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

      When Herne and Ember are approached by the matriarch of a group of water-horse shifters to help find her cousin’s murderer, the Wild Hunt is drawn into a dark and shadowed world of the Ante-Fae.

      But as the team delves into the details of the grisly death, they uncover evidence of a string of murders that leads them directly into the court of Blackthorn. Caught in a mire of political intrigue and shadow magic, will Ember and Herne be able to bring the serial killer to light, or will the King of Thorns manage to silence them forever?

      Oak & Thorns: Book 2 of the Wild Hunt Series

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I leaned back in my seat, feet propped up on the desk, suspiciously eyeing the sunlight that gleamed through the blinds. It had been a chilly spring, with only sporadic sunshine, but now the weather seemed to be making up for lost time and the days were soaring into the seventies. I was grateful for the break from the rain and cool temperatures, but I wished I had time to get outside and enjoy it. The Wild Hunt had been swamped lately, and none of us had been able to take a day off for over three weeks.

      Angel peeked around the door. “Got a minute?”

      “For you? Any time.” I waved her in. Angel was my best friend and roommate. She was also the receptionist for the agency.

      “Guess what?” She entered the office and dropped a file folder on my desk. “Yet another new case.”

      “Oh, lovely.” I stared at the folder for a moment, then grunted and lowered my feet to the floor. When I picked up the file and was about to drop it on another stack of folders sitting in my inbox, she stopped me.

      “Not so fast. Take that file back out of the basket and read it. This one goes to the head of the pack.” She slumped in the chair next to my desk, looking as tired as I felt.

      “Another priority case?” I closed my eyes, wondering what miscreants we were going to have to corral this time, and whether they’d be Light or Dark Fae. Not that it mattered. Both sides of my bloodline were batshit crazy and I had ceased caring which side of the fence our targets hearkened from. “Who called us in on this one? Cernunnos or Morgana?”

      Angel shook her head. “Neither. This is a private case.”

      I blinked. Herne was taking on a private case, now? The agency had been mired knee-deep in crap going down between the Dark and Light Courts to the point of where we should have advertised a two-for-one special. Apparently the feud between Névé and Saílle had been jammed full speed ahead, given how many fires we had been called on to extinguish. Some of them literally. A week ago, the Dark Court had taken potshots at a warehouse owned by Navane and they had burned it down.

      I hadn’t been the only one wishing business would slow down. We all needed some breathing time. But I still had four open cases sitting on my desk, although they were all private. Stamping out collateral damage cases—or CDs, as we called them—always took priority.

      Five cases, I corrected myself, now that Angel had added another to the mix. I retrieved the file from the wire basket and squinted at it as I read the label.

      
        
        Foam Born pod—whidbey island

      

      

      “So, what’s this?” I ruffled through the intake pages, frowning.

      “As I said, it’s a private case. Herne wants you to sit in on the conference with the new client.”

      “When?”

      “Now.” Angel reached in her pocket and tossed me a candy bar. “Eat up.”

      I groaned. Angel and I had made plans to go out to lunch at Joe’s Burgers, but this shot that idea to hell. My stomach rumbled at the sight of the chocolate, and I peeled open the wrapper. “I love chocolate, but it’s not a good stand-in for a sandwich.”

      She grinned. “Take heart. I’m going to run out and get some fish and chips for our lunch. I should be back by the time your meeting’s over. I imagine Herne will call an agency meeting if he decides to take this case, so we’ll just eat here.”

      “What’s the case about?” I skimmed the form until I came to the line regarding the client’s reason for approaching the Wild Hunt Agency. It looked like she—I assumed it was a she, given her name was Rhiannon—wanted us to look into a murder. Great. Another dead body. At least the case wasn’t a CD case.

      “The only thing I know is that it’s an unsolved murder case. A cold case, no less.” Angel shrugged. “The Foam Born Pod are a group of hippocampi who live up on Whidbey Island.”

      “Hippocampus? I didn’t know we had any of those around here.”

      Not many people knew who the hippocampi were. Fewer still understood the nature of the water-horse shifters. While in the water, a hippocampus took the form of an actual water horse—but not the cute little seahorse creatures bobbing around in the ocean.

      No, a hippocampus had the front half of a horse, with the tail of the fish. And they were huge. As they rose out of the water onto the shore, they could turn into startlingly beautiful white horses, or into human form. When a pod of them emerged together, it was astounding to watch as the elegant white horses came racing out of the sea foam. Poseidon hired some of them as his steeds in the depths of the ocean. They were as elegant in their water-horse form as they were on land.

      “I had never heard of them, so after she filled out the form, I took the opportunity to do a search. It’s amazing what you can find on the Net.” Angel giggled, rolling her eyes. “Never search on ‘horse people’ with safe-search off.”

      “I can imagine.” I pushed myself to my feet. “I’d better get in there before Herne comes looking for me.”

      “Somehow I don’t think you’d object to that,” Angel said, a knowing smile on her face.

      I snorted, glaring at her, but she knew I didn’t mean it.

      Herne and I had been dating for three months, and I was just settling into the idea that I was in an actual relationship again. So far, so good. We hit it off, and our chemistry was like flash powder—igniting at the slightest touch. Add to that, we enjoyed each other’s company. I just hadn’t quite come to terms with the fact that I was dating the son of a god.
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        * * *

      

      I tapped on Herne’s office door, waited a moment, then quietly opened it. Peeking in, I caught his attention. He waved for me to take a seat by the desk.

      Herne’s office was a veritable jungle of plants, with walls the color of robin’s-egg blue, and a white ceiling that was suggestive of clouds. A huge rack of antlers was mounted on the wall, polished and glowing. They were a nod to his father—Cernunnos, the Lord of the Forest. Beneath them sat Herne’s desk, old walnut, dark and gleaming, and he sat in a leather chair behind the massive desk.

      The room held two pairs of wingback chairs, one set by the desk, the other guarding an end table. Against the wall near the chairs and end table stood a locked glass case, holding several crossbows, a number of daggers, a sword, and various other weapons. A daybed in the corner, complete with comforter and pillow, provided him with a place to catch a nap when he was working late on a case. All in all, the office felt like old money, luxurious but not indulgent.

      An elegant woman was sitting in one of the chairs by his desk. Her pale skin had a faint tinge of blue to it, and her hair was plaited back into a long braid, creamy white and looking as soft as spun silk. In comparison, her features were chiseled, angular to the point of rigid. She had rich brown eyes, and she was dressed in a cerulean linen pantsuit.

      Herne stood as I approached the desk. Close to six feet tall, his shoulder-length hair was swept back in a neat ponytail, and his beard was well trimmed. He was lean and muscled, with piercing blue eyes that shimmered with a magical light. Every time I looked at him, my pulse raced. I knew every inch of his body by now. Beneath those tight black jeans and that hunter green V-neck sweater, Herne truly had the body of a god.

      “Rhiannon of the Foam Born, I’d like to present Ember Kearney, one of our investigators. I asked her to sit in on our meeting since this is a complicated case.”

      Etiquette in the world of Fae demanded that I allow her to dictate whether we shook hands. I gave Rhiannon a gracious nod, and she gently held out one hand, so I accepted with a firm shake.

      “How do you do?” I sat in the chair next to Herne’s desk.

      “Pleased to meet you, Ember.” She gave me an appraising look, one that I was well acquainted with. Anybody connected with the Fae could usually pinpoint my heritage.

      “So the rumors are true. You are one of the…” She stopped, her cheeks flaming, come to life from their delicate porcelain. “Forgive me,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I understand. There really isn’t a good term for my heritage.” I knew what she had been about to say, and it wasn’t a word that I’d expect out of such a pretty mouth. Technically, in the common Fae tongue, I was what was known as tralaeth, or tainted blood.

      I was half Light Fae, half Dark Fae, and I was anathema to both sides. Neither court accepted me. In fact, I was considered an insult to the race, even though they pretended my kind couldn’t possibly exist. My parents had been murdered because of their love, and if I had been home at the time, I would have been killed as well.

      “I truly didn’t mean any insult,” Rhiannon said, casting her gaze at the floor.

      She sounded so sincere that I believed her. I wasn’t one to hold a grudge if somebody made an honest mistake.

      “Why don’t we start over? I’m Ember Kearney, and you’re Rhiannon of the Foam Born, and here we are.”

      Herne took it from there. “Now that the introductions are over, Rhiannon, why don’t you tell us what the problem is. I wanted Ember to be here, because when I looked over your intake chart, it’s obvious that this case will require our entire agency’s focus. If we accept the job, that is. And it’s always helpful to have a second set of ears present during the initial meeting. Do you mind if I record our conversation?” He held up a digital recorder. “It helps me focus on what you’re saying rather than me having to take notes.”

      I pulled out a notebook. “I prefer pen and paper.” I winked at her.

      “I don’t mind.” She took a deep breath, and her smile faded.

      Herne clicked on his recorder, recited the date and the case number, and then asked Rhiannon again if she agreed to the conversation being recorded.

      “That’s fine.”

      “Please state your name for the record.”

      “I’m Rhiannon, the Matriarch of the Foam Born Encampment.”

      “And why are you here today?”

      She cleared her throat. “I’m here because a little over a year ago, my cousin Jona disappeared. He was missing for over a week.”

      “What was he doing when he vanished?” Herne asked.

      “He was on his way to a meeting over at the grange.”

      “Grange?” I knew the word “grange” meant farmhouse in the UK, but I wasn’t familiar with any other use for the term. “You mean your house?”

      “No. On Whidbey Island, the SubCult still has a grange.” She paused, then realizing I really didn’t understand, added, “The grange is a farmers’ organization. A number of the Foam Born are small farmers. My cousin raises blueberries. It may seem an outdated custom, but the S-C Grange—the SubCult Grange—offers our community a chance to talk over issues that human farmers don’t have. And trust me, there are plenty.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I jotted down the reference.

      “Anyway, Jona was headed for a meeting over at the grange and he never showed up. Nobody there thought anything was wrong when he didn’t show, because Marilyn had recently had a baby. That’s Jona’s wife. The other farmers thought he stayed home to help her. It wasn’t until Jona didn’t come home after the meeting that anybody realized anything was wrong. Marilyn started to worry around ten p.m., the usual time Jona returned from the meetings. But sometimes they can run late, so she waited until near midnight before texting him. When he didn’t answer, she called him and was sent right to voicemail. That’s when she contacted the sheriff.”

      Herne chewed on his lip. “What day did he vanish?”

      “May thirty-first. So it’s been a little over a year.”

      “Do you remember what the weather was like?” I wasn’t sure if it would be pertinent, but it made sense to gather every scrap of information we could.

      “It was raining. We had a big thunderstorm that afternoon. After the thunder and lightning passed, the rain came down the rest of the day. It didn’t let up for a week.” Rhiannon stared at the floor. “Before the police arrived, Marilyn called me and I hurried over to their place. His parents are still over near Greece. They stayed behind under the water when we decided to immigrate to the land, so Marilyn turned to me. You see, Jona and I grew up together. He was my best friend.”

      “How did Jona and Marilyn get along? Were they happy?”

      I wasn’t sure how he managed it, but Herne had the ability to ask discerning questions like that without insulting the client. Somehow, he inserted just the right inflection into his tone to avoid sounding like a jerk. It was a skill I admired, but hadn’t been able to emulate.

      “Marilyn and Jona adored each other. They were married for about three years. They wanted to start a family right away, and they were thrilled when she got pregnant. There was a scare with the baby, but it only brought them closer together.”

      “What kind of scare?” I asked.

      Rhiannon’s eyes misted over. “Ryan almost died during his birth. Marilyn’s labor came on so fast that she didn’t have time to get down to the shore. Our people must be born beneath the water or they’ll suffocate. It was touch and go whether she’d make it to the water before he came out, but luckily a neighbor had a swimming pool. He offered it to her for a birthing pool and everything worked out. Anyway, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody as much in love as they were. When Jona died, it devastated Marilyn. I think that Ryan is the only reason she managed as well as she did.”

      “Walk us through what happened. What did the sheriff do?”

      “She asked a lot of the same questions you are. Both the sheriff and her deputy are Fae. I think Light Fae. They followed the path Jona took to the grange. Even though it was raining, he decided to walk. My people aren’t shy about water. But they didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. The next morning, a search party went out the moment dawn broke. They combed the area but the only thing they found was his phone, which was under a bush. It looked like there might have been a scuffle in the mud. It was difficult to tell, though, given how hard it was raining.” Rhiannon shook her head. “We all went searching for him, but it was as though he had just vanished from the face of the earth. At least, until a week later, when they found his body.”

      “Would you like a glass of water?” I asked. She looked far too pale for comfort, even though I knew that was her natural pallor. Herne flashed me a silent thank-you.

      Over the past couple of months I had learned to break the tension by offering to fetch water or coffee or anything else that would give our clients a chance to gather their thoughts. It gave them time to breathe when they were talking about painful subjects, and it tended to prevent breakdowns in the office.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. It’s been a year and I still expect him to come dashing around the corner, laughing and saying it was a bad joke.” The tears were thick in her throat, but she maintained her composure, only her eyes exposing the sorrow in her heart.

      I poured her a glass of water from the jug on the sideboard. Herne waited for a moment before he asked the next question.

      “Where did they find his body?”

      She flinched, closing her eyes briefly. Then, taking a deep breath, she answered.

      “At the bottom of the ravine, near the shore. The police didn’t let us know until the next day. I’m not sure why they waited so long, except they probably didn’t want us mucking up the crime scene. Jona…his body had been mangled. He had over a hundred puncture wounds on him, but the coroner couldn’t tell us what caused them. Apparently, his throat was so scratched up inside that it looked like someone had taken a giant razor blade and shoved it down his throat, scraping it round and round. There was no blood left in his body.”

      The tension rose in the room and I could tell she was trying to keep control. I waited a beat, then asked, “Vampire?”

      In cases of exsanguination, that was always my first thought.

      “That’s what the police thought. Or at least, what they told us. Any of those punctures on his body could have been from a fang, they said. But what kind of vampire bites their victim all over their body? And how the hell did they rip up his throat from the inside? We asked a lot of questions, and got a whole lot of nothing for an answer.”

      “They wouldn’t tell you anything else?”

      “Well, one of the deputies made the mistake of telling us that Jona had been alive as recently as the day before, but the sheriff barked at him and he clammed up. So whoever had him kept him alive for a while.” Again, she closed her eyes. We all knew what that meant.

      “Were all the wounds made at the same time? The coroner would be able to figure that out.”

      “I have no clue. We asked, but as I said, nobody ever got back to us.”

      Herne was frowning. “Did they say anything else? Anything at all?”

      She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “A few days later, the cops told us they would probably never be able to find the killer because ‘vampires move around too much.’ The case is still unsolved, even though they stamped ‘vampire kill’ on it. But since we don’t know exactly who killed him, it’s considered a cold case. And everybody knows that once you label a death as a vampire kill, you might as well kiss any further investigation good-bye.”

      The look on her face told us what she thought of the way the police had handled the case.

      “Did anybody ever come forward? Were there any witnesses?” I was finding myself pulled in.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. The police shut us down. All they would say was that we needed to let it go and move on. It’s been a year, but after the first two weeks, I don’t think they lifted a finger on the case.”

      “Why did you wait until now to come to us?”

      It was never easy to fathom why our clients came to us when they did, especially with older cases like this, but we always asked. Usually there was some sort of trigger that sparked off the sudden desire to find a resolution.

      Rhiannon worried her lip for a moment.

      “Marilyn has tried to make a life for herself and her son. As she should. Three weeks ago, she confided in me that she was going on her first date since Jona died. She said that she owed it to her son to move on. I guess…”

      “You aren’t ready to move on,” I said softly.

      She nodded. “It feels like everybody has forgotten Jona. I suppose I’m angry. Oh, I didn’t say anything, because I wouldn’t hurt her for the world, and I know she’s doing what she needs to. But Jona was brutally murdered and everybody’s acting as though he just moved away. I want closure, damn it. I want to know who murdered him. Every time I go to the police—and I’ve been there several times throughout the past year—they’ve told me go home and talk to a therapist. They say there’s no way they can ever figure out who killed him. But I know full well that it wasn’t a vampire.”

      And there it was, her reason for sitting here in our office, asking us to help.

      “Playing devil’s advocate for just a moment,” Herne said, “why don’t you think a vampire killed him? I’m just trying to get a feel for what strikes the wrong chord for you.”

      Marilyn hesitated, then said, “I’ve become acquainted with some of the local vampires. Every single one of them told me that it couldn’t be a vampire kill. They keep close tabs on their community. One of the vampires—his name is Rayne—told me to look into the history of the island. I’m not sure why, but that’s all he would say. So I decided to come to you. I chose you because I’ve heard of the work you do, and you aren’t on the island. I didn’t want anybody who might be…”

      “Paid off by the authorities?” Herne asked, a faint smile on his face.

      She nodded. “Yes. Exactly.”

      He tapped his fingers on the desk. “You do realize this will be an expensive investigation? We’ll have to drive up to Whidbey Island and stay for a few days, at the very least. And we can’t guarantee any results, although we will do our very best.”

      Rhiannon waved off his comments. “I’m the Matriarch of the Foam Born Encampment. With that title comes the keys to the treasure chest. I can afford your fees.”

      “All right.” Herne began jotting down a string of numbers and I realized he was putting together an estimate of the retainer.

      Without skipping a beat, she pulled out her checkbook. “Just name the figure and I’ll write you a check right now.”

      Herne looked at me. “What do you think? Should we take this on? We’ve had a busy season and I know everybody’s tired.”

      It sounded like a difficult case, but I wanted to take it. There was something behind this—something that wasn’t right. “Hey, for a chance to get away to Whidbey Island? Even though we’ll be on a case, I can use some time out of the city, and I think the rest of us can, as well.” The thought of getting away to the relatively unpopulated island where we could breathe clean air and saltwater appealed to me.

      “All right,” he said, nodding. He turned back to Rhiannon. “How about if we drive up to Whidbey Island for a few days? We’ll see what we can find out. If it looks like the case is going to hit a brick wall, we’ll call it quits. I don’t want to drain your bank account. If we do find anything, then you can make a decision whether you want us to continue.” He pulled out a retainer form and jotted a few notes on it. “Take this form to Angel at the front desk. You can pay her and she’ll give you a receipt. We have to wrap up some things here in the city, but we can start in a couple of days. Will that work?”

      Rhiannon breathed a long sigh of relief and nodded. “Thank you. Just knowing that you’re going to even take a stab at it gives me some hope. And right now hope is all I’ve got.” She stood, shaking our hands. Then, clutching the form that Herne had given her, she exited the office, closing the door softly behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you think?” I asked, turning to Herne after she left.

      He slipped from behind the desk, stopping by my side. As he slid his arm around my waist and pulled me to him, I caught my breath. His very touch set me on fire. This had been the first time in a while that I had been able to sustain a relationship without something deadly happening to one of my boyfriends.

      “What I think,” he said softly, “is that you should give me a kiss.”

      He kissed my nose, then tilted my chin up with one finger as he bent down, pressing his lips against mine. They were warm against my own, yet his kiss was demanding as he pressed himself close. It was one of those kisses that said, “You belong to me.”

      I moaned. I wanted to rip my clothes off right here in his office, but I had more self-restraint than that. Although more than once I had thought seriously about doing just that. But Herne and I did our best to keep it professional at work, limiting ourselves to stolen kisses. It wasn’t that everybody didn’t know we were knocking boots. We just didn’t want them to be too uncomfortable, given how loud we could both be.

      “That’s better,” he said. “I missed you last night. And the night before. And the night before that.”

      Angel and I had been attending a week-long series of evening seminars. Given the time we spent there, plus our workload, it had been several days since Herne and I had had a chance to get in a good fuck-fest. And right now, standing so close to him, that was all I could think about.

      I pressed my hand against his chest, feeling his heartbeat. Even the gods had hearts. “You were the one who suggested Angel and I take a course on police investigation for the layman.”

      “It made sense at the time,” he whispered, taking my hand and kissing each finger in turn.

      Even though I had been a freelance investigator, I haven’t dealt much with the police. And Angel had steered clear of them as much as she could. The course was giving us insight into how investigations were run, although the teacher conveniently sidestepped the fact that the Fae heavily influenced the police. Just like the vampires stacked the deck at Wall Street, the Fae manipulated the puppet strings of the police. There wasn’t much anybody could do about either situation, so most people ignored it and went on as usual.

      “I’ve missed you too. It’s been almost a week,” I said, thinking that I actually had missed him. While I enjoyed my time with Herne, probably more than I wanted to admit, I still needed my privacy and time spent with my friends. Although, to be honest, I didn’t have many friends beyond Angel. She and I had been BFFs since childhood, but otherwise I had been a loner until I came to work for the Wild Hunt.

      “Trust me, I’m feeling the lack.” The way he said it made me stare at him for a moment. He sounded hungry. Very, very hungry. I could see it in his eyes.

      “Dude, remember, I’m not immortal, even though I am Fae. I bruise.” But I winked, and he laughed.

      “I promise, I’ll take it easy on you. So, are you busy tonight?”

      Reluctantly, I nodded. “It’s the last night of the seminar and I don’t want to miss it. You were right, I think this is going to be a big help to us. Angel and I are learning a lot. And given how busy we’ve been the past few days, I’m already dead tired. So, changing the subject, when do we leave for Whidbey Island?”

      “Day after tomorrow, I figure. And changing the subject right back, what about a rain check? Tomorrow night?” He wiggled his eyebrows, making me laugh.

      I conceded, planting a kiss on his cheek. “Sounds good. Do you want to call a staff meeting this afternoon?”

      “I think we’d better. We have some research to do before we leave. Go ahead and alert the others. We’ll meet in half an hour. That will give people time to order in lunch. Meanwhile, as delightful as you are, I have a few calls I have to return.” He kissed me again, then let go of me. “Remember—half an hour.” As he waved me out, turning back to his desk, I shut the door behind me.

      Angel was waiting at her desk.

      “You were right. Meeting in half an hour.” I sniffed the air, the smell of fish and chips hanging heavy, and my salivary glands went into overdrive. “That smells so good. Please tell me you bought enough for me?”

      “I bought enough for both of us.” She held up a sack that read anton’s fish shack on it. “Why don’t you go ahead and tell the others about the meeting? I’ll meet you outside on the stoop. We might as well catch a little sunshine while we can.”

      I nodded, heading back to the other offices.
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        * * *

      

      Downtown Seattle was a jumble of stately old brick and modern chrome and glass. The streets showed signs of neglect, with too many potholes and crumbling patches of asphalt, but all in all, the city was beautiful. At night, when the neon was blaring, and during the long rains, Seattle could feel gritty and cold. But right now with the sun shining, and the streeps—the people who lived in the back alleys, and the homeless shelters—blasting out their music as they danced on the sidewalks, it was a welcoming place.

      The Wild Hunt Agency was on First Avenue, in a five-story brick walkup. We had the entire fourth floor to ourselves. At least the building superintendent had finally fixed the elevator. The fifth floor was empty, but a low-income urgent care clinic had taken over the bottom floor, a daycare and preschool had control of the second, and the third floor belonged to a combination yoga and dance studio. I was grateful they weren’t on the floor above us, because every time we passed by when dance class was in session, the noise was overwhelming.

      I joined Angel on the stoop. She had claimed a place on one of the wide stone railings. It was seventy-two degrees, with barely a cloud in the sky, and I sucked in a lungful of the air, coughing as a cloud of exhaust hit me from a passing car.

      Across the street, a series of fetish brothels with darkened windows waited for evening to entice their customers. On one side of our building, the smells of sandwiches and pizza wafted out from Nigel’s Deli. On the other side, old men shuffled near the entrance of the Spank-o-Rama, another fetish shop.

      The kinky boutiques were everywhere, but they brought in good tax revenue for the city and were well-regulated, keeping out the world of pimps who desperately tried to eke out a living by trading flesh for dollars. Legalized prostitution was pushing them out of business, even as it kept the hookers and sex workers safe, and forced them to have regular checkups.

      Angel handed me a white cardboard carton. “Here. Never say I don’t love you.”

      I opened it, finding two servings of fish and chips. “Bless you.” My stomach protested that it had waited far too long, thank you, and would I feed it now.

      “I wish I could eat like you do,” she said. “Then again, I’d be broke.” Angel was human, which meant her appetite wasn’t as big as mine. The Fae ate a lot.

      The sun glowed against her skin, which was a beautiful golden brown. Angel could have been a model, she was so striking. At five foot ten, she had a dancer’s body. Her tightly crimped curls were caught back in a neat ponytail, and she was wearing a pair of black leggings with a blue tunic that acted like a mini dress.

      I rested my container on the railing between us and hopped up on the wide stone slab.

      In contrast to Angel, I was five-seven, and one hundred and fifty pounds of boobs, muscle, and contrariness. My hair was wavy, though not as curly as hers, and it reached the middle of my back. I usually kept it back in a braid, but today it was hanging loose, falling over my shoulders. I was wearing a pair of torn jeans, my knees poking out, and a snuggly fitted tank top that was vivid blue, which contrasted against my pale skin. We had been so busy that I hadn’t had a chance to do laundry for over a week and was wearing my clean but ragbag-destined clothes.

      I bit into the fish, letting out a contented sigh as the flavors of salt and fat and cod trickled down my throat. “We get to go to Whidbey Island,” I said after swallowing.

      “Want to make a bet I have to stay here to man the desk? I could sure use a couple days away.” She picked at her french fries, holding one up. “Limp. Figures.” With a sigh, she added, “I suppose I shouldn’t complain. I got to see DJ last month, even though we were so busy that I wasn’t sure Herne would let me have the time off.”

      DJ was Angel’s brother, or rather, her half-brother. Ten years old, he was Wulfine—half wolf shifter. Angel had taken care of him after their mother died and did her best to make a good life for him, but working for the Wild Hunt could put DJ’s life in danger, and so Herne convinced Angel to let a shifter family take care of him. It’d been a difficult adjustment for them both, but being able to visit him regularly made a world of difference.

      “I doubt he’ll make you stay behind. We all need a rest. Even though this isn’t going to be a vacation, just getting out of the city sounds so freaking good.”

      “I like that idea,” she said. “So, ready for our last night of the seminar?”

      “More than ready. It’s interesting, but honestly, I’m exhausted. I even turned down a date with Herne after class because I’m so tired.”

      At that moment, a car pulled up across from the building. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it until the door opened and a man stepped out. It was Ray Fontaine, my ex-boyfriend who had gone from friend to stalker with a startling rapidity.

      “Oh fucking hell. Just what I need.” I stood up, staring at him without a smile. What the hell did he want this time? Besides for me to take him back, that is.

      “Should we just go inside?” Angel touched my elbow, watching Ray with a wary look as he crossed the street toward us.

      I shook my head. “It wouldn’t do any good. He’d just follow us up to the office.”

      I had dated Ray briefly, ending our relationship months ago. We hadn’t even slept together. I called it quits when I realized that I was going to put him in danger. Since he was human, he didn’t stand much of a chance against my lifestyle. Most of my other boyfriends had ended up seriously injured or dead and after thinking about it, I had decided to shut down that side of my life.

      Until I came to work for the Wild Hunt, I had been a freelance investigator, and I had encountered more than my share of nasty creatures. Unfortunately, humans bruised easier than members of the SubCult. Ray had a nasty scar on his body to prove it. So I broke it off before one of my adversaries ended up taking him out for good.

      Everything had been fine until he called me to look over a break-in at his bakery, and it was then that his obsessive nature had presented itself. Ever since then, he had phoned me, texted me all the time, although I never responded, sent me bouquet after bouquet of flowers, and parked outside my condo building more than once, waiting for me to get home. I had repeatedly told him to stop, and had refused every gift that he sent me, but he refused to listen.

      I folded my arms, saying nothing as he approached. Angel stood beside me, looking as stoic as I felt.

      “I called you ten times last week. Why won’t you answer? Why won’t you call me back?”

      I shook my head. “I told you to leave me alone. I’ll tell you once again: Ray, I don’t want to talk to you, I don’t want your gifts, and I don’t want you around. What’s so hard to understand?”

      His expression shifted from determined to petulant. “You owe me. You owe me an explanation, and an apology.”

      I was quickly losing my patience. “I owe you nothing. How dense are you? We’ve been over for a long time. Go away. Leave me alone.”

      “No, we’re not over! You still love me. I know it, because I still love you. Ember, you can’t just walk away from me. I won’t let you go. We’re meant to be together.”

      For a man who made the best doughnuts in the city, he was distressingly divorced from reality. But if there was one thing I had learned during the past year, it was that you didn’t have to be dysfunctional in every part of your life to be a nut job.

      “I’m done. Keep bothering me and I’ll call the police.” It was an empty threat—oh, I’d call them, but they wouldn’t do anything. But it sounded good. I turned to head up the stairs but before I could take another step, Ray grabbed me from behind. He managed to get hold of my wrist and tried to drag me down to the sidewalk.

      “Please, just talk to me. I know you’ll change your mind if you just talk to me.”

      Startled, I almost tripped over the steps. Immediately, I began to pull away. Ray was strong, but I was stronger. I shook him off, but as I started to back up on the stairs, my boot heel caught on a crack and I fell backward, landing hard against the concrete stoop.

      “Leave her alone,” Angel said, hurrying down to my side.

      “Stay out of this, it’s none of your business.” Ray shot her a nasty look.

      I took the opportunity to push myself to my feet, and before he could grab me again, I shoved him away. We were three steps from the sidewalk and he went tumbling down to the concrete, landing on his ass. He jumped up, his eyes flashing dangerously.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Ember.”

      I turned to Angel. “Get on in, he’s off his rocker.”

      I reached for the dagger strapped to my thigh. If Ray wanted to play rough, I’d play rough. I kept my eye on him as I began to back up the stairs, one cautious step at a time. Ray would reach me before I made the top, but I didn’t want to turn around to run. Never give your opponent the edge, and presenting my back would give him an edge.

      “You fucking women. You treat us like dirt, you lead us on, you make promises and then you break them, and we’re supposed to turn around and run away with our tails tucked between our legs. Not anymore.”

      I held up my dagger. “I will use this if you push it. I told you to go away and leave me alone. I told you we’re done. I told you I’m never going to start up with you again. What more do I have to say to get you to believe me? Do I have to fucking beat the crap out of you?”

      Apparently, that was a challenge. He snorted, then began to bound up the stairs toward me. But two steps in, he froze, staring beyond me, an uncertain light in his eyes.

      From behind me, a voice boomed out. “Think twice before making another move.”

      Oh shit. Herne. I froze. If Ray knew what was good for him, he’d turn around and run right now.

      “Ember, what’s going on?” Herne appeared by my side, never taking his eyes off of Ray.

      “Once again, I was trying to convince Ray to leave me alone.” I hadn’t told Herne much about what Ray had been pulling, more for Ray’s sake than anything else. I had been hoping that he would quietly withdraw. Calling the cops wouldn’t do any good—it never did in situations like this, unless you either had money or your stalker managed to hurt you first. But Herne…he could do some serious damage to Ray, and I knew he would if I said the word.

      “How long has this been going on?” Once again, Herne kept his focus on Ray.

      “For several months,” Angel spoke up. “I know Ember was hoping he’d stop, but it’s time to stop covering for him.”

      Herne stepped in front of me and started down the steps toward Ray. “When a woman tells you to leave her alone, you leave her alone. What’s so difficult to understand about that?”

      I wasn’t sure just how much Ray knew about Herne, but I doubted that he knew Herne was the son of a god.

      “Don’t interfere, man. Ember just needs to realize how much I mean to her.” But there was a flicker of hesitation in his voice, one that made me question just how much Ray actually believed what he had been saying to me.

      At that moment, Angel tugged on my elbow, motioning for me to join her a few steps higher. “He’s not crazy,” she whispered. “He knows full well what is going on. He’s just trying to fuck with your head.”

      “You mean he’s just been harassing me because he’s a jerk?”

      It was bad enough thinking Ray had asked for a divorce from reality, but if he really was just harassing me to make my life miserable, then as far as I was concerned, Herne could twist him in knots. Angel was an empath, and she had the ability to sense when people were lying. If she said that he was fully cognizant of the situation, I believed her.

      “Oh, yeah. This is the first time I’ve been close enough to him to feel out the situation. I can tell you right now, he knows exactly how to push your buttons. He doesn’t think you love him. I don’t even think he loves you. He’s just being an asshole.”

      I hadn’t caught what else Herne had said to Ray while I had been talking to Angel, but at that moment Ray puffed up and pointed to the sidewalk.

      “Seriously? I’d think twice over challenging me.” Herne flexed his fingers.

      I groaned. The thought of two men fighting over me wasn’t a scenario I had ever longed for. I wasn’t into drama, but I resisted the impulse to race down and intervene. Ray had set the stage for this, he needed to take the fall.

      “Prove it, pretty boy. Put up or shut up,” Ray said.

      By that point, the two men were on the sidewalk. Ray was blustering, and I wondered why I had ever found him attractive. But the Ray I had first met had conveniently hid his contempt for women, his controlling nature, and his lack of impulse control.

      At that moment, Ray gave Herne a little shove on one shoulder. I leaned against the wide railing, glancing at Angel, who rolled her eyes and shook her head. As we watched, Herne picked up Ray and, in one smooth move, threw him halfway across the street. He crossed his arms, waiting, as Ray flopped around, then managed to pick himself up.

      The look on Ray’s face made me break out in nervous giggles. He looked stunned. He obviously hadn’t expected that response. For a moment, he fidgeted, still standing in the middle of the street, until a car headed directly toward him. Ray darted back to his own car, shooting laser-sharp glances toward Herne. Then, he slammed himself into the driver’s seat and screeched out of his parking spot.

      Herne let out a loud sigh. “Are you all right?” He jogged back up the steps to my side.

      I nodded. “Thank you. I don’t know why he’s intent on trying to make me miserable, but something set him off a few months ago.”

      “You need to be careful. He’s not crazy, he’s just pissed out of his mind. Crazy, we can deal with. But that sort of deep-seated anger can be deadly.” Herne wrapped his arm around my waist as we headed for the elevator, followed by Angel.

      I wasn’t sure how, but I needed to defuse the situation, and defuse it quickly.
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        * * *

      

      As we gathered around the table in the break room, Angel prepared a fresh pot of coffee. She had settled into her job quickly, and seemed content. In fact, both of us had become far more comfortable over the past few months, and it didn’t hurt that we were making more money than we ever had before. Oh, we weren’t rich, but we could actually make ends meet and still have some left over at the end of the month. Shopping was no longer confined to the thrift shops and garage sales.

      Without missing a beat, Herne slid into his chair and turned to Talia, our resident researcher. A harpy who had lost most of her powers, Talia was an older woman with long silver hair, kept out of her face by small braids on either side, caught back by a butterfly barrette. She was neatly dressed, wearing a pair of tan culottes, and a black linen tank top. A narrow gold belt encircled her wasp waist, and as usual, she looked perfectly pulled together.

      “I want you to look up Ray Fontaine. He owns the bakery over on the Eastside—A Touch of Honey, I believe it is. Find out everything you can on him.” Herne glanced at me. “He’s been harassing Ember, and it’s going to stop. I want you to dig up every skeleton in his closet.”

      For a moment, I felt guilty, then shook it off. That’s what friends were for. They helped you bury the bodies and hide the shovel.

      “Second, and more important at this point, we’re starting a new case day after tomorrow. It’s on Whidbey Island, and it’s private.”

      Yutani frowned, glancing over at him. “Are we driving there every single day? That’s a long haul.”

      “Yes, it is, which is why we’re going to stay there for a few days.” Herne flipped open his file. “We should plan on being there at least three or four days. It may take longer, depending on whether we find enough evidence to warrant taking the case any further.”

      He ran down what Rhiannon had told us, hitting the high points.

      “Tomorrow, I want Talia and Yutani to find out whatever you can about Jona—Rhiannon’s cousin. Also find out whatever you can about his murder. I’ll make a couple phone calls and dig up any dirt I can through official channels. Since Cernunnos and Morgana aren’t behind this, we may find it harder going. But a few people owe me favors, so I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “The hippocampi, what are they like?” Viktor asked, crossing to the refrigerator to poke around inside. Viktor was half-ogre, startlingly tall and brawny, with a smooth bald head that he kept well oiled. He was also brilliant, and one hell of an investigator. Viktor had his sensitive side, though, and all around, I liked him.

      “They’re water horses, at least while they’re in the water. On land they can take either horse or human shape. They’re relatives of the Fae, but they don’t consider themselves part of the Fae community. They tend to hold themselves above and beyond. They are a proud people, but not snobbish. At least, that’s my takeaway from the interactions I’ve had with them,” Herne said.

      “Why do you think the cops wouldn’t look into the murder?” Yutani asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s one thing we need to find out. I don’t think Rhiannon was holding anything back about her cousin, and it sounds like he was happy. But if this had been a run-of-the-mill homicide, you’d think the cops would have done their best to find the murderer.” Herne leaned back in his chair, tapping the table with a pencil. “Something has been bothering me about this case since we talked to Rhiannon, but I don’t know what. I just feel like there’s more here than meets the eye, so if anything triggers an alarm, be sure to mention it.”

      “When she filled out the intake form, I can tell you that Rhiannon was really upset. I think she really loved her cousin.” Having Angel as the receptionist meant that we were able to use her empathic sense as a first impression. Herne had been one smart cookie to hire her.

      Herne nodded. “Okay. We’ll meet tomorrow at noon to compare notes. Yutani and Talia, use the rest of the day for research. Viktor, go through the armory and decide what we might need. It’s hard to say until we know what we’re up against, but we’ll want to take an assortment of weaponry.”

      “What should I do?” I asked.

      “If you could update the paperwork on all of the cases we’ve closed in the past couple weeks, that would be great. I doubt if you can finish all of the notes, but do what you can. Angel, find a hotel for us on Whidbey Island near the hippocampi encampment. A moderately priced one. Make reservations.” Herne consulted his tablet. “We’ll check in on Thursday. Also, find out when the ferry sails, and plan our itinerary in order for us to make check-in time. Give us some leeway, considering traffic.”

      “How many reservations should I make? Who’s going?”

      He grinned. “Everybody. We’ll close up shop for a couple days. I know how hard all of you have been working lately. While this is no vacation, it wouldn’t hurt for any of us to get away. As far as rooms, I’m assuming you and Ember, Yutani and Viktor, and then Talia and I will each have a room. So, four.”

      He gave me a quick look, and I smiled. I wasn’t offended that he expected me to share a room with Angel. As he said, this wasn’t a vacation, and we were on the job.

      “Any preferences on whether there should be a restaurant in the hotel?”

      “Find one with restaurant and room service. We don’t want to spend an arm and a leg, especially since this will come out of the hippocampi’s pockets, but we’re not going to skimp either.” He frowned, then glanced at his phone when it chimed. “Excuse me. I have to take a phone call.” He stood, and without further comment, left the room.

      “How often do you guys get cases outside of Seattle?” I asked.

      Viktor swallowed the rest of the sandwich that he had made. “Not all that often. Oh, sometimes we end up over on the Eastside, or a little farther. But usually not far enough away that we have to rent a hotel. I won’t be sorry to be out of the city, though. I feel like I haven’t had a day off in weeks.”

      “That’s because we haven’t,” Yutani said. “I wonder how they feel about coyotes up on Whidbey Island. I haven’t had a chance to go running for a while.”

      Yutani wasn’t talking about jogging. He was a coyote shifter without a pack. He had been ousted from the small town he used to live in because Great Coyote dogged his heels, so to speak. And anybody that Coyote chose to take under his paw, well, by the end of things, they usually didn’t have many friends left. Yutani often found himself at the mercy of Coyote’s sense of humor. Or at best, at the butt end of the joke. Sometimes, it was better to be somebody’s enemy than their friend.

      “Why don’t you look up their ordinances while we’re doing our research?” Talia said. She glanced over the dossier. “There’s something fishy about this murder. The cops usually don’t ignore homicides unless there’s a reason.”

      “Maybe it’s really as simple as a vampire kill. Sometimes, when there isn’t an easy answer, people don’t want to face the fact that they’re not going to get the closure they want.” Viktor shrugged. “I don’t care whether or not she talked to the vampires on the island. Most vamps aren’t going to own up if they think one of their own killed somebody. Especially
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