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

      Light and Dark Fae are both dying, caught in the grip of a plague that threatens to sweep through both courts. The deadly disease is spreading, and no one can pinpoint the origins, nor can an antidote be formulated until the details of the contagion are understood. As Cernunnos sets Ferosyn—his best healer—on the task, he also instructs the Wild Hunt to take on the investigation.

      Now, Ember and Herne must race against time, seeking an answer before both Fae Courts are devastated. Their search leads them deep into the mountains, to a hidden burial site where they discover a terrifying secret that could mean the extinction of the entire Fae race.

      Iron Bones: Book 3 of the Wild Hunt Series

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the stack of papers in front of me, my pen hesitating over the last signatory line. This was it. There was no backing out. I had made the promises, handed over the money, gone through all the documents, and this was the final step. Once I signed my name, the house was mine. I glanced over at Angel, whom I had brought along for support, and she gave me an encouraging nod.

      
        
        Ember Sabina Kearney.

      

      

      I wrote it with a flourish. Might as well embellish things a little. After all, this was an event that celebrations were made for. This was also one of the biggest purchases I’d ever make in my life. My condo had felt like a major step, but buying a house eclipsed it. I had already sold the condo, with the stipulation that we had until August 31 to move out. One month from today and it would be history, a part of my past.

      “Congratulations! You now own a house. I’ll walk this over to records and have this filed within the hour. Everything else has been taken care of.” The escrow agent shuffled the pages, glancing through them, then tapped them into a tidy bundle, clipped them together, and slid them into a file folder.

      Rachel Madison, my real estate agent, was thrilled. “I have your keys for you. The seller was so relieved she said to give them to you right now, given everything has gone so smoothly.”

      She slid them across the table, positively glowing. The house had been an albatross around her neck. It had been on the market for over a year by the time Angel and I had stumbled across it. The place had been a murder house, and nobody had wanted to buy the lovely upgraded home with two large lots, given its grisly history. Until I decided we could make it work.

      I glanced at the escrow agent. “Good to go?”

      She nodded. “It’s not typical form to give you the keys on signing, but I foresee no problem, and that’s the owner’s choice. Enjoy your new home!” She swept out of the room, leaving the three of us sitting there.

      I stared at Angel. “We did it. We have a house.”

      Well, actually, I had a house. I had bought it, but Angel would pay me rent. Right now, the condo was far too small for the two of us. The house was twice the size, with a massive lot, and we had been spending a lot of time mulling over colors and options for the garden. The house itself didn’t need many renovations, but the paint job…well…it might not be the ugly “Bellevue beige” that was so popular around here, but neither did I want every room to be white. And the yard and fence needed major work.

      “We have a month, but I’d like to get started right away. Why don’t we take over supplies tonight so we can start painting tomorrow after work?” I was excited. I wanted in by mid-month because I really didn’t like waiting till the last minute. Plus, we had already packed most of our things and the condo was in total chaos.

      “Sounds good,” Angel said, grinning. “I can feel the excitement bouncing off you like a frog on steroids.” Her smile lit up her face. Angel was one of the few people I knew who could shift the energy of the room without saying a word. She was human, an empath, and she had been my best friend since grade school when she shoved me into a mud puddle. I had dragged her down with me, and after a brief tussle, we had become BFFs. Best friends forever.

      “Well, it’s not every day I take on a half-million dollars of debt.” That wasn’t entirely accurate. I had put down thirty thousand dollars on the house, and once I closed on the condo, I’d be filtering most of that money—about three hundred thousand—into the loan. But still, I was going to end up owing over two hundred thousand dollars on the mortgage.

      “I suggest we celebrate. Why don’t you let me buy dinner?” Angel asked, looping her arm through mine.

      On that note, I pocketed the keys to the house, and we headed out for our favorite fast food joint, Anton’s Fish Shack.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, full of fish and chips, we stopped at HomeTown Central—a mega store with everything you could hope to find for home repair and renovation—and picked up the paint order I had put in the day before. Angel wanted her room to be an early-morning blue, while I wanted mine in forest green and pale lilac. We had decided on a warm apricot for the kitchen, and a watercress green for the living room. I chose the same sky blue Angel wanted for her bedroom to paint the office. We were starting there, and would tackle the rest of the painting after we finished the primary areas. As we carted all the supplies out to our cars, my personal phone rang.

      I glanced at the Caller ID. Crap. My grandfather again. I sent the call to voice mail.

      “Who is it?” Angel shaded her eyes as she watched me ignore the call.

      “Who else? Farthing. My grandfather.”

      She nodded without comment. None was needed. My paternal grandparents had never once contacted me during the time I was growing up. They hadn’t contacted me when my parents had been murdered, nor when I moved in with Angel’s family. They hadn’t reached out when I took on freelance investigating. Only now, after I went to work for the Wild Hunt Agency, had my grandfather decided to get in touch with me. I wasn’t much interested in talking to him and hadn’t bothered to answer any of his calls after we spoke the first time.

      “I’ll meet you at the house.” I gave her a wave as I slipped into my car and eased my way out of the parking lot. For better or worse, I owned a house, and it was time to make it my own.
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        * * *

      

      When we got to the house, we had a surprise waiting for us. Herne was there, along with the rest of the Wild Hunt Agency. Talia, Yutani—fresh out of his cast—and Viktor were standing beside him. Viktor was holding a big basket stuffed to the gills with sandwiches, pastries, and a couple six-packs of dark stout.

      “We thought we’d help with the painting party,” Herne said with a grin. He held out his arms and I slid into them, meeting his lips with my own.

      He was a tall man, though the word “man” was misleading. Herne was as much of a human as I was. Meaning not at all. He was the son of Cernunnos, Lord of the Forest, and Morgana, Goddess of the Fae and the Sea. And he was my boyfriend. Gorgeous, with wheat-colored hair that hit the back of his shoulder blades, and muscled to just the right degree, Herne and I had been drawn to each other from the start.

      “How did you know we were going to be here?” I asked, resting my head on his shoulder.

      “A little bird told me.” He glanced over at Angel, who grinned. “I know you planned to wait till tomorrow night to start painting, but we decided to make the job a little easier.”

      They stood back, lining the path to the door. Angel and I glanced at each other.

      “This is it. We own a murder house,” I said, a shiver running up my back. I couldn’t tell if it was excitement or nerves, or a combination of the two. But I loved the house, and I was determined to make it into a safe haven.

      I marched up the sidewalk. The path was broken in places with grass and weeds popping through the cracks. Rhododendron bushes crowded in on both sides, overgrown, and at least eight garden spiders had made a tunnel of webs between the massive plants.

      I paused, looking around for a stick. I found a small twig on the ground and used it to bring down the striped arachnids that wove their massive webs between the branches. The orb weavers were fat and all shades of green and brown, and they quickly scuttled off as I broke through the anchor lines of their webs.

      “Sorry, guys, but you need to find a new home,” I said, watching as they hurried away. They’d be back within the hour, though. The critters were nothing if not tenacious. “I have the feeling we’ll need to either keep a spider-stick at either end of the walkway, or cut back the rhododendrons quite a bit. Maybe even take them out.” I didn’t like removing plants and trees willy-nilly, though.

      “You can move the sidewalk to skirt around them,” Yutani said. The coyote shifter glanced around the yard. “Although that would look a little odd, with two rows of rhodies sitting smack in the middle of the yard.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”

      I dashed up the porch. The steps and porch were in good condition, as were spindles of the railing that flanked the sides and front of the porch. I had already ordered a porch swing to be installed. The house was painted a navy blue with white trim, and the paint job was still relatively new. Angel and I both liked the color so we decided to spend our time and money elsewhere.

      The roses were in bloom, crowding the porch on either side of the steps. We needed to cut them back, but for now, their heady scent filled the air as the deep burgundy blooms spread wide. Talia stopped to smell one of them.

      “I love roses,” she said, smiling. “They remind me of someone I knew once. He was a gardener, and he took care of his flowers like most people take care of their children.”

      As I inserted the key into the lock, Herne gave a quick drum roll on the side of the house, and then, the door was open and we spilled through the entryway. I glanced over at Angel.

      “Honey, we’re home.”

      She giggled. “Let’s just hope we don’t have any squatters of the ghostly kind.”

      I nodded, my smile fading. Chances were good we’d have something to contend with. The energy of the house was heavy, but we hadn’t been able to ascertain whether it was because the house was haunted by actual spirits, or simply by the energy trapped in the walls. The murders had been gruesome. Murder-suicides usually were. A freakshow stalker had barged in and axed his ex-girlfriend and her grandmother in the kitchen, then shot himself. We needed to cleanse the energy of the house, but whether or not we would have to call in a professional, we weren’t yet sure. Either way, we had some serious psychic housecleaning to do.

      “Where do we start?” Herne asked. “Put us to work.”

      “Paint first, then we do the psychic cleansing. Why don’t you set the food in the kitchen?” I motioned Viktor off to the right. “Bring all the supplies in to the living room.”

      The others made several trips carrying in the paint and supplies, while Angel and I did a quick run-through of the house to make certain everything was as it should be. I had already called a locksmith, asking him to meet us here, and he showed up as we were carrying in the last of the paint.

      “Please, change all the locks in the house,” I told him. “Even the internal doors. I don’t want the same locks anywhere.”

      As he went to work, we gathered in the living room to sort out the paint cans. Viktor and Angel carried the various colors into their respective rooms while Herne and I spread out tarps. Talia and Yutani began the laborious process of taping off the windows and taking off the switch plates. As I knelt on the floor, evening out the tarp beneath me, I felt something pass by. I thought it was Herne, but when I glanced up, he was standing across the room, focused on taking down one of the light fixtures. I blinked, deciding it must have been my imagination.

      “Hey, we didn’t buy any ladders.” I realized that we had forgotten to add stepladders to our list of necessary supplies.

      “I have two in my truck.” Herne stood, dusting his hands on his jeans. “I’ll get them.” As he headed out of the room, Talia laughed.

      “You really didn’t think that we were going to let you two cope with this on your own? You’re part of our family now.” Her long silver hair was pulled back in a braid, and this was the first time I had ever seen her in jeans. She was wearing a tank top that showed off her well-defined arms. Talia might look like a woman in her early to mid-sixties, but she was still a harpy under the permanent glamour, even if she didn’t have most of her native powers.

      I sat cross-legged on the floor. “You know, even though neither one of the Fae Courts will accept me because of my mixed blood, I consider myself lucky. I have had three families in my life. My parents, then Angel and Mama J., and now—you guys.”

      The sting of being rejected by my own people hurt less and less with each year, which was why the request to meet with my paternal grandparents weighed so heavily on my mind. They were Dark Fae, while my mother had been Light Fae. My parents had been brutally murdered for daring to fall in love. I had come home after school to find my mother and father butchered, the floors soaked in their blood. I knew my grandparents were behind it, though I never could prove it. If I had been home that day, I probably would have been killed, too. The Fae weren’t squeamish about killing those who crossed their rules. And my very existence was enough reason for them to consider me a rule-breaker.

      Talia put down her roll of painters tape and sat down beside me. In a show of affection, she reached out and took my hand. “Seriously, we’re glad you and Angel came to work for the agency. You two brought a much-needed spark into the company. And you make Herne happy. He’s been a friend of mine for hundreds of years, since long before we brought the Wild Hunt over from the UK. I’ve never seen him seem so at ease.”

      She spoke softly, but I noticed Yutani glance over at us. I still hadn’t fully forgiven him for the backhanded compliment that he had given me over a month before, when he had implied that he was surprised I was good at my job. But I was trying to let it go. He caught my gaze and nodded, a rare smile crossing his lips. He was altogether too serious, more than was good for him.

      “Thanks,” I said, looking around the empty room. I suddenly felt exhausted, and I lay down on the tarp, crossing my hands behind my head and bending my knees. I crossed one leg over the other as I stared at the ceiling.

      “Feeling a twinge of buyer’s remorse?” Yutani asked.

      “Maybe. No. I think it’s actually weariness. The whole process is tiring and right now, I just want one of those beers that you brought, but I feel too tired to get it.” As I spoke, Herne entered the room, carrying both stepladders, one on each shoulder. I stared at him. “Good gods, you’re strong. Anybody ever tell you that?”

      He snorted as Yutani took one of the ladders from him and leaned it up against the wall.

      “All the time, babe. All the time. Hey, the locksmith finished and I paid him. He’s gone. I put the receipt on the counter. Now, get up, woman.” He strode over to me and reached out for my hand. I gave it to him and he pulled me to my feet. “We’re about to paint your living room and you aren’t going to lie there and play supervisor.”

      I laughed, dusting my hands on my jeans. “Fine, then. I’ll just be too tired for any nook-nook tonight.”

      “Nook-nook? Is that what we’re calling it now?” he asked. He handed me a paint roller. “What color is the ceiling going to be? We need to paint it first.” He glanced up at the top of the walls, frowning. “Why didn’t you tape it off?”

      “Ceiling’s the same color as the walls, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, my love, but you have crown molding, and that does need to be taped off on both sides unless you plan on painting it.”

      I blushed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Viktor and Angel reemerged from the upstairs. Viktor was half-ogre, and he was tall enough to almost reach the ceiling with his arms outstretched.

      “I’ll do it. Give me a roll of tape.” He shouldered one of the stepladders and carried it over to the wall. As we watched, he made quick work of taping off the crown molding, and I stared, open-mouthed, startled by how quickly the half-ogre could move. He was burly, and with his bald head, looked like a rough-and-tumble biker. Or bouncer. Or maybe thug.

      Angel motioned for me to join her in the foyer.

      “I might be imagining it, but I think I felt something upstairs. Something jostled my elbow, like when you’re walking down the street in a crowd. I looked around, but there wasn’t anybody close by, but I definitely felt a presence and it wasn’t just a cat spirit or anything like that.” A worried light shone in her eyes.

      “I felt something too,” I said. “But I wasn’t sure. Did you get a sense of what they wanted? Whoever they are?”

      She bit her lip, shaking her head. “No, but I did feel a sensation of antagonism. Whoever it is, they aren’t happy the house is full.”

      So we had visitors after all. I had learned over the years to rely on Angel’s premonitions and intuition. She was accurate most of the time. I took a deep breath and motioned to the stairs.

      “Show me where you felt it.”

      She led me upstairs to my bedroom.

      Just peachy. We had an uninvited visitor and they decided to park themselves in my room. I walked over to the window and gazed down at the side yard. We considered our backyard to be the lot next door. I had a master bath, and there was a Jack-and-Jill between Angel’s room and the third bedroom, then another half-bath downstairs. We also had a sparsely finished basement, which wasn’t included in the square footage but which we could fix up and make livable.

      As I leaned against the window frame, looking down at the side yard, which was overgrown with all sorts of bushes and plants, a sharp slap between my shoulders jolted me forward and I managed to catch myself before slamming into the window. I whirled to see Angel’s horrified face as she stood across the room.

      “What the hell?”

      “I saw a blur behind you, and then you went hurtling forward.” She held out her hands, closing her eyes. “Whoever did that, knock it off.” Her tone shifted from concerned to pissed. It took a lot to make Angel angry, but when something triggered her, it was best to be downwind.

      I glanced around, trying to pinpoint anything that stood out in the room. “Listen, we own this house now, and you’re not welcome to stick around unless you play nice. Whoever you are.”

      At that point, a sound to the side alerted me and I ducked as the lid from one of the paint cans flew off and sailed across the room like a Frisbee. It passed by me, right where my neck would have been.

      “Mother pus bucket!” Whatever freakshow ghost this was, it meant business.

      Angel shouted as the paint can suddenly rose in the air and lurched across the room at me, spilling paint everywhere on the floors. I ducked again, and while the can missed me, the paint did not. A wide splash of lilac splattered across me.

      “Fuck you, too.” I was pissed now. Annoying us in our own home was rude, but we could deal with it. Trying to behead me, then covering me with paint? Not so forgivable.

      There was a noise on the stairs as Viktor came racing into the room, followed by Herne and Talia. Yutani was hot on their heels.

      “What the hell happened?” Herne looked around, staring at the paint can and lid and the paint that was splattered everywhere.

      “We seem to have a visitor. Or rather, a temper tantrum–throwing spirit who seems highly incensed that we are in this house.” I finished on a shout as I tried to wipe a glob of paint off my face, but all I succeeded in doing was smearing it into my hair and down my chin. “Fuck.”

      Herne was staring at me, his eyes glittering.

      “Don’t you laugh,” I warned him.

      “I’m trying not to.” But he wasn’t trying very hard.

      “Hey, that damned ghost tried to behead me.” I told them about being pushed toward the window and the flying lid and can, and that seemed to sober him right up.

      “You’re right, it’s not a laughing matter. Paint is one thing, but when you’re being attacked, that’s quite another.” The smile vanished off his face and he glanced around the room. “We need someone who can deal with ghosts, and we need them pronto.”

      “What about Kamaria?” Talia asked.

      Yutani groaned. “Can’t you think of somebody else?”

      “Not if you want top of the line.” She crossed her arms, then turned to Viktor. “Can you grab a roll of paper towels for Ember?”

      He raced off, looking relieved to be out of the conversation.

      “Who’s Kamaria?” Angel asked.

      Herne let out a sigh. “Kamaria is a medium. She’s really good, but she’s arrogant, and she can be annoying as hell. But we’ve had to call her in a few times to take care of matters for us and she’s the best, if you need serious help. All right, give her a call, Talia.”

      “We were planning on cleansing this place after we painted,” I started to say but Talia shook her head as she pulled out her cell phone.

      “Nope. You don’t want to wait. Not with a hostile spirit situation. For one thing, these events can escalate quickly. For another, do you really want to try to paint the house with something waiting to mess up everything you do, if not outright harm you?”

      “Good point.” I accepted the paper towels from Viktor as he returned. I headed into the master bath to try to clean up. As I ran the water, I stared in the mirror. I was absently thinking that the lilac color actually went well with my black hair, and that it was a good thing we hadn’t opened the can of green yet, when the mirror fogged up. My stomach lurched. I didn’t have the water running hot enough to steam up the glass.

      The fog covered the mirror and I blinked, suddenly finding myself standing in a forest clearing. A circle about ten feet in diameter, the meadow was shrouded by a quickly growing mist.

      How did I get here?

      But my curiosity vanished, replacing by a growing sense of dread, as I felt something staring at me from the depths of the trees. Whatever it was, it was old and angry, and it was creeping around the perimeter of the clearing.

      I looked around, trying to find my way back to the bathroom and the mirror, but all I could see were the trees. The sounds of the forest grew louder as night quickly approached. As stars began to appear overhead, I realized that I wasn’t sure what to do.

      I approached the edge of the circle, only to see that it actually was a circle created out of stones. Outside the stones was a ring of brightly colored fly agaric, and outside of the mushroom ring, another ring of a finely ground powder glittered on the ground. I squinted, for the fading light made it hard to tell what it was.

      I leaned across the stones and mushrooms to touch the powder and as I did, it felt like I was sliding my hand into a vat of pea soup. As my fingers touched the fine grains, a shock resonated through my body and I shouted, pulling my hand back. The tips of my fingers were blistered, and I stared at the rising welts, a quick burn rushing through my body.

      I let out a growl, startled and in pain.

      The next moment, something came rushing through the trees, on a direct line toward me. I looked around, frantic to hide. I didn’t know what was coming, but whatever it was, my instincts told me I didn’t want to be around to meet it. But there was no cover in the meadow. As I started to step over the circle, a shock reverberated through my body equally as unpleasant as when I had touched the powder and I pulled back.

      Whatever was on the way was big. So big that the trees were beginning to sway. I rubbed my head as a wave of dizziness washed over me. My face felt flushed and my head hurt. With a moan, I fell to my knees and leaned forward, trying to cushion my head. I couldn’t escape. All I could do was huddle on the ground, smelling the pungent soil through the verdant grass.

      The creature was nearly on top of me now, the nearest trees were beginning to shake, and I tried to force myself to look but every instinct in me screamed Don’t and so I closed my eyes tightly, waiting for the end.

      The ground rumbled and I drew in a deep breath, the smell of mold and decay filling my nostrils. Everywhere, the scent of death surrounded me, and I whispered a prayer to Morgana.

      Lady, if it’s my time, please make it quick.

      As if in answer, the world around me began to spin as I hunched low, waiting for the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ember!” Herne caught me as I fell.

      I blinked, crying out as his arms swept around me, keeping me from cracking my head against the bathroom sink. He eased me over so I was sitting on the closed toilet seat and knelt beside me.

      “Where—how…what the fucking hell?” I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.

      “When you didn’t come out, I got worried. I called but you didn’t answer. So I opened the door and there was a weird mist swirling around you. Are you all right? What happened?” He helped me up, then guided me back to the bedroom where the others were waiting.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I was…” I held out my fingers. They were still blistered, all right, and they had been perfectly fine when I first walked into the bathroom.

      “What’s this? It looks like a burn. Is the water heater temperature set too high?”

      I frantically scrambled for some clue of what had gone on.

      “I don’t think so. I’m not sure, now.” I eased myself onto the floor. The others surrounded me.

      Angel rubbed my shoulder. “Tell us what happened.”

      I told them about the mirror fogging up and then finding myself in the forest clearing, about the triple-circle that had held me captive. I told them about the powder burns and the creature that had been heading my way.

      “I thought I was dead. I have no clue what the thing was, but I knew that it was going to kill me and I didn’t want to stick around to see it come through those trees.” I felt like a coward saying it, but I had long ago learned that accuracy was more important than pride.

      “Have you ever been in that forest before?” Herne asked.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. It looked like most of the forests around here. Old growth trees, tall fir and cedars dripping with moss. Thick undergrowth except for the ring I was in. But my fingers. Could I have really burned them on the water in the bathroom and not realized it?” I held them up, examining them. They hurt like a son of a bitch, and there was a rash that spread like a red bloom across them. It didn’t look like a hot water burn to me.

      Talia examined them, squinting. “I don’t think the water was the culprit. Are you allergic to anything? That looks like an allergic rash, and there are a number of plants that can blister. Maybe some stinging nettle in the yard? Or could you be allergic to the paint? Do you think that’s a possibility?”

      “I don’t think so. Not that I know of. If I was, the paint’s all over me thanks to that ghost, so I’d be blistering on my face and neck and arms if that was it.” I winced. My fingers hurt bone-deep, though the blisters had stopped swelling, at least. “I think they’re about as bad as they’re going to get.” Frustrated, I gathered my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. “Damn it. I never get visions. Not like this. I’d like to know what brought it on.”

      Angel had been silent. Now, she took one of my hands in hers and opened my curled fingers to stare at the welts. “I don’t know about the vision, but I’ve seen these welts on you once before. Don’t you remember?”

      I frowned, staring at them. “No, I actually don’t.”

      “We were in the park and a kid racing by on his bike knocked against you. You almost fell and you grabbed the nearest support you could reach, which just happened to be a cast iron bench.” She tilted her head. “These look like the blisters you got from that. Even the red rash looks the same.”

      “I’ll be damned. You’re right.” I stared at my hand. The injuries did look like iron burns.

      The Fae couldn’t handle iron, at least not in a couple of its forms. When it was blended with other metals, it wasn’t so bad. For instance, steel didn’t seem to be a problem. But for some reason, our bodies hated cast iron. Iron ore was also bad, and we didn’t feel too good when we handled iron pyrite—fool’s gold. In fact, if we were body slammed onto an iron bench or table and held down, the burns would kill us before too long. The allergy to iron was in our genetic makeup and we just had to cope with it.

      “Iron. That powder that I saw in the triple ring! I’ll bet you that was powdered iron!” I lifted my fingers to my nose and took a deep whiff. Sure enough, there was the faintest hint of metal. I sniffed again, thinking maybe I had talked myself into smelling it, but sure enough, the scent was there.

      “Iron. Yeah.” I frowned. “But that means I actually had to be there. I couldn’t have been, though, could I have been? There can’t be a portal in my bathroom.” The thought that my bathroom might have a portal that could transport me to another realm was terrifying. What if I wanted to take a shower and found myself naked, deep in the woods, with a monster chasing me?

      Herne headed over to the bathroom. I held my breath, waiting.

      “Breathe,” Angel said, touching my shoulder.

      I slowly exhaled, smiling at her. “Thanks.”

      A moment later, he reappeared. “There’s residue energy in there, that much I can tell you, though I can’t find anything to trigger a portal to open. So, what do you want to do? Regardless, we should call Kamaria.”

      “I’ll try her again. I was about to call her when Ember screamed,” Talia said. She stepped to the side and pulled out her phone.

      I glanced around the room. I had really wanted to get a good start on fixing up the house. Who knew how long it would take to get the medium out here?

      “Let’s try to get some painting done tonight. But if you have to use the bathroom, maybe use the one next to Angel’s room?” I grinned. “Or take a buddy who doesn’t mind standing there while you pee.”

      Viktor laughed. “I’m not sure I consider any of you good-enough friends for that, but what the hell. Let’s get this room painted, at least. Did you want the ceiling the same color as the rest of the room?”

      I shook my head. “The wall with the window is going to be the forest green. I want the rest of the walls to be lilac, along with the ceiling. The bathroom will be lilac, too. We’ll need to get more paint, though, given that damned poltergeist wasted a can of it.”

      “Okay, tape off the one wall and we’ll get started.” Viktor motioned to Yutani.

      “Dude, my arm’s beginning to hurt,” Yutani said, bowing out of the process. He had broken his arm when we were on a case up on Whidbey Island, and the cast had just recently been removed. He wasn’t back to his full range of motion yet, but he was working on it daily.

      Talia rejoined us. “I’ll help. Kamaria said she can come over Thursday evening to check out the house. She’ll meet us here at seven.” She pocketed her phone and helped Viktor finish off the taping, then picked up one of the paint rollers. Herne insisted that Yutani and I take a break while the rest of them made quick work of the first coat of lilac in both the bedroom and bath.

      Yutani was rubbing his arm.

      “Does it still hurt?”

      He shrugged. “Only when I overdo. Doctor wants me to ease back into physical activity.”

      “Take off your shirt and turn around.”

      Blinking, he obeyed. I sat on my knees behind him and began gently rubbing his shoulders, using the palms of my hands so I didn’t hurt my blistered fingers. I was surprised by how muscled the lanky shifter actually was. I used my elbows to dig into the knots.

      “Tell me if I hurt you. I’ll try not to dig too deep. But man, you’ve got knots on top of the knots in your muscles.” I could feel the resistance as I kneaded his shoulders. There were pockets of adhesions that felt like they had been there for years. “Dude, you need to start getting regular massages. You’re a tangle.”

      Herne glanced over at us, and I had the distinct impression he wasn’t all that thrilled that I was massaging Yutani’s shoulders, but I didn’t care. Yutani was in pain and I could help. I blew him a kiss and the veiled look vanished as he winked at me.

      As they finished the first coat on the walls, I handed Yutani his shirt.

      “Thanks, Ember. That felt really good.” He gingerly rotated his shoulder, then let out a relieved sigh. “That took care of the spasm that felt like it was waiting to attack.”

      “As I said, find a good masseuse.” I stood up, looking around. The paint definitely changed the way the room felt, even though the accent wall wasn’t done yet, and it still needed a second coat. Without further ado, we trooped over to Angel’s room. By nine-thirty, both rooms had their first coats of paint.

      “Can we treat you guys to a nightcap?” I asked.

      Talia shook her head. “Thanks, but I need to go home and feed the mutts.” She had two greyhounds, and doted on them. She carried the brushes into the bathroom, Yutani following to help her. Together they washed out the brushes and changed the paint rollers, disposing of the foam coverings. We were set for the next night.

      “You guys planning on coming back to help out?” Angel said. “Hint, hint.”

      Viktor snorted. “Of course. After what happened tonight, we’re not going to leave you alone here until Kamaria figures out what’s going on. Though I don’t know if the ghost and the portal have the same origins.”

      “They don’t.” I didn’t know how I knew it, but my gut insisted they were separate. “I don’t know what that vision was, or how I got burnt with iron, but the ghost and the portal weren’t connected. Unless the overflow of ghostly activity boosted the portal’s ability to manifest. And that’s a distinct possibility.”

      Angel stared at me. “How do you know any of that?”

      “I don’t. I’m making a reasonable guess.” I grinned at her. “When in doubt, speculate.”

      She crossed her arms, giving me an indulgent look. “Okay, then. But I do think you’re right, at least as far as any connections between the ghost and the portal are concerned. They don’t have the same feel, if you know what I mean.”

      “Why don’t we get out of here for now,” I said, realizing that I was getting increasingly uncomfortable. “I don’t want to be here too late, and I want to see what Kamaria has to say before we spend much more time here.” As I said it, I realized that I was now frightened of being in my own house alone. And that couldn’t be good.
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        * * *

      

      Herne returned to the condo with us. Angel rolled her eyes.

      “Guys, can you try to keep it down? You think you’re being discreet but I swear, when the two of you go at it, it’s like sleeping in a room next to a cat in heat. Or I suppose the better analogy would be a rutting stag. Right?”

      I blushed, but Herne just laughed. “We’ll try. At least when you’re moved into the new house, you’ll have more insulation. And you’re not quite on top of one another. So to speak.”

      “So to speak.” Angel shook her head. “All right. I’m going to take a shower and then go to bed. Tomorrow’s still a workday.”

      “I thought it was my job to say that.” But Herne waved at her as she sauntered down the hall to her bedroom. “I think we all need showers,” he said, turning back to me.

      “Yeah, we do. But we’ll have to wait until she’s done. The water heater in this condo can only handle so many requests at once. Come on. You want something to eat?”

      “You mean after dinner and the snacks we brought, you’re still hungry?” But he was teasing. He followed me into the kitchen.

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “Yes, so deal with it. The Fae have voracious appetites. I eat like a trucker.” I poked around in the fridge, looking to see what we had in the way of leftovers. I didn’t cook—that was Angel’s department. Oh, I could make sandwiches, scramble eggs, or bake an occasional cake if I had a mix, but I didn’t have anywhere near the talent that Angel did. I spied some leftover fettuccini Alfredo and pulled it out.

      “Want some?”

      He shook his head. “Not really, but I’ll take a beer if you have it.”

      “Dark ale all right?” I didn’t drink much and neither did Angel, but since our workmates had been coming over more often, we kept it around because all of them liked it.

      “Sounds good.” Herne accepted the can and sat on one of the bar stools as I heated up the pasta in the microwave. “So, what do you think the vision was about?”

      I glanced at him as I waited impatiently for the bell to chime. Then I laughed. Microwaves had only increased the instant-gratification trigger in people. Human or Fae, it didn’t matter. Three minutes seemed a long time to wait for a piping hot meal.

      “I don’t know, but it scared me. And I don’t frighten easily. You know that.” I hadn’t wanted to broadcast just how worried the incident had made me in front of the others, but now, I let out a long breath and leaned against the counter. “Herne, whatever that force was, it terrified me. I felt like it was aiming directly at me. The thing was big and ominous and I was certain I was going to die.”

      “You don’t think it was Blackthorn, do you?” He opened the microwave and carried my plate over to the table for me, pulling out my chair. Herne was all about the gestures, but it came naturally to him and didn’t feel like a show.

      I gratefully accepted the seat and stirred my noodles to cover them with the sauce. A forkful of heaven later, I leaned back and closed my eyes.

      “Do I think it was Blackthorn?” We both knew the Ante-Fae had taken too great of an interest in me, but this had felt less cunning and more direct.

      “No. Blackthorn’s clever and smart, but he’s like a spider weaving a web. This was brute force, and filled with anger, rather than hunger. Whatever it was, it hated me, and I’m not sure why. Thing is, I didn’t get any sense of a personal vendetta. Just the will to destroy me. The desire to see me dead. Blackthorn doesn’t want me dead, though if he ever got hold of me, that would be preferable to the crap he’s capable of.” The Ante-Fae had a taste for pain and I didn’t want any part of the King of Thorns and his games.

      “You’re right. Blackthorn doesn’t want you dead. Could it have been someone from the Light or Dark Courts? They don’t like you.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Herne was right about that. Neither the Light nor Dark Fae liked me. I was an abomination in their sight. In fact, my very existence offended both.
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        * * *

      

      My name is Ember Kearney. My mother was Light Fae, and my father was Dark Fae, and that little fact got them both murdered when I was fifteen. I’ve hated both my bloodlines ever since because I knew full well that either the Dark or Light, or both, were responsible. The Fae don’t like to acknowledge that half-breeds exist, but they take particular offense to the rare few who have mixed Dark and Light heritages like me.

      Anyway, until a few months ago, I had been a freelance investigator. Then Angel’s little brother disappeared and she asked me to find him. That led to a precarious situation that ended up with us both being recruited to work for the Wild Hunt Agency.

      Now, here we are, helping to smooth out the wrinkles that the Fae Courts cause with their petty warring. In between, we take on whatever cases Herne decides we can solve. With Cernunnos and Morgana at the helm, we navigate the murky waters underlying the SubCult community, attempting to solve whatever situations are brought to our attention. Some cases are easy, some are dangerous, but one thing we can definitely say: the work is never boring.
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        * * *

      

      I shook my head as I forked a mouthful of noodles into my mouth. After swallowing, I said, “No, I don’t think it’s the Fae. At least not this time.”

      “Maybe something to do with your grandparents wanting to see you?” He paused as I set down my fork, then said, “You’re going to have to answer them sooner or later.”

      “Maybe, but later is better.”

      I wanted to sidestep the conversation. Herne wanted me to find out what they wanted. I, on the other hand, had no desire to see the people I blamed for my father’s and mother’s deaths. One way or another, I couldn’t help but feel that both their families had been in on the kill.

      “I’m not asking you to call them right now, but Ember, they’re not going to go away. Your grandfather seems determined to see you.” He paused again, but I said nothing. Finally, he shrugged. “Whatever the case, it’s your choice. I won’t press you any more.”

      “I’d be grateful if you didn’t. If I see them—and that’s a big if—it has to be on my own time, when I’m ready. I thought about it earlier today. I truly did, but I can’t bring myself to call Farthing back. I’m just not ready to hear him out. Whatever he has to say to me.” I finished my food and carried my plate back into the kitchen, rinsing it out and putting it in the dishwasher.

      Herne joined me, wrapping his arms around my waist. He nuzzled my neck. “I love you, you know.”

      I leaned back against him, closing my eyes. “I love you too, you big lug.”

      We stood there, rocking gently back and forth, until Herne took my hand and led me toward the bedroom. I silently followed.

      As I started to slide off my clothes, I could hear Angel’s door open.

      “I’m done with my shower,” she called before her door shut.

      I motioned for Herne to follow me into the master bath.

      I stripped, dropping the rest of my clothes in a pile on the floor, and turned on the water, setting the temperature to a warm rainfall. The evening had taken a turn and the air felt stifling, like we were headed into thunderstorm weather. My hair was plastered to my head from both the remains of the paint and the sweat brought on by the adrenaline rush of the night. I stood back, staring at Herne as he pulled off his muscle shirt to expose his broad, smooth chest. He had chest hair, but it wasn’t thick, and his abs gleamed in the soft lighting.

      He was built, muscled to perfection, with a few scars that crisscrossed his back and sides. Even gods could get hurt. My stomach tightened as he reached for his belt and I held up my hand, motioning for him to stop. I padded forward, taking hold of the leather strap to slide it out of the belt loops. I dropped it on top of my clothes, then reached down to unbutton his jeans. As I slowly lowered the zipper, I could feel him pressing against the front of the denim, and a moment later, his cock sprang free, rising to attention, firm and hard.

      I resisted the urge to touch him, and instead, placed my hands on either side of his jeans, pulling them down to the floor, where he stepped out of them. I was on my knees again, this time facing his groin. I licked my lips as I stared at him. I could barely fit my fingers around his shaft, and now, I closed both hands around him, bringing his cock to meet my lips.

      I slowly pressed forward, creating suction, as he placed his hands gently on the back of my head. I tightened my lips to offer just enough resistance so that he had to force his way into my mouth. Inch by inch, I took him in, loosening my throat muscles so that I could fit as much of his meaty cock into my mouth as possible.

      Herne let out a groan, swaying against me as I licked his shaft, then slowly began to slide my mouth up and down.

      “Don’t stop,” he whispered, his eyes closed as he dropped his head back.

      I sucked harder, licking his length, running my tongue along the ridge of his cock, and he let out a delighted laugh of pure joy as I worked him, securing my lips tightly around the head of his shaft. He tensed, and I paused, waiting.

      “Stop! Get up, get in the shower with me, woman.” His voice was throaty, and he reached down to take me under the arms and lift me up. He leaned down, pressing his lips to my left breast, sucking and teasing the nipple until it stiffened under the fluttering of his tongue.

      I groaned and stepped over the edge of the tub, into the pouring shower. Herne joined me, reaching for the body wash. As I stood under the warm spray, he lathered me up, soaping my body, running the lather over my breasts and down between my legs, where he slipped his fingers into me, thrusting gently as I braced myself against the tiles.

      “I don’t think I’m dirty there,” I managed to say, but he shushed me.

      “Oh you are, my beautiful wayward dirty girl.” He motioned for me to turn around. As he loomed over me, I slid back, straddling his cock as he penetrated the folds of my sex. He let out a groan, maneuvering his way inside me, firmly holding me by my hips.

      I pulled away and knelt on the floor of the tub. He crouched behind me, once again sliding deep into me, thrusting hard as the water poured over us. I arched my back, grinding back against him as he drove forward. He picked up the pace, pumping harder. With one hand, he held my waist and with the other, he reached between my legs, finding my clit to circle the nub. I closed my eyes, the water streaming over my face, as my hunger for him grew. Every time we had sex, the bond seemed to deepen. Every time he was in me, it felt like
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