seattle portal to the goddess’s realm.

        	Celia: Yutani’s aunt.

        	Danielle: Herne’s daughter, born to an Amazon named Myrna.

        	DJ Jackson: Angel’s little half-brother, DJ is half Wulfine—wolf shifter. He now lives with a foster family for his own protection.

        	Erica: A Dark Fae police officer, friend of Viktor’s.

        	Elatha: Fomorian King; enemy of the Fae race.

        	George Shipman: Puma shifter. Member of the White Peak Puma Pride.

        	Ginty McClintlock: A dwarf. Owner of Ginty’s Waystation Bar & Grill.

        	Louhia: Witch of Pohjola.

        	Marilee: A priestess of Morgana, Ember’s mentor. Possibly human—unknown.

        	Meadow O’Malley: Member of the magic-born; member of LOCK. Twin sister of Trefoil.

        	Myrna: An Amazon who had a fling with Herne many years back, which resulted in their daughter Danielle.

        	Sheila: Viktor’s girlfriend. A kitchen witch; one of the magic-born. Geology teacher who volunteers at the Chapel Hill Homeless Shelter.

        	Trefoil O’Malley: Member of the magic-born; member of LOCK. Twin brother of Meadow.

        	Unkai: Leader of the Orhanakai clan in the forest of Y’Bain. Dark Fae—Autumn’s Bane.

      

      Raven & the Ante-Fae:

      The Ante-Fae are creatures predating the Fae. They are the wellspring from which all Fae descended, unique beings who rule their own realms. All Ante-Fae are dangerous, but some are more deadly than others.

      
        	Apollo: The Golden Boy. Vixen’s boytoy. Weaver of Wings. Dancer.

        	Arachana: The Spider Queen. She has almost transformed into one of the Luo’henkah.

        	Blackthorn, the King of Thorns: Ruler of the blackthorn trees and all thorn-bearing plants. Cunning and wily, he feeds on pain and desire.

        	Curikan, the Black Dog of Hanging Hills: Raven’s father, one of the infamous Black Dogs. The first time someone meets him, they find good fortune. If they should ever see him again, they meet tragedy.

        	Phasmoria: Queen of the Bean Sidhe. Raven’s mother.

        	Raven, the Daughter of Bones: (also: Raven BoneTalker) A bone witch, Raven is young, as far as the Ante-Fae go, and she works with the dead. She’s also a fortune-teller, and a necromancer.

        	Straff: Blackthorn’s son, who suffers from a wasting disease requiring him to feed off others’ life energies and blood.

        	Trinity: The Keeper of Keys. The Lord of Persuasion. One of the Ante-Fae, and part incubus. Mysterious and unknown agent of chaos. His mother was Deeantha, the Rainbow Runner, and his soul father was Maximus, a minor lord of the incubi.

        	Vixen: The Mistress/Master of Mayhem. Gender-fluid Ante-Fae who owns the Burlesque A Go-Go nightclub.

        	The Vulture Sisters: Triplet sisters, predatory.

      

      Raven’s Friends:

      
        	Elise, Gordon, and Templeton: Raven’s ferret-bound spirit friends she rescued years ago and now protects until she can find out the secret to breaking the curse on them.

        	Gunnar: One of Kipa’s SuVahta Elitvartijat—elite guards.

        	Jordan Roberts: Tiger shifter. Llewellyn’s husband. Owns A Taste of Latte coffee shop.

        	Llewellyn Roberts: One of the magic-born, owns the Sun & Moon Apothecary.

        	Moira Ness: Human. One of Raven’s regular clients for readings.

        	Neil Johansson: One of the magic-born. A priest of Thor.

        	Raj: Gargoyle companion of Raven. Wing-clipped, he’s been with Raven for a number of years.

        	Wager Chance: Half-Dark Fae, half-human PI. Owns a PI firm found in the Catacombs. Has connections with the vampires.

        	Wendy Fierce-Womyn: An Amazon who works at Ginty’s Waystation Bar & Grill.

      

      The Gods, the Luo’henkah, the Elemental Spirits, & Their Courts:

      
        	Arawn: Lord of the Dead. Lord of the Underworld.

        	Brighid: Goddess of Healing, Inspiration, and Smithery. The Lady of the Fiery Arrows, “Exalted One.”

        	The Cailleach: One of the Luo’henkah, the heart and spirit of winter.

        	Cerridwen: Goddess of the Cauldron of Rebirth. Dark harvest mother goddess.

        	Cernunnos: Lord of the Hunt, god of the Forest and King Stag of the Woods. Together with Morgana, Cernunnos originated the Wild Hunt and negotiated the covenant treaty with both the Light and the Dark Fae. Herne’s father.

        	Corra: Ancient Scottish serpent goddess. Oracle to the gods.

        	Coyote, also: Great Coyote: Native American trickster spirit/god.

        	Danu: Mother of the Pantheon. Leader of the Tuatha de Dannan.

        	Ferosyn: Chief healer in Cernunnos’s Court.

        	Herne: (see The Wild Hunt)

        	Isella: One of the Luo’henkah. The Daughter of Ice (daughter of the Cailleach).

        	Kuippana: (also: Kipa) Lord of the Wolves. Elemental forest spirit; Herne’s distant cousin. Trickster. Leader of the SuVahta, a group of divine elemental wolf shifters.

        	Lugh the Long Handed: Celtic Lord of the Sun.

        	Mielikki: Lady of Tapiola. Finnish goddess of the Hunt and the Fae. Mother of the Bear, Mother of Bees, Queen of the Forest.

        	Morgana: Goddess of the Fae and the Sea, she was originally human but Cernunnos lifted her to deityhood. She agreed to watch over the Fae who did not return across the Great Sea. Torn by her loyalty to her people and her loyalty to Cernunnos, she at times finds herself conflicted about the Wild Hunt. Herne’s mother.

        	The Morrígan: Goddess of Death and Phantoms. Goddess of the battlefield.

        	Pandora: Daughter of Zeus, Emissary of Typhon, the Father of Dragons.

        	Sejun: A counselor in Cernunnos’s employ. Raven’s therapist. Elven.

        	Tapio: Lord of Tapiola. Mielikki’s Consort. Lord of the Woodlands. Master of Game.

      

      The Fae Courts:

      
        	Navane: The court of the Light Fae, both across the Great Sea and on the east side of Seattle, the latter ruled by Névé.

        	TirNaNog: The court of the Dark Fae, both across the Great Sea and on the east side of Seattle, the latter ruled by Saílle.

      

      The Force Majeure:

      A group of legendary magicians, sorcerers, and witches. They are not human, but magic-born. There are twenty-one at any given time and the only way into the group is to be hand chosen, and the only exit from the group is death.

      
        	Merlin, The: Morgana’s father. Magician of ancient Celtic fame.

        	Taliesin: The first Celtic bard. Son of Cerridwen, originally a servant who underwent magical transformation and finally was reborn through Cerridwen as the first bard.

        	Ranna: Powerful sorceress. Elatha’s mistress.

        	Rasputin: The Russian sorcerer and mystic.

        	Väinämöinen: The most famous Finnish bard.

      

      The Dragonni—the Dragon Shifters

      
        	The Celestial Wanderers (Blue, Silver, and Gold Dragons)

        	The Mountain Dreamers (Green and Black Dragons)

        	The Luminous Warriors (White, Red, and Shadow Dragons)

        	Ashera: A blue dragon.

        	Aso: White dragon, bound to Pandora, twin of Variance

        	Echidna: The Mother of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

        	Gyell: Shadow dragon, working with Aso and Variance to bring chaos to Seattle

        	Typhon: The Father of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

        	Variance: White dragon, bound to Pandora, twin of Aso

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Timeline of Series

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1:

      
        	May/Beltane: The Silver Stag (Ember)

        	June/Litha: Oak & Thorns (Ember)

        	August/Lughnasadh: Iron Bones (Ember)

        	September/Mabon: A Shadow of Crows (Ember)

        	Mid-October: Witching Hour (Raven)

        	Late October/Samhain: The Hallowed Hunt (Ember)

        	December/Yule: The Silver Mist (Ember)

      

      Year 2:

      
        	January: Witching Bones (Raven)

        	Late January–February/Imbolc: A Sacred Magic (Ember)

        	March/Ostara: The Eternal Return (Ember)

        	May/Beltane: Sun Broken (Ember)

        	June/Litha: Witching Moon (Raven)

        	August/Lughnasadh: Autumn’s Bane (Ember)

        	September/Mabon: Witching Time (Raven)

        	November/Samhain: Hunter’s Moon (Ember)
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      I often write to music, and HUNTER’S MOON was no exception. Here’s the playlist I used for this book.

      
        	Air: Moon Fever; Playground Love; Napalm Love

        	Airstream: Electra (Religion Cut)

        	Alexandros: Milk (Bleach Version); Mosquito Bite

        	Alice in Chains: Sunshine; Man in the Box; Bleed the Freak

        	Android Lust: Here & Now; Saint Over

        	Band of Skulls: I Know What I Am

        	The Black Angels: Currency; Hunt Me Down; Death March; Indigo Meadow; Don’t Play With Guns; Always Maybe; Black Isn’t Black

        	Black Mountain: Queens Will Play

        	Blind Melon: No Rain

        	Boom! Bap! Pow!: Suit

        	Brandon & Derek Fiechter: Night Fairies; Toll Bridge; Will-O’-Wisps; Black Wolf’s Inn; Naiad River; Mushroom Woods

        	The Bravery: Believe

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Camouflage Nights: (It Could Be) Love

        	Colin Foulke: Emergence

        	Crazy Town: Butterfly

        	Danny Cudd: Double D; Remind; Once Again; Timelessly Free; To the Mirage

        	David Bowie: Golden Years; Let’s Dance; Sister Midnight; I’m Afraid of Americans; Jean Jeanie

        	Death Cab For Cutie: I Will Possess Your Heart

        	Dizzi: Dizzi Jig; Dance of the Unicorns

        	DJ Shah: Mellomaniac

        	Don Henley: Dirty Laundry; Sunset Grill; The Garden of Allah; Everybody Knows

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being

        	Eels: Love of the Loveless; Souljacker Part 1

        	Elektrisk Gonnar: Uknowhatiwant

        	FC Kahuna: Hayling

        	The Feeling: Sewn

        	Filter: Hey Man Nice Shot

        	Finger Eleven: Paralyzer

        	Flora Cash: You’re Somebody Else

        	Fluke: Absurd

        	Foster The People: Pumped Up Kicks

        	Garbage: Queer; Only Happy When It Rains; #1Crush; Push It; I Think I’m Paranoid

        	Gary Numan: Hybrid; Cars; Petals; Ghost Nation; My Name Is Ruin; Pray for the Pain You Serve; I Am Dust

        	Godsmack: Voodoo

        	The Gospel Whisky Runners: Muddy Waters

        	The Hang Drum Project: Shaken Oak; St. Chartier

        	Hang Massive: Omat Odat; Released Upon Inception; Thingless Things; Boat Ride; Transition to Dreams; End of Sky; Warmth of the Sun’s Rays; Luminous Emptiness

        	The Hu: The Gereg; Wolf Totem

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	In Strict Confidence: Snow White; Tiefer; Silver Bullets; Forbidden Fruit

        	J Rokka: Marine Migration

        	Jessica Bates: The Hanging Tree

        	Korn: Freak on a Leash; Make Me Bad

        	Lorde: Yellow Flicker Beat; Royals

        	Low: Witches; Nightingale; Plastic Cup; Monkey; Half-Light

        	M.I.A.: Bad Girls

        	Many Rivers Ensemble: Blood Moon; Oasis; Upwelling; Emergence

        	Marconi Union: First Light; Alone Together; Flying (In Crimson Skies); Always Numb; Time Lapse; On Reflection; Broken Colours; We Travel; Weightless

        	Marilyn Manson: Arma-Goddamn-Motherfucking-Geddon

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	NIN: Closer; Head Like a Hole; Terrible Lie; Sin (Long); Deep

        	Nirvana: Lithium; About a Girl; Come As You Are; Lake of Fire; You Know You’re Right

        	Orgy: Social Enemies; Orgy

        	Pati Yang: All That Is Thirst

        	Puddle of Mudd: Famous; Psycho

        	Red Venom: Let’s Get It On

        	Rob Zombie: American Witch; Living Dead Girl; Never Gonna Stop

        	Rue du Soleil: We Can Fly; Le Francaise; Wake Up Brother; Blues Du Soleil

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know

        	Shriekback: Underwater Boys; Over the Wire; This Big Hush; Agony Box; Bollo Rex; Putting All The Lights Out; The Fire Has Brought Us Together; Shovelheads; And the Rain; Wiggle & Drone; Now These Days Are Gone; The King in the Tree

        	Spiderbait: Shazam!

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s in a Pool

        	Thomas Newman: Dead Already

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Vive la Void: Devil

        	Wendy Rule: Let the Wind Blow

        	Yoshi Flower: Brown Paper Bag
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      New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of over seventy books, including the Wild Hunt Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the Bewitching Bedlam Series, the Indigo Court Series, and the Otherworld Series, among others. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine. Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her Website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Indie Releases Currently Available:

      

      The Wild Hunt Series:

      The Silver Stag

      Oak & Thorns

      Iron Bones

      A Shadow of Crows

      The Hallowed Hunt

      The Silver Mist

      Witching Hour

      Witching Bones

      A Sacred Magic

      The Eternal Return

      Sun Broken

      Witching Moon

      Autumn’s Bane

      Witching Time

      Hunter’s Moon

      Witching Fire

      

      Moonshadow Bay Series:

      Starlight Web

      Midnight Web

      Conjure Web

      Harvest Web

      

      Whisper Hollow Series:

      Autumn Thorns

      Shadow Silence

      The Phantom Queen

      

      Bewitching Bedlam Series:

      Bewitching Bedlam

      Maudlin’s Mayhem

      Siren’s Song

      Witches Wild

      Casting Curses

      Demon’s Delight

      Bedlam Calling: A Bewitching Bedlam Anthology

      The Wish Factor (a prequel short story)

      Blood Music (a prequel novella)

      Blood Vengeance (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      Tiger Tails (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      

      Fury Unbound Series:

      Fury Rising

      Fury’s Magic

      Fury Awakened

      Fury Calling

      Fury’s Mantle

      

      Indigo Court Series:

      Night Myst

      Night Veil

      Night Seeker

      Night Vision

      Night’s End

      Night Shivers

      Indigo Court Books, 1-3: Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker (Boxed Set)

      Indigo Court Books, 4-6: Night Vision, Night’s End, Night Shivers (Boxed Set)

      

      Otherworld Series:

      Moon Shimmers

      Harvest Song

      Blood Bonds

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 1

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 2

      For the rest of the Otherworld Series, see website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Chintz ‘n China Series:

      Ghost of a Chance

      Legend of the Jade Dragon

      Murder Under a Mystic Moon

      A Harvest of Bones

      One Hex of a Wedding

      Holiday Spirits

      Well of Secrets

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 1 – 3: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under A Mystic Moon

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 4-6: A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, Holiday Spirits

      

      Bath and Body Series (originally under the name India Ink):

      Scent to Her Grave

      A Blush With Death

      Glossed and Found

      

      Misc. Short Stories/Anthologies:

      Once Upon a Kiss (short story: Princess Charming)

      Once Upon a Curse (short story: Bones)

      Once Upon a Ghost (short story: Rapunzel Dreaming)

      

      Magickal Nonfiction:

      Embracing the Moon

      Tarot Journeys
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