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What Reviewers Say About Winter Pennington’s
Work

“Winter Pennington’s creative mind is a dark and
gloriously erotic place. …The twists and turns of the plotlines are
written with the ease of an accomplished author, while the balance
of horror and humor is achieved with seemingly effortless skill.
Blood, sex, fury, betrayal, animal instinct, true love…they are as
intrinsically entwined as the lovers within the pages. It may just
be time to go over to the dark side…”—Candia of Inkubus Sukkubus

“Pennington has a wonderful talent at writing
paranormal stories. Unlike many of the recent books in the genre
that have vamps living amongst humans, Darkness
Embraced has the vampire clan living in almost total
isolation. This allows for the focus to be totally on the vampires
and the clan hierarchy, customs and politics. Vampires and sex seem
to go hand in hand and Darkness Embraced
embraces the sexuality and sensuality of the main characters and
takes them to wild, edgy places…”—Just About
Write

“[Witch Wolf] is a nice mix
of urban fantasy with police procedural/murder mystery. If Pam is
your favorite vampire on True Blood, you’re
going to love Lenorre.”―Rainbow Reviews

“It’s a testimony to the strength of Pennington’s
writing skills that readers never lose track of the plot even as
new characters are introduced and others are more fully developed.
What follows is an engrossing read involving vampires, werewolves,
and some very hot, kinky sex and excitement!”—Just
About Write

“Kassandra Lyall is a likeable, sympathetic and
frequently funny heroine, and Pennington sets her up well amongst a
brace of other quirky, intriguing characters. Raven Mask is an entertaining novel—highly recommended
to anyone looking for a sexy, funny, escapist bit of fluff to bury
themselves in for an afternoon.”—The
Lesbrary

“Darkness Embraced is a sinfully sexy read. Pick up
Darkness Embraced and be enthralled.”—Bibliophilic Book Blog
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Synopsis

 Yule is a
time to celebrate the rebirth of the light, but for Preternatural
Private Investigator and Paranormal Huntress Kassandra Lyall, it's
about solving yet another series of crimes.

When a couple disappears from their quiet
neighborhood home, Detective Arthur Kingfisher brings Kassandra in
on the case. Faced with a bloody symbol painted on the couple's
bedroom wall, the cops are stumped. That is, until they find a body
and their missing person's report becomes a full-blown murder
investigation. Kassandra realizes that someone is targeting the
pagan community. The investigation brings up some heavy emotions,
making it harder for her to play human in front of the law
enforcement officers she works with.

In the midst of aiding the police, Kassandra finally
finds herself at serious odds with Sheila Morris, the local
werewolf pack's Alpha female, when Sheila decides to abuse someone
very dear to Kassandra. A certain Alpha has a bone to pick. The
question is: Who's going to pick it first?

The Third Book in the Kassandra Lyall Preternatural
Investigator Series.
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Chapter One

I spun in my seat, pressing the large black button
on the wireless intercom. The intercoms were new and for the past
several days, I’d entertained myself immensely by driving June
insane with them. I didn’t need to see her flying out of her seat
every time the little box buzzed to know she still hadn’t gotten
used to them.

“What?” she grumbled.

“June?” I asked, waiting to see what kind of
response she would come up with this time. The last time, she’d
accused me of trying to give her a heart attack and threatened to
throw the intercom systems in the trash. I was the boss, but June
was my I-don’t-give-a-shit-what-you-think-of-my-attitude secretary.
She was one tough broad. I respected her for that.

“What is it, Miss Lyall?” Her words were
polite. Her tone was not. I smiled to the empty room.

“Seeing if you’re still here.”

There was a long pause. “And where the heck would I
go?”

“I don’t know,” I said, aimlessly strangling
the pencil on my desk with a rubber band. “There’s a strip club
three blocks away. Maybe there?”

I waited. It wouldn’t take long for her to lose her
patience. I know it was petty of me, childish even, but a woman had
to have some fun. June proved to be a good source of entertainment
on a slow day at the office.

“To see what?” she asked, exasperated. I bit
my bottom lip, trying to hold in the burst of laughter that
threatened to erupt. “If I wanted to see naked hillbillies, I’d go
home and tell my husband to strip.”

I pressed the button and said, laughing, “Good
one.”

Ten minutes later the intercom screeched like a
little boxed banshee and I jumped, stifling a growl.

“Ms. Lyall,” June said in a voice that was way
too nice to be authentic. “Your five o’clock appointment, Hunter
Kinsley, is here.”

I slipped my stocking clad feet into the heels I’d
kicked off under the desk. “Send her in,” I said, trying to pull my
attire back together. I took the black blazer off the back of the
chair and slipped it on over the white blouse I was wearing. If it
weren’t for the wide legged black trousers and the heels, the suit
might’ve made me look more like a Secret Service agent than a
Preternatural Investigator. I was fairly certain Secret Service
agents were smart enough to wear flats, though.

I was wearing my gun, a Kimber Eclipse Lenorre had
given me as a gift, tucked into the shoulder rig. The shoulder rig
had been a late birthday present from Rupert. He’d said Lenorre
wouldn’t be able to rip it off me. I wasn’t sure I believed it was
indestructible, but Lenorre and I hadn’t exactly tested the theory.
Call me cautious, but I was reluctant to sacrifice another
holster.

I checked the mirror in my office, making sure the
blazer hid the bulk of the weapon. I tucked the white streak in my
long black hair behind my ear.

Most clients tend to get uncomfortable around guns,
but I was a cop before I was infected with the lycanthropy virus,
and some habits die hard. I still work with the cops, but now I
make my own schedule. I don’t have to worry about the full moon
interfering with my job and so far, I’ve done pretty good at
keeping my secret from my ex-colleagues.

There was the barest of knocks on the frosted glass
door.

“Come in.”

The door opened. “Ms. Lyall?” A girl stood in the
doorway, casting an uncertain glance into the room.

I went to the door and held it open. “Yes.” I
offered my hand. “I’m Kassandra. Are you Hunter?”

“Yeah.”

She took my hand and gave it a firm shake. I
motioned for her to take a seat and she did so, running a hand
through her brown punk rock hair. The hair was cut short in the
back, with the layers lengthening out as they arched toward her
forehead. She’d styled the hair forward so that the longest layer
veiled her brows but still left her vision free. Well, for the most
part.

Hunter Kinsley was an androgynous beauty. The
hairstyle suited the square line of her jaw. Smoky eye shadow
brought out the brown and green of her irises. Her lips had a
natural sullen pout to them.

She took off the jacket she wore. The buckles
clinked as she draped it across the back of the chair. The pants
she wore clung to her body with two bondage straps crossing over
the back of her legs. She’d tucked the pants into a pair of ankle
high combat boots. The outfit was modern punk rock chic, which made
me guess she was in her early twenties.

I smiled, taking a seat. “What can I do for you
today, Hunter?”

Hunter stopped scanning the room to look at me. “I
heard rumor that you’re family.”

I blinked, leaning back in my seat, careful that my
jacket didn’t gape and that I didn’t flash gun.

“Family?” I asked. I understood what “family,”
meant, but was she talking witchy, furry, or lezzy?

Hunter gazed at the painting of the wolf on the wall
behind my desk, obviously a bit uncomfortable. The red wolf
painting had been a gift from friend and beta werewolf of the
Blackthorne pack, Rosalin Walker. I’d been surprised to find out
that she was an artist. With the amount of artistic talent she had,
she could’ve sold the sucker for a few hundred. I’d told her as
much, but she’d insisted that I take the painting. The red wolf was
also Rosalin’s werewolf form. The gesture was sweet, and I wasn’t
sure of Rosalin’s intentions with it, but every time I saw it, it
reminded me that I’d accidentally claimed her. I really wished
she’d sold the damn thing.

“You play for the same team?”

“What team are we talking about?” I
asked.

“The all girls team,” she said.

“Are you asking me if I’m a
lesbian?”

“Uh…yes?” She didn’t sound very
certain.

“Then just ask.”

“Are you a lesbian?”

“Yes,” I said. “Is that what you came here
for? To determine my sexual orientation?”

Hunter’s cheeks flushed a bright shade of red.

“No, I’m sorry. I’m gay too and…and…I think my
girlfriend is cheating on me.”

“You think?” I asked.

Hunter picked out a corner of the ceiling to stare
at while she spoke. “She’s been acting really weird lately, telling
me she has to work late, canceling lunch dates. We live together.
Normally, she’s home around midnight, but lately she hasn’t been
getting home until around two thirty in the morning. When I ask her
why she has to stay late, she blames it on the new manager at
work.”

“Where does she work?”

“At a food joint,” she told me.

“Okay.” I folded my arms across the desk. “You
think your girlfriend is cheating on you. If you want to hire me to
find out whether she is or is not, I need specifics. Is that what
you came here for?” It was important to me that I repeat the
client’s words, not only to get the specific details I needed for
the investigation, but to make sure what they intended to pay me
for was perfectly clear.

“Yes, that’s why I’m here. Kamryn and I have
been together for almost five years. This wouldn’t be the first
time she hasn’t kept it in her pants.” She held my gaze, looking
uncomfortable and uncertain.

“Do you know for a fact she’s cheated on you
before? Does she have a history of being unfaithful?”

“Yeah.”

I fixed her with a blank look. “So you know what I
might find on this investigation. Are you willing to deal with the
outcome?”

“Look,” she said, sitting upright, “I’m not
going to go psycho on her or anything. If she’s cheating on me, I
have a right to know. I told her last time if I caught her cheating
again I’d kick her ass out of the apartment. I have a right to
know. I intend to kick her ass out if she’s fucking me
over.”

For the first time, there was no uncertainty in her.
There was anger in her tone, righteous anger. I agreed with her.
She had a right to know if her girlfriend of almost five years was
cheating on her. Hell, I’d want to know so I could kick her ass out
too.

I didn’t often work on mundane, “I think my spouse
is cheating,” cases, and a part of me wondered if she’d paid any
attention to the sign on the door that read, “Preternatural
Investigations.”

I sighed. “All right. I’ll do it.”

The whole spouse “might be” cheating thing could
turn ugly really fast, but then, so did most of the cases I took
involving the preternatural. At least this one had a sense of
normal about it. Whatever normal is these days.

Hunter spent the next fifteen minutes telling me
what she knew and suspected. She thought her girlfriend was
cheating on her with someone from work, which is where I came in.
It was kind of like a true or false question I got to answer.
Kamryn Sherman worked at Al’s Diner, a burger joint in downtown
Oklahoma City. Hunter gave me the address.

I opened the top drawer on my desk and tossed in the
notebook that I’d written Kamryn’s name and work address in. I
opened the second drawer and pulled out one of the contracts. The
only time I’d actually let the contract slide was with Rosalin,
because she was another werewolf, and she had wanted to keep
everything on the down low. In all seriousness, it wasn’t a smart
move on my behalf. Fortunately, I still received payment.

When Lenorre and her vampires couldn’t find
Rosalin’s brother, Lenorre sent Rosalin to me. One night, my friend
and licensed Paranormal Hunter Rupert and I were investigating a
series of murders committed by a werewolf, and we spotted Rosalin
near the crime scene and followed her back to The Two Points,
Lenorre’s club in the city.

It was there that Lenorre offered her aid and we
began working together and, well, dating.

I was usually very strict on the whole contract
thing. I took the case with Rosalin because she was a member of the
local werewolf pack and wanted someone outside the pack to help
her. The contract protects both the client and me. It states very
clearly that even if I don’t find any valuable information, I get
paid for my efforts. If a client doesn’t think I’m doing a good
job, they can still try to take me to court based upon what they
perceive as a lack of effort. It’s important when working a case to
be able to bring physical evidence to the table. If I couldn’t
prove that I’d done my research and my job, I could be in deep
shit. Sometimes, the threat of deep shit is a good motivator.

“I need you to read and sign this contract,” I
said. “It states very clearly that regardless of the outcome, I
still get paid. If you don’t feel I’ve done my part, you’re welcome
to challenge that. It goes over the privacy policy…”

Hunter took the contract, leaning over the desk and
mumbling as she read it. I always gave a person the rundown of what
the contract stated, but I still expected them to read it very
carefully to make sure they understood what they were signing.

Hunter held her hand out and I gave her the pen.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, scribbling her
signature on the line at the bottom of the page.

I took the contract and signed my own signature on
the other side of hers. I opened the bottom left drawer and took
out the manila folder that had all her information in it. The
information was basic: name, telephone, address, etc. June made my
job easier by having a potential client fill out the document
before coming in for an interview. An interview goes both ways, not
only were we interviewing potential clients, but the client was
interviewing us.

“Do you have any questions?”

She gave me a questioning look. “I just let you do
your job, right?”

“Yes, and if I find anything, I’ll contact
you.” I pushed a black and white business card with my cell number
on it across the desk. “If you have any questions you’re welcome to
call me.”

Hunter stood and took the card then slipped it into
her pocket.

I walked around my desk, offering my hand again.
“Have a good evening, Hunter.”

“If you call a client by their first name,
does that mean they get to call you by yours?”

“If that’s what you prefer,” I said, smiling,
hand still hovering in the air.

In the heels, she was only an inch or so shorter
than I was. Hunter took my hand. A sudden burst of energy, almost
like an electric shock, jolted between our clasped palms.
Goosebumps crawled up and down my flesh.

Hunter jerked her hand from mine, a little too
late.

I felt the wolf rouse inside me, raising her snout
in curiosity, ears perking in interest.

“That was weird,” Hunter said, rubbing her
hand on her pants.

“Yes,” I said, taking a step closer to her. My
nostrils flared slightly. “It was.”

Hunter Kinsley’s scent hit me. She smelled of grass
and rain and something not human. Humans have a different scent,
sometimes sweet, sometimes salty, and sometimes downright putrid.
The scents vary, but they’re distinctively human. Mingling with the
scent of rainwater, Hunter Kinsley smelled like fur.

Hunter took a step back, trying to put some distance
between us. I followed her movements. She shot a worried glance
toward the door.

“Hunter,” I said gently. She took another step
back. “Hunter,” I tried again. The blood had drained from her face
in a rush of fear. She glanced at the door again, and that one
gesture of fear sent a tremble of excitement through the wolf,
through me.

“Hunter,” I said, “don’t.”

Hunter moved, lithe and agile. I moved with the
quickness of the wolf, blocking her way, somehow managing not to
trip in the high heels.

I barred the door, watching her, anticipating her
next move. Hunter sank back. Her lips curled in a hiss that
revealed elongated canine teeth on both upper and lower jaw. Black
markings rose to her face, decorating her brow and cheeks like some
Egyptian tattoo. Her skin took on a golden shimmer.

A rumbling growl beat like angry wings against my
ribs. Hunter’s pupils were too large to be human, too large and
oblong to be wolf. I took another step forward, driving her further
into my office. I was fairly certain if June saw her, I couldn’t
explain the marks on her face.

“Hunter,” I said, “I think there’s something
you forgot to mention.”

She backed into the client chair, sending it
wobbling and crashing to the floor as she tried to get past it.

I stopped, trying to cage my instincts. If I kept
moving toward her, she was only going to keep backing up until she
had no other place to go, and neither animal nor human likes being
backed into a corner. I tried to breathe past the scent of fear and
adrenaline.

Hunter stopped, chest rising and falling quickly and
jerkily.

“What are you?” she asked, voice trembling
around the edges.

I pulled the jacket of my suit down, focusing on
pulling the energy of the beast back into the core of my body,
focusing on my shields, the metaphysical walls that kept the beast
at bay.

“I should be asking you that.”

She closed her eyes, as if she too were trying to
calm herself. Breathing techniques help a lot when it comes to
shifting. I had absolutely no doubt that Hunter Kinsley was a
shape-shifter. I just didn’t know what flavor.

It dawned on me. I’d seen those oblong pupils only
once in my life, when I was in elementary school and had gone on a
field trip with my science class to the zoo.

“You’re a clouded leopard.” I stared at
her.

There was still that hint of panic in her when she
nodded. “Yeah…you?”

“You don’t know what I am?”

She inclined, sniffing the air between us. “You’re
not a cat,” she said, snarling slightly.

“No, I’m not.”

Her nostrils flared. “Canine?”

When I nodded she took a timid step forward,
watching me warily.

“I won’t attack you. You can calm
down.”

“Why did you block the door?”

“I don’t need you running out of my office
like that, and since you weren’t up front with me, I doubt you want
the rest of my office to know.”

A blush tinted the skin of her face around the black
markings. “I didn’t know you weren’t human or I would’ve been up
front with you.”

I moved, picking up the chair and setting it
upright. Hunter scrambled to the other side of the room.

“Why are you afraid of me?” I
asked.

“You smell dangerous.”

“How do I smell dangerous?”

“Instincts? I don’t know,” she said. “When you
moved to block the door you triggered all my instinctual responses.
Those responses told me to run.”

“I’m not going to hurt you.” I offered my
wrist. “Here,” I said, “smell.”

She knew I was canine, but she had yet to determine
what type of lycanthropy I carried. She came to me and held my
wrist lightly in both her hands. She glanced at me before sniffing
just above the skin. Her mouth opened as her top lip curled
slightly. She drew my scent in, like a cat would when having the
flehmen response to a smell. On a human face, even with the dusting
of gold and the black markings, it looked strange.

“Wolf?” she closed her mouth.

“It’s really hard not to be insulted when
felines do that.”

“Do what?” she asked, leaning back against my
desk.

“Flehmening,” I said. “The feline stink face
like you’ve just smelled something incredibly nasty.”

She smiled awkwardly. “It wasn’t bad,” she said.
“But the perfume was a little overwhelming.” She scrunched up her
nose.

“If I don’t mask my scent with
perfume—”

“Others will figure out what you are?” She
finished my sentence with a question.

“Exactly.”

“How long have you been infected?”

“A few years.”

“I was six,” she said. “My
babysitter.”

“Your babysitter attacked you?”

“No, she didn’t mean to,” she said. “It was an
accident. I didn’t understand until later that the strand I
carry…we’re easily spooked.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

She blushed again. “I brought a stray dog into the
house and she freaked. Somewhere in the midst of her freak-out, I
got scratched.”

“Do your parents know?”

“No,” she said. “I kept it to myself. What
about you?”

“I was a cop working on a case.”

“Was it traumatic?”

“No, I feel much better now that she’s
dead.”

Hunter swallowed loud enough that I heard it.

“She deserved it, Hunter. She was out of
control.”

The tension between her shoulders eased a little.
“Okay.”

“What about your girlfriend?” I asked. “Am I
going to face any supernatural surprises with her?”

“No, she’s human.”

“A human and a were-animal?” I raised my
brows. “Does she know? Is that even safe?”

There’s really no such thing as “safe sex” between a
human and a were-animal. The tiniest scratch during the throes of
passion could potentially infect a human lover. And unfortunately,
there’s no morning after pill to cure the lycanthropy virus.

“She knows. We’ve always been very careful
with each other. She’s careful not to spook me or do things that
bring out my inner kitty, and I’m careful not to scratch or bite
her.”

I nodded, picked her jacket up off the floor, and
handed it to her. “I’ll see what I can find, Hunter.” A thought
occurred to me. “Can you not smell if she’s been cheating?”

She paused in putting her jacket on, letting it hang
from the tips of her fingers. As a were-animal, she should’ve been
able to smell another woman on her girlfriend.

Slowly, she shook her head. “I smell sweat, burgers,
grease, perfume, but I’ve never smelled another woman on her, in
that way. And if she’s hugged someone, you know…I don’t want to
jump to assumptions just because someone’s smell rubbed off on her.
We’ve gotten into some nasty fights in the past over that kind of
thing. I need proof this time,” she said, sounding reasonable.
“Kamryn has always come home from work and hopped in the shower as
soon as she walked in the door. She’s just…she’s distant. I don’t
know if it’s from working so many hours or what.”

“That’s understandable, Hunter.”

“I’m sorry I went all scaredy-cat on you.” She
finished putting on her jacket.

“Well, I did go bitchy on you first.” I
smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”

Hunter stopped in the doorway and turned back.
“Thank you,” she said.

“No problem.”

I heard her draw in a deep breath.

“We should hang out some time.”

I tilted my head. “You really think that’s a good
idea, considering?” I didn’t get the sense she was hitting on me or
flirting with me, but she was a werecat, and if she spooked as
easily as I’d witnessed earlier, I was thinking a werewolf was the
last person she wanted to befriend.

“As friends,” she said.

“I don’t know, Hunter. One, you’re a client.
Two, we’re kind of opposite ends of the totem pole when it comes to
our particular abilities.”

The black markings and golden shimmer had faded from
her face, but her pupils dilated, threatening to swallow her
irises. That one look seemed to be saying, “I desperately need a
friend.”

Fucking felines and their Goddess-damned pussycat
eyes.

I sighed. “We’ll see, okay?”

She smiled brightly, pupils magically shrinking as
if she could control it.

I had a feeling she could.

“Do you do that to your girlfriend?” I asked
as she turned to leave.

“Do what?”

“The pussycat eyes.”

“Yeah.” She smiled widely, showing teeth that
were no longer elongated. “You should see me when she opens a pack
of lunchmeat.”

I laughed.

Hunter left my office smiling despite the reason
she’d come into it.

I returned to the seat behind my desk, wondering why
I chose a line of work that ensured I inevitably ended up in
someone else’s mess.


Chapter Two

It was ten minutes until six when I decided to call
it a day. I shrugged into the black pea coat and fished my keys out
of the side pocket. The phone rang and I frowned.

“Whoever this is, it had better be
good.”

“Don’t I always have something good to tell
you?”

It was Detective Arthur Kingfisher. Arthur and I had
worked together since before I was infected with lycanthropy. He’d
recently been promoted to detective.

“Do you want me to be honest or to hold my
tongue?”

“I didn’t know a lesbian could hold her
tongue.”

“For you, I’ll make an exception.”

Arthur joked pretty much nonstop, about anything and
everything. When he wasn’t joking, I was worried, because it meant
shit had hit the roof. Arthur had only gone serious on me a few
times in the past several years that I’d known him. It hadn’t been
a pretty sight. I always thought he was light-hearted, but I’d
found out that beyond the joking attitude he had more depth than he
let on. He was also an excellent cop and had been since the day I’d
met him, but like most cops, the preternatural wasn’t his area of
expertise.

“Are you busy?” he asked.

I frowned even harder. Arthur only asked me if I was
busy when the police wanted to call me in on something.

“Damn it, Arthur. If you tell me there’s a
body, I’m going to be pissed.”

“You always say that and actually, no. We
don’t have a body.”

I sighed in relief.

“We can’t find the bodies alive or…” he
added.

“If you can’t find them, why are you calling
me?”

“Neighbor called us,” he mumbled. “She hadn’t
heard from the couple next door since yesterday evening. Said it’s
unusual. I’ll explain more when you get here. I sent two uniforms
out to talk to her. She had a key to the house but didn’t want to
go in. Well, uniforms used it.”

“So you have a missing person’s case?” I
asked. Contrary to popular belief, the police won’t always wait
seventy-two hours to declare a person officially missing. It really
depended on circumstance and evidence. If the absence was not
common or the police found any indication of violence at the scene,
they’ll jump in and secure it for the crime scene investigators and
possibly forensics as quickly as possible.

My stomach turned. “There’s violence at the scene,
isn’t there?” I asked.

“There appears to be.”

“You suck.”

“No, but I know a guy who does.”

“Are you referring to your boyfriend?” I
quipped.

He laughed loud enough that I had to draw the
telephone away from my ear.

“Man,” he said, “I love your comebacks. So you
on your way?”

“Does this have anything to do with the
preternatural?” I asked. “If it doesn’t, Arthur, I don’t have to do
anything. You know the rules.”

“Kass,” he said, “I’m holding the crime scene
photos.”

“I need a better reason than that.”

“You want a better reason?” He said, and
sounded a little angry. Arthur never got angry with me. What the
hell?

“Here’s a better reason. There are symbols
painted on the walls in blood. You want to know something? They
look a lot like that star necklace you used to wear. The couple’s
bed is covered in what appears to be blood. Something happened
there, Kass. I can feel it in my gut.”

He was referring to my pentacle necklace. A lot of
witches wear jewelry symbolic of their spirituality. Thanks to the
lycanthropy and not connecting the dots…I had a permanent white
scar on my chest where I’d tried to wear my necklace after being
infected. Yeah, silver and lycanthropy is a big no-no.

Arthur said. “We’ve got the house blocked off. I
want your opinion on this. Come down to the department, Kass.”

I heard his hand cover the phone as he mumbled
something to someone else in the room. I had supernatural hearing,
but covering the phone muffled the words enough that I couldn’t
make them out.

A man’s bass voice suddenly boomed in my ear.
“Lyall, get your ass down here immediately. That’s a fucking
order.”

The phone clicked silent. I knew the man’s voice.
How could I not? Captain Holbrook was my old boss and Arthur had
just sicced him on me.

That rat bastard.

I turned the lights off and locked my office door on
the way out. June was still at her desk.

“June,” I said, and she looked up from the
stack of paperwork she was sorting.

“What?”

I ignored the attitude. “Next time, would you please
walk the client to my office? They have a tendency to get
lost.”

“How hard can it be to find your office when
there’s only two up there?” she asked. “Besides, your friends don’t
seem to have trouble finding it.”

I ignored the chastising tone in her voice. June had
once met Rosalin, and the time she’d met her, Rosalin had walked up
to my office without June’s okay. June obviously was holding a
grudge about that.

“There’s a difference between a friend and a
client. If it’s someone you don’t recognize and you know they’re a
potential client because they have an appointment, walk them
up.”

“Fine.” She returned to sorting through
paperwork.

“Have a good evening. Lock up when you
leave.”

“Don’t I always?”


Chapter Three

I parked in front of the sign that read City of
Oklahoma Police Department and got out, locking the car doors with
the keypad out of habit. I opened one side of the double glass
doors and walked into the bright fluorescent lit room. I scanned
the rows of desks looking for Arthur’s face.

“Miss?” A young cop stepped forward. “May I
help you?”

“Where’s Kingfisher?” I asked.

“Kingfisher,” he mumbled. He seemed to be
talking more to himself than me, scanning the rows of desks too. I
didn’t say anything. His face was boyish and clean and I wondered
if he even had to shave. I felt a pang of pity for him. He was new.
I could smell it.

“Preternatural Investigator Kassandra Lyall?”
a woman’s voice called out from behind new-boy. He was slim but had
enough muscle and was tall enough that I had to look around him to
spot her.

“I’ll take you back to see Detective Arthur Kingfisher,” she said, turning to the
younger cop and making it obvious she was reminding him who
Kingfisher was. Sadly, I didn’t really blame her.

Berkeley Ackerman and I had met before, but she
hadn’t been on the force when I’d worked as a cop. She’d been one
of the cops around when Arthur had taken my statement and helped
clean up a pile of dead werewolf a few months ago.

The last time I’d seen her, she’d accused me of
torturing Lukas Morris, Sheila Morris’s sociopathic brother. Of
course, I’d assured her that if I had been torturing him, or
intending to torture him, I wouldn’t have used a gun. Since when
did torture involve guns? Last I checked, you used a gun for a
quick kill, not when you’re going to be hunkering down and devoting
an hour and a half to inflicting intense pain.

I watched her long fiery braid dance down her back
as she led the way to Arthur’s location. Like me, Ackerman was
slender, but she was taller, longer of leg and arm, and definitely
bustier. I caught up with her as we headed down the hallway,
passing the interrogation room with its fading paint job. I sensed
very strongly that Ackerman didn’t like me. She didn’t have to say
it; her body language screamed it.

“I heard you were a good cop,” she said,
slowing her walk. It wasn’t really a question.

“I like to think so,” I said, slipping my
hands inside the pockets of my coat.

“But you don’t hesitate to take a life, do
you?”

“I don’t hesitate to protect innocent lives,
Ackerman. I am a Paranormal Huntress. Taking out the bad guys is
part of what I do.”

“Taking out bad guys that are three times your
size and supernaturally stronger?” She shook her head. “You don’t
look like much. I find it hard to believe you took down that
werewolf a few months ago.”

If she thought I was going to have a pissing contest
with her, she was sorely mistaken.

“You were there when Arthur took my statement.
I had help.”

“From who?”

“How am I supposed to know?”

“Two random werewolves just decided to help
you out?”

Actually, they weren’t random. What I hadn’t told
the police was that Lenorre, Rosalin, and Carver had saved my ass.
In fact, I’d completely left Lenorre out of it. The only thing the
cops knew was that two wolves had showed up and helped save my
life. Did I mention Lukas had kidnapped me? Did I mention I’m
dating the Countess vampire of Oklahoma City? One would think
kidnapping the girlfriend of a very powerful vampire is a bad idea,
right? Or is that just me?

“Are you preternaturally prejudiced or
something, Ackerman?”

“No…”

“What’s with the twenty questions? You should
know as well as I that size and physical strength don’t always
matter. I’m a trained professional, just like you, and when someone
helps save my ass, I’m not going to bitch about it.”

“More like a trained preternatural assassin,”
she whispered.

I stared at her, not knowing how to respond without
making the situation much, much worse.

“Officer Ackerman,” Arthur said and Berkeley
Ackerman turned toward the sound of his voice. Arthur stood in the
doorway to what I was guessing was his new office.

“Detective Kingfisher,” she said, “I was just
escorting Ms. Lyall to see you.”

“Sounded more to me like you were chewing her
ear off.” He motioned with his head toward the main room. “Go back
to your desk. I’ll take it from here.”

“Yes, sir,” she said politely enough. She
spared me a narrow-eyed look on her way back.

“Kass,” Arthur said, holding the door
open.

I walked past Arthur and into the room beyond. The
room was painted off-white, and was fairly empty and plain. The
wastebasket, however, was overflowing with stuff.

Yep, definitely Arthur’s office.

“I don’t think she likes me,” I
said.

Arthur chuckled softly, tugging uncomfortably at his
tie.

“I’d be surprised if Ackerman likes
anyone.”

“Ah, she’s one of those?”

“A bitch?” he asked. “Yeah.”

The corner of my mouth twitched. “I didn’t say
it.”

“Nope, I did.” He sat behind his desk and
pushed a manila envelope across the desk, “Sit down. Take a look.
It ain’t pretty.”

A warning wasn’t enough to prepare anyone for what I
was looking at. The first photograph was a wide view showing the
front door. The next showed the living room. The third was from
deeper in the living room, facing a hallway that led to four
bedrooms.

“The point of entry is the front
door?”

“No signs of breaking and entering,” he
said.

The next photograph was closer to the hallway,
facing a dark stain in the pale gray carpet that led from the
hallway.

“A body was dragged?”

“We think so.”

“Did you see these?” I asked, going back to
the previous photograph. “The statues on top of the entertainment
center?” The first statue was of Gaia, a woman figure holding the
earth in her arms. “This is Gaia,” I said, “Gaia was the earth
Goddess to the Ancient Greeks.”

Arthur slipped his hand inside his jacket then drew
a pen from his shirt pocket. He pointed at the picture with the
capped end. “Who’s the devil?”

“That is not the devil. That is Pan. He was
the God of hunting, music, and pleasure to the Ancient Greeks. They
also viewed him as a sort of shepherd.”

“Looks more like he’d scare the sheep away,”
Arthur mumbled.

“That’s not the point,” I said.

“What do the statues mean?” He straightened,
tapping his pen against the palm of his other hand.

“Well, to me, the statues suggest that the
couple were pagan.”

“They were witches?”

“Not necessarily, no.”

“Explain. What’s the difference between a
pagan and a witch?”

I thought about it. “Pagan covers a broad spectrum
of nature-based and polytheistic spiritualities. But not all pagans
practice witchcraft.”

“What about the pentacle?” he asked. I hadn’t
yet seen the pentacle in the photographs.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

“Okay, so you think our possible victims were
pagan?”

“It’s very likely, yes. I just don’t know what
flavor.”

Arthur tugged uncomfortably at his light blue tie.
He pushed the messy tresses of his brown hair out of his face.
“Keep going,” he said.

I pushed the two photographs away and scanned one of
the close-ups. Crime scene photographs go in order of a full range
snapshot, mid-range, and close-up. I stopped at the close-up of
what I guessed was the doorway to the master bedroom. A trail of
blood, like a body had been dragged, went from the door to the
right and toward the camera.

“A body was dragged from the master bedroom?”
I asked, going to the next photograph. A red stained symbol stood
out above the couple’s bed. The celestial decorated blankets on the
bed appeared to be soaked in the fluid.

“That’s not a pentacle,” I said.

The symbol looked disturbing, no longer bright and
shiny red, no longer fresh, but dried, seeping down like the wall
itself had bled. It didn’t appear to be that big, perhaps a little
larger than my hand. In the middle of the symbol, eight elongated
triangles were positioned to form what appeared to be an
eight-pointed star. Each triangle harbored a small symbol. I
recognized the two symbols at the top of the drawing. The first was
a sickle with a line drawn through the handle.

“Do you know what it is and what it means?”
Arthur asked.

“Not off the top of my head,” I said,
gesturing for Arthur to stand. When he stood beside my chair and
leaned over, I pointed at the first symbol. “This is the symbol for
the dwarf planet Ceres. In astrology, Ceres corresponds to the
mother.”

“The second symbol is just a circle,” Arthur
said.

“Yes, but what do you get when you have a
circle?” I asked, thinking aloud. “The circle can represent a lot
of things, the sun, the moon, wholeness, completion. This entire
drawing looks like a homemade seal of some sort.”

“A seal?”

“Sometimes when a witch or Wiccan is doing
magical work, they’ll design a seal or sigil to represent the
magical working. Usually, they’d carry the seal with them, on a
piece of paper or talisman to aid the energy flow, intent, and
focus. They could burn it, either by engraving the symbol on a
candle or by burning the paper they’ve inscribed it on.”

I sighed. No doubt, the media was going to go
ape-shit with this. Leave it to one idiot to give everyone else in
a community a bad name.

“I don’t know why someone would leave this
kind of symbol behind.”

“You think whoever drew the symbol on the wall
is pagan?” he asked.

“I can’t answer that,” I said, “as there’s no
telling just by looking. I can tell you that many of these symbols
I’m not familiar with. They look alchemical, which isn’t limited to
a person who identifies as pagan. Has someone tested the stain on
the wall to confirm it’s blood?”

“We sent samples to the lab.”

“Tell me about the couple that lived
there.”

“Miranda and Landon Blevins. Married for two
years. Miranda was twenty-five. Landon twenty-six. The neighbor, an
elderly woman named Emma Mullins, said they were ‘sweet kids.’ No
known enemies. Miranda often helped her with her garden. She didn’t
say much about Landon. But she did say that Miranda told her a few
weeks ago she was infertile. She and Landon were looking to adopt.”
He flipped the notebook closed. “That’s all I’ve got.”

I stared back down at the picture of the bedroom. “I
don’t see any signs of struggle. I don’t see a weapon. The room is
clean; nothing is knocked over or looks out of place. There’s no
body. Damn it, Arthur,” I said. “I think right now, forensics is
your best bet.”

“Why do you think you’re sitting in my
office?” he said. “They’re out there as we speak. We’ll go when
we’re not going to be in their way.”

It didn’t surprise me he wanted to go in after
forensics. It was easier than tiptoeing around trying not to
contaminate anything. “And if they take stuff away to take back to
the lab? It’s better if I see the scene whole, Arthur. Judging by
the dried blood on the wall, it’s already some hours cold.”

“I know, Kass. I’m doing what I can. Do you
think it’s a cult related crime?”

“I don’t know. It could be someone trying to
make it look like a cult related crime. It could be a
discrimination crime. There are too many possibilities and not
enough evidence.”

“When I get the green light, we’ll go
in.”

“You know, even seeing the scene, I can’t
guarantee any results.”

“None of us can,” he said. “We just try our
damndest to find clues.”

“Damndest?” I asked, smiling. “Oh, you were so
born in Oklahoma.”

Arthur flashed his cheesy grin. “I know. I sound
like my Gramps.”

“You sound like everyone’s grandfather when
you say that. It’s not even a word.”

Arthur sat up straight like something had startled
him. “I nearly forgot,” he said, opening the top drawer of his
desk. He pulled out a chain with a square of plastic attached to
it. “We had an ID made for you so I don’t have to hold your hand
and walk you onto a crime scene.”

I took the neck ID. The top of it had my name and
title written on it. The photograph in the middle of the ID was
old, from before I’d been infected with lycanthropy, before the
white streak had shown up.

It wasn’t a bad picture, but I looked serious and
not happy about having it taken. I could see why most people had
never pegged me as a cop. I looked feminine and
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