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      Zia stretched, getting out of their SUV. The north wind's attack brutalized her after the long ride in the hot vehicle. The car's temperature gauge had read eighteen degrees, which seemed optimistic. Dolores exited the SUV, stomping and huffing, immediately blowing on her gloved hands. Originally from Miami, Dolores's Puerto Rican-Seminole ancestry seemed to prevent her from adapting to cold. That alone might doom this Christmas adventure before it began. Zia reassured herself that her wife had agreed to this, but she might regret it now.

      "Damn, it's cold enough to freeze your nuts straight off," Kane groaned as he bailed out of the back seat.

      "Luckily, Dolores and I have no worries," Zia replied. Kane had started as their work partner a year and a half ago, but at Halloween, things changed. The affable druid had become their boyfriend. "You, on the other hand…"

      "May become the third woman in our merry band of monster hunters," Kane moaned.

      Zia snorted as Dolores hurried to the trunk to yank her luggage out. She wasn't waiting for them to get a move on. She hauled it at top speed to their hotel without stopping to appreciate their surroundings.

      Zia, on the other hand, lingered, studying the building. It looked more like a colonial mansion than a hotel. Its columnated front had been festooned with real boughs of pine. Wreaths decorated three stories' worth of windows, and pine trees ringed the building without crowding it. They were distant enough to allow sunlight to kiss the building but close enough to assure visitors they were in the north woods. A sprawling garden jaunted off from one side, heading around to the back of the hotel.

      She looked forward to having the rest that was due to their little group. Working with the Clipeum—originally named 'Shield' centuries before, when Latin was more important—there was always another monster to slay or demon to exorcise. They didn't take off for the holidays. Luckily there were plenty enough of the groups that did battle with them, so vacations could be had. The Clipeum had more applicants than they knew what to do with. Ever since a band of flying heads had eaten an entire colony in New York in the late 1600s, the Europeans had been forced to admit these things were real, and the age of Enlightenment, which had driven out belief in the supernatural, gave way to the Age of Awareness. They were forced to admit the rest of the world, which had always believed, were right. Later, Napoleon had harnessed an army of demons to conquer the neighbors. By then groups like the Clipeum had cropped up and become more important than ever.

      Monster hunting was hard; sometimes it was just silly. What Zia hoped for most was that monsters and other craziness would be utterly absent up here in Wendigo country. Nothing would ruin Christmas faster than a ravenous, cannibalistic corpse monster like the Wendigo.

      Zia dragged her luggage inside the lobby. With its open sitting room, the space wasn't quite what she expected. Zia wasn't sure why she anticipated art deco splendor other than this was once a gangster resort. Back in the prohibition days, Al Capone and his ilk came to the North Woods of Wisconsin for relaxation and to hide out. It was still remote today, but back then it had to have been very difficult to navigate to these resorts. There wasn't a hint of art deco; just a lot of rustic wood, plain but pretty. A large stone fireplace dominated the sitting room, and along the wall opposite it, a fat Christmas tree sat unadorned.

      "I'm ready to climb inside that fireplace," Dolores said, and Zia snorted.

      "Hello," the desk clerk called merrily. Her name badge read Charlaine. "You must be the Spada party."

      "We must," Zia grinned. "I'm Zia Spada. Are we alone here for the holidays? It seems quiet."

      "Not at all. We have several families here. A lot of them are out enjoying all the winter wonderland stuff we have to offer. In fact, tomorrow we're having a tree-decorating party. I hope you'll join us." Charlaine gestured to the tree. "It's an annual event. We have complimentary snacks and a hot-chocolate bar. It's always fun."

      Free labor in the form of a party. Sneaky, Zia thought, but she smiled for Charlaine, who did a convincing job of looking jazzed about the party. Their boss, Sarah, had mentioned the hotel acted more like a B&B, almost like part of a guided tour, complete with activities at this time of year. It was one of the things Sarah liked about Whispering Pines. "We'll be there."

      Dolores raised her eyebrows at that. She might love her wife, but their tastes in decorating ran counter to each other. It was Kane's first Christmas with them, so Zia had no idea if he would want to participate, being a druid. Dolores might get chastised for this. Zia hoped she enjoyed the punishment.

      "Excellent. It starts at seven. I'm the owner and all-around go-to person here. I've put you in the Russel suite. It's on the third floor. Here at Whispering Pines, we try to keep the historic feel to the place, but we do have TVs in the rooms, and you'll find the Wi-Fi password here on the key." Charlaine slid three keys in a paper folder to Zia with a wry smile. "We did go to the magnetic keys, though."

      "Sounds great."

      Less great, as Zia quickly discovered, was that the historic authenticity included no elevator to the third floor. Zia gratefully lugged her suitcases into their suite. They had opted for a two-bedroom suite, but the master bedroom had a king-sized bed if they all wanted to cuddle up together and a spare room if they needed some space. The whole threesome dynamic was still new and occasionally a little raw, but being partners in the agency first and lovers second seemed to help cement their relationship.

      Even the suite gave a nod to the holiday. A snowman stood on the dresser, and a little bouquet of fake poinsettias and pines rested on the coffee table by the couch. A tiny artificial tree rested under the living room window.

      "It's cute," Dolores said as she flopped onto the couch. "All I really want is to sleep for a week. Is that so bad?"

      "No, but it is so boring." Zia laughed, dropping onto the couch next to her. Dolores shoved her playfully.

      "You go out into the wilderness with Kane while I stay here in that big bed with a book." Dolores beamed.

      "What makes you think I want to freeze my dick off out there?" Kane grinned, tossing his luggage onto the little stand hotels had to make unpacking easier.

      "You're a druid," Dolores said reasonably. "You get off on this stuff, right?"

      Kane leaned over the back of the couch and kissed her cheek. "I do. And I expect you to come out to the woods for the solstice celebration."

      "How about you take our darling wife, and I'll stay by that delightful fireplace in the common room and do whatever fire-ritual parts of the blessing you need." Dolores reached up and patted his hand.

      Kane snorted. "That defeats the purpose. I'm going to whatever Christmas things you two Catholics plan on dragging me to."

      "Well, I'm not so sure how Catholic we are these days," Zia said. She and Dolores had certainly been raised Catholic, but even though they knew the monsters Zia and her partners fought, there was still no love for magic—not even in the Catholic-based monster-fighting groups—and even less love for anyone not strictly heterosexual. Bisexuals with magical abilities weren't welcomed by all parishes.

      "I did plan on going to one of the local churches. They don't know us here." Dolores offered a faint smile.

      "True. Let's settle in before we worry about any of it," Zia said, levering herself off the couch. "But I'll be at the solstice ceremony with you, Kane. We'll bundle Dolores up and give her a couple of hand-warmers. She'll be fine."

      Dolores spread her hands, nodding her consent. "So finding Kane a promising copse of trees or whatever he needs aside, what else is on the menu for this holiday?"

      "Whatever we want. I'm sure a day of lounging in our PJs, reading and drinking tea can happen. I was hoping to drive out to the North Star Casino for some fun," Zia said.

      "There goes the budget." Dolores laughed.

      Zia rolled her eyes. "And this area is known as the snowmobile capitol of the world for a reason."

      "And that sounds like a great you-and-Kane thing." Dolores waved her off. "I wish this place had an indoor pool."

      "It's a 1920s hotel," Kane replied. "In the middle of nowhere. Though I suppose some old hotels had amazing pools."

      Dolores tapped a finger against her lips before asking, "And how did we choose this place?"

      "Sarah gave us the suite as a gift," Zia replied, bracing for blowback. To be fair, her wife never asked before this, so she hadn't volunteered that their boss had supplied the holiday treat.

      Dolores narrowed her eyes to slits. "So what's the catch?"

      "No catch." Zia wrinkled her nose, not entirely sure that wasn't the case. "But this was a gangster resort. I'm betting this has a ghost or twenty roaming the halls."

      Dolores dropped her head back on the couch pillow. "If some ghost slips into bed with me, you get punched, sweetie."

      "Punch Kane," Zia volleyed back.

      "Bite me." Kane scowled.

      "Later, babe." Zia patted his shoulder. "We're due a break, Dolores. Sarah wouldn't drop us into a hot zone without telling us."

      Dolores shrugged. "Agreed, but I saw you looking up Wendigos."

      "I was just curious about the local baddies."

      "If I end up being crapped out of a ravenous giant cannibal, there'll be another ghost following you around." Kane snorted.

      Zia ran her finger through his red hair. "I'll prepare a little salt bomb for that eventuality."

      "Aw, can't you let me curl into bed with you and Dolores first before you cross me over?"

      "Oh sure, no problem," Zia replied brightly.

      Shaking out her short, walnut-hued hair, Dolores stuck up her middle finger.

      "I think that's the general idea, Dolores," Zia replied, and Dolores giggled, breaking into a laughing jag until she was limp-limbed and red-faced.

      "God, I'm so tired. I'm punch-drunk," Dolores gasped between giggles.

      "So, get some shut-eye, unpack and settle in, and then explore after dinner," Zia suggested, knowing she wouldn't actually nap. She'd have to be on the edge of exhaustion or sick to doze off. Dolores, on the other hand, loved her naps.

      "Sounds great." Dolores popped up and disappeared into the master bedroom. She wouldn't expect Zia to follow. Kane might, but he didn't get up. Zia kicked her feet up on the coffee table and turned on the TV, sound low. Kane settled in next to her.

      "They never have channels you want in a hotel. I'd say it's less of a problem with unlimited plans and streaming, but we have like two bars at best up here."

      Zia nodded. "And I loathe staring at a tiny phone screen. Does that make me old? I feel old." She pouted.

      Kane took her hand, his fingers coarse, calloused from their work. "You're anything but old. Give me a giant TV screen any day. Not that we ever have much time for it."

      "True." Mostly they lived out of their suitcases, hopping from one hot spot to another. Maybe Dolores should be paranoid about Sarah's motives. They could have spent the holiday in their austere little home on the Clipeum grounds. It had less of a lived-in look than this hotel suite. They spent too many hours not at home. Why had Sarah offered this historic hotel? Maybe she should have asked.

      Kane circled his finger over the back of Zia's left hand, the scar wiggling back and forth under his touch. The scar had been a gift from a Cynocephalus trying to rip her hands off.

      Zia melted into his touch. Kane had been assigned to her and Dolores after they lost Sheila, the eldest of their group. The Clipeum liked to work its warriors in threes or fours for safety, and some magic needed multiple practitioners to pull it off. Kane was younger by three years than she and Dolores, fresh from Ireland. Why the hell was that accent so lush and alluring? They couldn't have asked for a better partner on the job. She and Dolores had been polyamorous before. They had lived with another witch, Gretchen, for almost two years before she decided to move back to Germany. Zia had been the first to suggest ringing Kane into their dynamic, and so far, it had been a good fit. However, polyamorous relationships took more work than the more traditional arrangement. Jealousies could rear their ugly heads. So far so good. Neither she nor Dolores were the jealous sort, and Kane was so laid back he could be a Buddhist cat, the picture of Zen.

      "So, do you think Sarah has an ulterior motive?" he asked.

      "Hopefully, it's nothing more than banishing a troublesome ghost, if she does."

      He sighed softly, sinking down further on the couch. "I'm hoping it's not a Wendigo."

      "No kidding." They were notoriously hard to kill. She'd
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