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      Life isn’t easy when you bear the mark of the Silver Stag.

      The Wild Hunt is on the trail of the Tuathan Brotherhood—a hate group terrorizing humans and shifters alike. Their investigation takes them over to the Olympic Peninsula, where they plunge into the heart of the haunted old-growth forest in a desperate attempt to stop the group before they strike again.

      Meanwhile, one of Herne’s friends turns to the Wild Hunt. He’s unwittingly unleashed a terrifying spirit who threatens Port Ludlow with the fury of her storms. Now, they must not only locate Rafé, who has vanished while undercover in the forest, but they must also appease the Cailleach before she destroys the entire community and everyone within it.
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      Herne stared out the window, his hands behind his back. The night sky held that soft silver sheen that came with a snowstorm, and the soft fall of snow drifted down through the night to blanket the ground and muffle the sound of traffic.

      I curled up on the sofa with Angel, while Rafé sat cross-legged on the floor, staring at his tablet. On the covered patio, steaks were sizzling on the grill, and Angel had made hot cocoa for all of us. I leaned back against one arm of the sofa, pulling my knees to my chest as I held my mug and stared at the flames crackling in the fireplace. It was Friday night, and we were all trying to relax after a particularly grueling week.

      “It’s been a rough six weeks,” I said, to no one in particular.

      Herne nodded. “You can say that again. And I’m afraid things aren’t going to die down any time soon.” He glanced outside at the grill. “I’ll check on the steaks.” He ducked out the sliding glass door, armed with tongs and some barbecue sauce.

      “He’s worried, isn’t he?” Angel asked softly as he shut the sliding glass door behind him.

      I nodded. “Yeah, but aren’t we all?”

      We were on the trail of the Tuathan Brotherhood, a hate group that had claimed responsibility for a number of crimes around the area. At least forty people were dead, and dozens had been injured, including me.

      A couple weeks after the credit union bombing, in which I had been injured, there had been an active shooter incident claiming eleven victims, the last one being the shooter himself. He killed himself before the cops could get to him. This time it had been one of the Light Fae—a student on the Washington Hills college campus who had apparently been recruited into the hate group the same way the others had—through drugging and brainwashing.

      “Can we let it go for tonight?” Angel asked. “I just want one day’s reprieve from thinking about it.” She leaned forward and grabbed another marshmallow, popping it into her mug.

      “I agree. We need a break. No more talk about the Tuathan Brotherhood tonight.” I flashed her a smile and sipped my cocoa. “Instead, let’s talk about Yule. Are you going to visit DJ?” Angel’s little brother was living with a foster family, and she had seen him at Thanksgiving, but I wasn’t sure whether she had decided to spend the winter holidays down there.

      She shook her head. “No. Cooper is taking the entire family on a ski trip for the holidays, and I want DJ to go. Not only do I not ski, I simply can’t take the time off, given we’re headed over to the peninsula this week. We may not be back in time for Yule.”

      “Right. Well, he’ll have fun. And yes, we’ll probably still be over on the peninsula.” We were out to infiltrate the hate group—or rather, Rafé was—and the entire agency was going over. We hoped Rafé would be able to feed us the information we needed in order to bust up the group right there. But I knew that Herne would have let Angel go if she asked. No, I knew there were two reasons behind her reluctance. The first was Rafé himself—she was worried about him.

      And the second was while DJ had enjoyed having her there for Thanksgiving, Angel had confided to me that she felt like an outsider. Her brother was fitting in well with his new foster family, and she had felt like he had spent time with her just because he felt like he should. I tried to convince her that she was wrong, but the truth was—I had the feeling she was right. Angel was a strong empath and had a good read on people.

      “Then we should plan out an agency-wide Yule party for the Solstice. If we get stuck over there, we’ll celebrate when we get back.” I drained my mug and set it on the table. “Rafé, do you go home for the Solstice?”

      He glanced up, shaking his head. “No. My family doesn’t welcome my presence.”

      “Then you’ll spend it with us,” Angel said, hastily adding, “If you want to, of course. I don’t know if you already have plans.”

      He grinned at her. “No plans, and yes, I’d love to spend the holidays with you.”

      I let out a contented sigh. Angel and Rafé were getting along. Herne and I were doing well. Leaving the work issues out of it, life was actually pretty good.

      At that moment, Herne returned with a platter full of sizzling steaks. Angel reluctantly unwound herself and headed into the kitchen. As we gathered around the table, she returned with a basket filled with baked potatoes, and a salad. Rafé held my chair for me, then guided Angel to her seat. Herne placed the platter in the center of the table and I stared hungrily at the food.

      “Dig in,” Herne said, offering me a steak. He served Angel, then Rafé, and then took the last for himself.

      “How’s Danielle doing?” I asked. “Is she coming home for Yule?”

      Danielle was Herne’s daughter, whom he had only recently met. She was currently living with the Amazons on the island of Themiscyra, learning the ways of her mother’s people.

      “No, I don’t think so, though she wants to come back during the spring for a week and we’re working on arrangements now for that. She’s made friends and her studies are going well. Myrna hardly ever writes to her, but I make sure to stay in touch. We’re getting along better.” He ladled more barbecue sauce on his steak and spread it across his potato, adding grated cheese on top.

      Rafé glanced at him. “How long have you known about her?”

      “Only about two months. We got off to a rocky start, but we’re sorting it out. Her mother’s absolutely no help, and now that Danielle is over in Themiscyra, Myrna appears to have washed her hands of the girl.” Herne’s expression darkened. “But better it happen now, than before I came into the picture.”

      I cut open my potato and added butter and cheese. The smell of the food hit me hard and my stomach rumbled. Ever since the Cruharach, when both of my bloodlines fully emerged, I had developed a love affair with meat that eclipsed even my former passion for hamburgers and hotdogs. It was my Autumn Stalker nature—the hunter within had fully emerged and she was hungry for beef on bone. On the other side, I had also noticed my singing voice had gotten better, thanks to my mother’s Leannan Sidhe blood.

      We set to eating but halfway into the meal, Herne’s phone rang. He glanced at it and frowned. “Excuse me, I should probably take this,” he said, moving away from the table.

      I waved my fork at him, my mouth full.

      Angel laughed. “Go on. We aren’t going anywhere.”

      As he moved off toward the living room, I swallowed my food. “So, let’s go get a tree tomorrow,” I said to Angel.

      “All right, but I want a fake one. A big, huge, beautiful, fake tree. My allergies aren’t too bad but I don’t think they’d be all that happy with a real tree in the house. And Mr. Rumblebutt would take every chance to climb it.”

      I sighed. I hadn’t ever bothered with a Yule tree since I had been on my own—twelve years now—but this year, I wanted a big beautiful spruce tree. “All right. But if we do that, then the wreath on the outside of the door has to be real, and we decorate a couple of the trees in the yard, too.”

      “I’m good with that.” She glanced up. “We’ll need to go shopping and pick up ornaments.”

      Herne returned at that point, looking perplexed. “That was odd,” he said, returning to his seat.

      “Anything wrong?” I asked.

      He gave me a shrug. “I’m not sure, but… Yes, actually. The call was from a friend I haven’t heard from in a long while. Angus Lesley. He and his wife Fiona are originally from Scotland. I met them there, a couple hundred years ago. They’re magic-born.” He paused to take a bite of his food.

      “What seems to be the problem? Brexit?” Angel asked with a grin.

      Herne snorted, then rested his fork on his plate. “No. Angus wanted to know if we—the Wild Hunt—could help him. He’s concerned about his wife.”

      “Is she ill?” Rafé asked, spearing another potato.

      “Angus seems to think she’s possessed.”

      That put a stop to the conversation. I finished my steak and toyed with my potato.

      “Possessed? Like in…a spirit?”

      He nodded. “I suppose. I’m not really sure. He just said that she’s been acting strangely lately. He also mentioned that there are storms coming through the area that seem…odd. He used that word a lot—odd. Anyway, he asked if we could come over to give him our opinion.”

      “Where do they live?” Rafé asked.

      “That’s the thing. They live in Port Ludlow, which isn’t far from Port Gamble, where Dr. Nalcops is located.”

      Ezra Nalcops was the doctor we suspected was in cahoots with the Tuathan Brotherhood. We hadn’t done anything yet because we didn’t want to tip him—or the brotherhood—off.

      “Is Angus prone to paranoia?” Rafé asked.

      “No, not unless he’s changed over the years.” Herne shook his head, a worried furrow lining his forehead. “Angus isn’t given to exaggeration. He’s always been a steady man who has easily dealt with a variety of difficult issues. The fact that he’s concerned enough about his wife to call me—that alone tells me this is serious.”

      A shadow seemed to fall across our dinner. I shivered, glancing outside. We were having an unusual snowfall for the Seattle area, and the entire world seemed white and cold.

      “We were going over next week anyway,” I said, glancing at Angel. She ducked her head, her lips set in a thin line. She was still upset that she had offered up the idea for Rafé to investigate the headquarters of the Tuathan Brotherhood, but it had been his choice in the end.

      “Right. I’m thinking we’ll stop in to see if we can help him out. I won’t count this as a regular case, but we’ll just see what we can find out, to help out an old friend,” Herne said.

      “How did you meet Angus?” I asked, finishing my potato. A blast of wind hit the trees outside and sent the snow swirling in a spiral and I shivered as a goose walked over my grave.

      “Angus and I go way back. He was out on a hunting trip and I was in my form as the stag. He targeted me, not comprehending who I was. When I realized that, I changed back into my human shape and he almost fell over himself apologizing. He was hungry, which was why he was out hunting, so I offered him part of my dinner and we started talking and hit it off.” He shook his head. “A lot of years have passed since those days.”

      “Is his wife Scottish, too?” Angel asked.

      Herne nodded. “Fiona came over with Angus. As time went on, they decided to try out the New World and just see what it was like. I had moved over by then, and I helped them find a place and get settled. They had three children, all whom have grown up and moved away. The oldest moved back to Scotland, one is living in Maine, and the third died on a fishing boat fifty-odd years ago.”

      I carried my plate into the kitchen, and Angel followed me. There was New York–style cheesecake with raspberry sauce for dessert, and I carried it while she picked up the dessert plates and we returned to the table.

      “Well, if nothing else, it will be nice for you to see them again.” I stood back, letting Angel take over cutting the cheesecake. I took the plates and poured the sauce on the slices, handing them to the men.

      “Yes, it will,” Herne said, sounding preoccupied. While Rafé carried their dinner plates to the kitchen, Herne glanced out the window. “This is not ideal weather to drive over to the peninsula, but we have no choice. I’ll let Angus know we’re coming.”

      “We’re still leaving Monday morning, aren’t we?” Angel asked.

      “Right,” Herne said.

      “You seem really worried,” I said, diving into my cheesecake, relaxing as the creamy filling dissolved in a burst of flavor on my tongue.

      Herne shrugged. “I don’t know. I just have an odd feeling about Angus and Fiona. As I said, Angus isn’t given to exaggeration, so if he’s worried enough to call me, yeah, I’m concerned that something is wrong.”

      We finished dessert and relocated back to the living room. Herne seemed restless, pacing around the room.

      “Would you like to go out for a walk?” I wasn’t looking forward to the chill, but if it would help, I’d bundle myself into my snow gear and head out with him.

      But he merely shook his head. “No, I fancy a run. I’m really not good company right now. I’m sorry, but Angus’s call took me by surprise. Do you mind if we cut the evening short?”

      Feeling concerned, but realizing that he needed space, I nodded. “Angel, can you and Rafé run me home?”

      Angel nodded. “Not a problem. Why don’t we all just call it an early evening? Rafé has to work tomorrow anyway, so you and I can tackle the laundry and catch up on Rudding Place Northwest.”

      As Rafé and Angel gathered their things, Herne scraped off plates and put them in the dishwasher. I joined him in the kitchen.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? I’d be happy to,” I said, touching his arm.

      He tilted his head, his wheat-colored hair draping down his shoulders. The light in his eyes mirrored the depths of silent blue lakes, high in the mountains. He poured detergent into the dishwasher reservoir, then closed the door and started the cycle. Straightening, he wiped his hands on a dishtowel.

      “Thank you, love, but no. I’m feeling the call of the wild tonight. There are times I need to race out in the woods and leave everything behind. Please don’t think I’m pushing you away.” He took my hands, drawing me to him. I leaned my head against his chest and he nuzzled my hair. “Do you understand?” His voice was trembling.

      “Yes, I do. There are times we all need space. I’m not insulted or offended.” I tilted my chin up, staring into his eyes. “Kiss me, though. Remind me that you love me.”

      “Always,” he whispered, his lips meeting mine. They were warm, supple, and as he kissed me, he pulled me to him. I felt fully loved and cared for. Yet as much as he possessed me, Herne had never tried to remake me, never tried to change me. He let me be who I was, which only made me love him more.

      Reeling from the intensity of his kiss, I pulled my head away, catching my breath. “I will miss you tonight,” I said, reaching up to sweep a strand of hair away from his eyes. I traced the line of his face down to his jaw. The scruff of his beard was soft beneath my fingers, and he laughed gently.

      “That makes me happy. That you want me. Perhaps tomorrow?”

      “I meet with Marilee in the evening, but maybe I can drop over in the afternoon.” I could feel his arousal as he pressed against me, but I could also feel something else—his longing to race into the forest.

      Ever since the Cruharach, I’d been able to feel more emotions connected with the wilds, and had felt that same hunger in myself. Only for me, it was the desire to seek and hunt.

      I had been practicing with a bow and arrow—the regular kind as opposed to the pistol grip crossbow I already knew how to use. I was also learning swordplay. I could fight with a dagger, in fact, I could wield two of them at once, but the sword was a different animal altogether.

      “Call me in the morning and we’ll see what’s going on. For now, though, another kiss will tide me over.” His lips met mine again, and I lost myself in the spiral of desire that spun itself around us. Finally, reluctantly, I pulled away.

      “All right, if I’m not going to stay, I’d better go before you get me too hot and bothered.” I laughed, gathering my things. Rafé and Angel were waiting in the living room for me as I headed for the door. “Let’s get a move on, you two.”

      They made their farewells to Herne and we headed out to Rafé’s four-wheel drive. As I swung into the backseat, I glanced back at Herne’s house. The mansion was silent under the snow, and as I fastened my seatbelt, there was a glimmer as a silver stag came darting out from the side, standing tall and proud and luminous.

      Herne. The Silver Stag. The Lord of the Hunt.

      “He’s gorgeous,” Angel said, catching her breath.

      Rafé nodded, his gaze riveted by the massive stag. “I still can’t believe I know a god.”

      “You think you’re amazed. I’m dating a god. That stag is my boyfriend.” But my words fell away as Herne leapt ahead to race into the park that buttressed his house. He was faster than any normal deer could ever be, and a nimbus of silver surrounded him, a glowing fog that drifted from his body.

      I watched silently as he vanished into the thicket. I hadn’t been kidding. The fact that I was dating a god, one to whose mother I was pledged, left me wondering just where my life was taking me. But it was too late to back away, regardless of whatever consequences came from the relationship. I was madly in love with Herne, and he seemed to feel the same way about me. He held my heart in his hands, and all I could do was pray that he’d be kind with it.

      Finally, after a moment, Rafé eased out of the driveway and we headed back to the house Angel and I lived in. All the way, I stared out the window, thinking. There were so many things I didn’t know about Herne’s background, so many hundreds—possibly thousands—of years that I knew nothing about. And yet, I was part of his life now, and every day I seemed to learn more about him. That brought my thoughts to Angus and Fiona.

      Wondering what could be so wrong that one of the magic-born felt the need to contact Herne, I stared at the drifting snow as we traveled the silent road back to my house.
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      The next morning, Angel came racing into my room, waking me up. She was holding her phone and she looked like she had just been punched in the gut.

      “Ember, Ember, wake up!” She shook my shoulders until I opened my eyes and blurrily pushed myself up against the headboard.

      “What is it? What’s wrong? Did something happen with DJ? Are you all right?” I rubbed my eyes, yawning as she sat on the edge of my bed, holding her arms across her stomach.

      “No, I’m not all right. DJ’s father called me.” She stared at me bleakly. “DeWayne ran away from Mama J. when he found out she was pregnant. He’s never had any interest in finding out about the child he abandoned. Why the hell is he calling now?”

      That woke me up. I shifted, crossing my legs as I pulled a light throw from the other side of the bed and wrapped it around my shoulders. I loved my house, but it was proving chilly on the upper floor. I had quickly realized as autumn turned into winter that we needed central heating and air, but I wanted to wait for better weather before having it installed.

      “What did he say?”

      She shrugged. “DeWayne was looking for Mama J. He said he wanted to ‘come visit her.’ My intuition told me that he’s low on money and has probably pissed off any friends who might float him a place to stay, so he’s looking up old soft touches. I told him she was dead.”

      “How did he react?” I wondered how much of Angel’s intuition might be her reaction to a man who abandoned his girlfriend and unborn child, and how much it was actually on point. She was usually spot-on, but this was personal.

      She frowned. “That’s the thing. He paused for a moment, then asked me what happened to ‘the baby.’ He doesn’t even know whether Mama J. had a boy or a girl. I told him not to worry, that we were fine. He asked me flat out then what the ‘kid’s’ name was, and if he had a son or daughter.” She shook her head, staring at the bed.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “I asked him why he cared. That’s when he said he ‘wouldn’t mind meeting his kid’ and that he was planning on coming back to Seattle for a visit. I didn’t know what to say, so I hung up on him.” She shivered. “I think he just wants to find out if Mama J. left any money. He was a mooch when he lived with us, and he abandoned all of us, and men like that don’t change.”

      I suddenly realized what she was afraid of. “You think he might want to take DJ with him? That he might come out here and take DJ away? He’s not on the birth certificate, though—how could any claim hold up in court?”

      “DNA. And he’s a wolf shifter, remember. They can be canny and sly. He’s a lone wolf—he told Mama J. that he got kicked out of his pack years ago. She felt sorry for him. That’s how they met. He came to her soup kitchen one night.”

      Angel’s mother—Mama J.—had owned a diner. She opened it to the homeless after hours, giving away the food that they hadn’t sold during the day, and she always made a huge vat of soup and had bread to supplement it so that nobody went away hungry. Mama J. had also been an incredible card reader, and Angel had inherited her psychic abilities. I suspected if they looked far enough back in their family tree that they’d find a spot of magic-born blood, but I had never ventured the idea aloud.

      “You know as well as I do that no court is going to give a man custody over a son he abandoned before birth, who doesn’t have a stable life. Especially now that Cooper has him.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “We won’t let him take DJ away from you. I promise, we’ll figure out something.”

      She nodded. “It’s hard enough having DJ living with Cooper. But I can handle that—it’s best for DJ and I still get to see him. I couldn’t bear it if some stranger dragged DJ away with him. I don’t trust DeWayne. There was always something slimy about him and I can still feel it through the phone.”

      I slid out from under the throw, wincing as my feet hit the icy floor. A glance out the window told me it was snowing again. We had about three inches, which was a good amount for the Seattle area, and though they had actually gotten around to plowing the roads, it was slippery out there.

      “I hope this stops before Monday or the commute is going to be hell.” Shivering, I wrapped myself in my robe. “Come on, don’t worry. We’ll deal with DeWayne if and when he shows up. Chances are he won’t bother. Today we’re going to buy a tree and ornaments and everything else we need to turn this place into a winter wonderland.” I paused. “You still up for it?”

      Angel brightened a little. “Yeah, it will help take my mind off of DeWayne.”

      “How did he get in touch with you, anyway? He’s been gone, what, ten years?”

      “I still have the same phone number as I did back then. He had it because he lived with Mama J. Even before she got pregnant with DJ, I didn’t like DeWayne. He was an asshole, and he kept making semi-suggestive moves toward me, but I knew if I called him on it, he’d gaslight me. Mama J. would have kicked him out—she was always on my side—but I knew she loved him, so I kept my mouth shut.” Angel shook her head. “Part of me thinks I should have said something anyway, but then I wouldn’t have my little brother, and I love DJ.”

      “I know you do,” I said. “And you aren’t going to lose him, regardless of what happens with DeWayne. We’ve tackled far worse problems before.” I grabbed a pair of jeans from my dresser, along with a cobalt V-neck sweater and a black leather belt. Adding a pair of blue knee socks to the pile, and a clean bra and panties, I carried them back to the bed.

      “I’ll start breakfast while you change. Are you taking a shower first, or coming right down?” Angel stood up, thrusting her phone in her pocket. She was wearing a pair of green leggings, with a long golden tunic over the top. Angel could easily have been a model—she was five-ten, willowy, and had beautiful bone structure. And her rich brown skin was always clear and glowing.

      “I took a shower last night. I’m clean enough,” I said, grinning at her. “I’ll be down as soon as I dress. Can you feed Mr. Rumblebutt?” I glanced around. “Where is the little booger? He didn’t sleep with me, for a change.”

      “He slept in my room. He found my fleece robe and decided that it made the perfect nest.” She winked at me. “Don’t worry, I won’t win his heart away from you.”

      “Go on with you,” I said, waving her out with a laugh. Mr. Rumblebutt was my black Norwegian Forest cat, and he absolutely doted on both Angel and me. He was pretty much a tribble on legs, with tufted feet and ears, and he was my best buddy.

      I quickly dressed, brushed my hair back in a ponytail and slapped on a quick face of makeup, opting for an icy look. Might as well match the season, I thought, applying a rainbow of silver, blue, and plum colors. After finishing my toilette, I slid on a pair of fleece-lined snow boots and headed downstairs, where Angel was making omelets and toast.

      “Smells good,” I said, sliding into a kitchen chair. “So I guess I’d better contact Ronnie about next week. I’m pretty sure she’ll be watching Talia’s dogs, and we need to arrange for her to care for Mr. Rumblebutt while we’re over on the peninsula.”

      Ronnie Archwood was one of the Light Fae, but she had been excommunicated from the court long ago and was one of the few Fae who didn’t look down on me because of my bloodlines. I was half Light Fae, half Dark. Most of the Fae called me a tralaeth—basically a dirty word for half-breed.

      “Mr. R. likes her a lot,” Angel said, sliding our omelets onto our plates. She added the toast and carried them to the table as I made myself a quad-shot mocha.

      “He does, doesn’t he?” I texted Ronnie while I was waiting for the espresso, asking if she could check on him and spend some time playing with him while we were gone. She texted back as I was carrying my mug to the table, confirming that she’d be able to watch over him as well as Talia’s greyhounds. She could get my spare key from Talia, with whom we had exchanged house keys. Relieved, I checked that worry off my mental checklist.

      “What do you think about our upcoming trip?” I asked as I settled in to eat.

      Angel shook her head. “Not so much, to be honest. I’m not fond of going over to the peninsula. There are so many freaky spirits and creatures there, and I key in on their energy too easily.”

      “At least it will be a change of pace. I think we can all use a little time away. Maybe it will give Yutani a chance to sort out the crap he’s going through.” I paused, adding, “At least I hope so. He’s been a tool lately.”

      Yutani, our IT guy, had recently found out he was the son of the Great Coyote, and he had been trying to contact the Trickster for a couple months now to find out why Coyote had never told him. He had also been acting out, and I was about ready to call him on it if Herne wouldn’t. While Yutani could be overly sarcastic, it had reached a point where I wanted to smack him one.

      “He doesn’t know who he is now. He always had a rough time, given his childhood, but now he finds out that the same god who claimed him when he was a child and basically threw him under the bus is his daddy. I know he’s being a pain in the ass, but I don’t blame him for being lost.” Angel always looked for the best in people. It was a testament to her nature, but it could also be dangerous.

      We cleared away our dishes and I stacked them in the dishwasher while Angel washed the table. Deciding to take my car, which was better in the snow than hers, we headed out to buy a tree.

      “You realize we’ll just get it set up and have to leave,” Angel said. “How is Mr. Rumblebutt around trees, even a fake one?”

      “I don’t know. He’s never had one to contend with before.” I eased over to the left lane as we approached Wexworth’s, a large department store that had anything and everything you could want, including groceries. A stab of worry ran through me. “Do you think we should attempt it?”

      “I think we should buy everything today, decorate with swags and garlands and lights around the ceiling, where he can’t reach them, then when we get home after the trip, we can put up the tree. That way there won’t be any cat-astrophes to come home to,” she said, laughing.

      We pulled into the parking lot and I found a spot near the door—a miracle, given it was the Christmas season and shoppers were out in full force.

      “Do you mind celebrating Solstice instead of Christmas?” I asked. “We could do both.”

      “I don’t mind. Mama J. celebrated Christmas but it was always about family, never about religion. And given all the gods hanging around, we just went with the flow and adopted paganism. By the time I met you, Mama J. was basically a humanist more than anything else. I tend to follow her path.” She shrugged, turning sideways to block a cold gust of wind that swept past. “As long as we have lights and a tree and pretty decorations, I’m good.”

      “How about DJ? I know he’s celebrating with Cooper and his family, but…”

      “Eh, he’s good. He told me that he’s learning about the Wolf Spirit, and I have the feeling he may be transitioning more into his Wulfine nature. Cooper’s family are followers of Lupa, the wolf goddess. If he chooses to join them, I have no objections. They put a heavy emphasis on honor and keeping your word, and guarding the pack—which means family. Those are good qualities to embrace.” She opened the door and held it. “After you, madam!”

      “Thank you kindly,” I said, ducking inside out of the falling snow. Seattle was coping rather well with this snowfall, though if it got any heavier we’d be in trouble.

      Wexworth’s was busy, but not overly so, and we managed to procure a cart without a wait. We headed for the home-goods aisles and proceeded to sort through the artificial trees. There were some incredibly good simulations, and we found a seven-footer that was pre-lit with multi-colored twinkle lights. The branches were full and sturdy.

      “I like this one,” Angel said.

      “Then let’s get it. What sort of theme do we want for the ornaments?” I wasn’t too picky, but I knew Angel had a sense of design and I wanted her to be happy.

      We looked through the decorations, and then I saw a gorgeous blown-glass mermaid. “How about this? There’s a unicorn too. How about a wonderland theme in blue, white, and silver?”

      She nodded. “I think that would be lovely. Let’s go for it.”

      We filled the cart with several of the ornaments—a couple unicorns, a mermaid, and faeries—then added an assortment of animals including an owl, a bear, several ravens, a couple bluebirds, a stag, and other assorted woodland creatures. Then we sorted through the blue and silver ornaments that were available, picking the shiniest, most glittery ones we could find. Angel dug through the garlands, coming up with a gorgeous flocked glittering garland to string around the edges of the ceiling, and we practically emptied the light section, opting for multicolor twinkle lights. After about an hour, we had filled two carts and, with the tree in tow, we headed to the checkout counter, adding various boxes of candy and cookies as we went.

      “I think we’ve got enough to start,” Angel said, grinning. “We can hang the garland and lights today, and set up the snow village.”

      “I want to make fudge, too. I have a feeling this coming week’s going to be a bitch, so I want to spend the weekend relaxing and watching movies and having fun.” As I paid the bill, with Angel giving me half in cash, I thought that we needed times like these—downtime when we could relax and forget about the death and bloodshed and mayhem going on around us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By Sunday, we had decorated everything except for actually putting the tree together, we had made fudge and cookies, and stocked up on cat food. I had a good session with Marilee, though I canceled my appointment with her for the coming week. Even though the Cruharach was now safely behind me, I was still meeting with my mentor to work on strengthening my magic, and I was trying to learn actual spells now, like my mother had used.

      I didn’t have the knack for spellwork that I had hoped for, but I was learning how to direct the energy better than before. The innate abilities—like my Leannan Sidhe defense—were always there and ready, and my ability to talk to water elementals and summon the moisture out of the air had grown stronger. But actually manipulating the energy through spellwork? Not quite so easy for me.

      However, my workouts were a different matter. Ever since the Cruharach, my workouts had become stronger and more intense, and I was finding that I could run faster, climb harder, and fight better than ever before. I was training with a martial arts teacher now, and he had me learning parkour, though I was still nervous about some of the acrobatics.

      I called Herne on Sunday afternoon as I was sitting in my bedroom, trying to figure out what to pack. “Hey, we’re still heading out early, aren’t we? I’m packing and not sure what to take.”

      “Pack whatever you think you’ll need for tromping out in the woods and snow. Don’t forget to make arrangements for Fumblebutt.” He laughed. He was fond of Mr. R. and had dubbed my cat with the nickname.

      “Already done. And Mr. Rumblebutt kindly asks me to remind you that he is as graceful as the day is long, and he’ll claw your nuts if you keep tormenting him with such cruel names,” I said, inserting a formal accent into my voice.

      “Yeah, well, tell the fluffball that I said hi.” Herne laughed again. “Seriously, you and Angel need to bring winter clothing. Angus said it’s cold over there and it’s been snowing. They have five inches on the ground.”

      “It’s been an unusually cold winter,” I said, thinking about the roads. I hadn’t been over to the Olympic Peninsula often, so this would be a new experience for me. “How many cars are we taking?”

      “I don’t want anybody driving over there who isn’t experienced on the backroads. The highway can be dicey at times. We’ll take my Expedition, and Viktor’s going to rent a sturdy all-wheel drive big enough to pack equipment in. Yutani’s vehicle is mighty, but too small. I’ll pick you, Angel, and Raven up tomorrow morning. Raven’s joining us, right?”

      Herne had asked me to see if Raven would go with us, given the possibility of possession, and she had agreed to come with us. She would also come in handy if we met any of the Ante-Fae, given she was also one.

      “Yeah, she’ll be coming along.”

      “Good. Viktor will pick up Talia and Yutani. Rafé will meet us there—he’s got an all-wheel drive so he’ll be able to manage the roads. Charlie’s staying here, of course. He has a couple tests and needs to focus on his schoolwork.”

      Charlie Darren was a nominal employee of the Wild Hunt, which meant to say that he was officially employed by the agency, but was focused on getting his accounting degree for the next year or so. After that, he’d be in charge of the Wild Hunt’s ledgers. He did some data entry for us, but Herne wanted him to train into his position. Charlie was also a vampire, which meant traveling with us was potentially hazardous to his health if we got caught out in the daylight.

      “Anything else we need to bring? Weapons, of course. I’ll bring my pistol grip crossbow—I’m not conversant enough with the long bow yet—and my dagger.”

      “Just whatever you think you’ll need for a few days to a week. We could end up there for a couple of weeks if things stall out. I hope not, but we need to be prepared.” Herne paused, then added, “I talked to Danielle this morning. She’ll definitely be coming to visit for Ostara. I’m looking forward to seeing her more than I realized.”

      “Then I’m glad she gets to come.” I paused, then added, “Herne, I wanted to talk to you about Yutani.” I wasn’t sure what exactly to say, but Herne took care of that.

      “I know, I know. I’ve been meaning to talk to him. He’s been a PITA lately, and frankly, while I understand, it’s not helping morale at work any. He can be as sullen as he wants on his own time, but when he’s with the rest of us, he needs to leave the attitude behind. His aunt Celia called me the other night. She said that when she talked to him not long ago, he actually told her to keep her nose out of his business. And you know how much Yutani adores his aunt. So something has to be going on.”

      “Yeah, that is bad. Okay, well, given you already know what I was going to say, I’ll leave it to you for now. But if he gets on my back, I’m not going to sit here and be his punching bag—metaphorically or any other way.” I blew a kiss into the phone. “I love you. We’ll be ready tomorrow. I assume early?”

      “I’ll drop by around eight. I won’t see you tonight, I’m afraid. I’m spending the evening with Morgana. She wants to brief me on some things she’s picked up on that Saílle and Névé are doing. I think our fair queens are up to shenanigans, and they’re probably not harmless.”

      I sighed. The more we dealt with the Fae Queens, the happier I was that neither wanted me to join their courts. I was about to say something when my phone dinged. I glanced at the screen.

      “Hold on, Raven’s texting me.”

      He snorted. “That could take awhile. Call me back when you’re done.”

      I switched over to my texts. don’t forget, you need to pick me up tomorrow. not sure what good i can do but you
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