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      I’m Lyrical, and I was born to the Leannan Sidhe. But then, the King of the Kelpies kidnapped me, and all hell broke loose. My mother begged Morgana, goddess of the Sea and the Fae, to save me. But she didn’t specify that she wanted me back home. So she sent me to work for the Wild Hunt, and life suddenly becomes a rollercoaster as the dragons lose their immortality and all hell breaks loose.

      Reading Order for the Night Queen Series:

      
        	Book 1: Tattered Thorns

        	Book 2: Shattered Spells (forthcoming)
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      The coyote shifters attacked my front door first. Luckily, I was in the kitchen when I heard the lock rattling. Fuck—I could smell them from where I was. Wet coyotes smell worse than wet dogs, and while I had full reason to think they were back in their human shapes, I knew that smell. I never had to encounter a pungent odor more than once to remember it. And this… This odor I remembered.

      I glanced around, trying to figure out what to do. The house I was renting was in a bad neighborhood, and with that came flimsy locks. If I was facing just one of them, I could deal. But they’d brought all their homies—that much was apparent by the noise on the other side of the door—and meant that it was going to be that much harder to put them out of my misery. The fact that they were the front pushers for a major drug cartel hadn’t escaped me.

      Raising my foot to a half–pulled out drawer full of silverware, I reached behind the slit in the right leg of my jeans and flipped open the snap that was holding the peace binding on the sheath. As I withdrew Harmony—my blade—I plastered on a grim smile. I named my blade Harmony because she was often the only thing that managed to restore harmony to my life. Thirteen inches of cold steel, she had a black bog oak hilt and the blade itself was etched with an incantation using the Celtic Ogham. I bite for blood, it said.

      The coyote shifters were still fiddling with the door, to my relief. They weren’t stupid, but when they were in coyote form and they formed a pack, it seemed that their IQs went down by about a third. Given they were hopped up on some sort of upper, it lowered the bar even more.

      I snuck around the counter, wondering how many I could take down if they broke through before I managed to get out the back door. The only other way out of this joint was through the master bedroom. It led to the back yard, where I could climb over a fence and be off and down the street before they realized I had escaped.

      I grabbed my purse as I stood up, and slung it over my shoulder. I was wearing stiletto boots, but I could run in them and that was all that mattered. I made sure my keys were in my purse and hurried into the bedroom. I grabbed the leather jacket that I had tossed across the bed and shrugged it on. Then, turning toward the sliding glass doors, I was about to grab the handle when I saw a shadow moving outside behind one of the large evergreen bushes. A man and a woman jumped out, slamming against the glass of the door. I took one look at the yellow glow in their eyes and bounded over the bed, back toward the door. I slammed the door behind me even as I heard breaking glass.

      Oh hell, what the fuck do I do now? I dashed into the bathroom. It was the only other room in the house that locked from the inside and that had a window. I slammed the door closed, pushing the lock, then leaped up on the counter, my anxiety rising. The window was large enough for me to scramble out, but it was also frosted and I couldn’t see for sure if anybody was out there. I hesitated, but the next moment I heard the front door crash open and I knew it was now or never. I shoved the window open and punched out the screen. I took a quick look right and left but couldn’t see anybody, thank gods, so I tossed my pack and purse out, then poised with my boots on the ledge of the window as I balanced, making sure my dagger wouldn’t stab me as I leapt to the ground.

      I had barely landed and scooped up my purse and pack when a low laugh came from my right, from behind a large rhododendron. One of the coyote shifters—I thought his name was Jim—jumped out to block my path.

      “Lyrical, where you going so fast?” He was tall, lanky, and had bright coppery hair that hung in greasy strands. He was also carrying a thick iron pipe and was slapping it against his other hand as his eyes glittered.

      I eyed the space between him and the sidewalk. I was too close to him—unless I was able to knock the pipe out of his hands, but even from this distance, I could feel the iron’s energy. It made me tingle, and in a very bad way.

      My knees felt weak and I realized I was hungry. There was only one way out, but I’d have to be fast. I dropped my pack and purse. “Why don’t you put down that pipe?” I said, catching his gaze and holding it as I modulated my voice to become lower, throatier. The next moment, I could feel the ache rising, overtaking the fear. I began to walk toward him.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, pausing the steady tattoo of the pipe against his hand. “What…” He stumbled over his words, unable to break away from my gaze.

      Coyote shifters were easy if you could pick them off from the pack. And right now, there was no chance he was going to call for his packmates. I reached out, running my fingers over his cheeks, and he let out a low moan.

      “You really don’t want to hurt me. Put down the pipe, babe.” I winked at him, running my tongue over my lips.

      “No, I don’t want to hurt you,” he repeated, dropping the pipe.

      “You want to kiss me, don’t you? Long and hard, probably as long and hard as your dick.” I reached up to put my hands on his shoulders and slowly pushed. He folded to his knees in front of me. I glanced around. Nobody else had noticed us in the tangle of foliage that filled the yard.

      “Kiss…me…please.” He was breathing hard and I leaned down, lightly touching my lips to his. I could feel the brush of my skin against his, and then the rush of his sweet breath. It was filled with chi—with energy—and I needed that energy. I began to kiss him, gently at first, then began to draw out his life force with my breath, streaming it into my body. As the energy flooded my veins, I could feel it draining away from him. I ignored the information that threatened to overflood my senses—facts and figures and visions from his life. Instead, I focused on draining him, on sucking out every last gasp of breath, and my excitement grew.

      The rush began to spiral through me as I grew stronger. I felt high, higher than any trip from the strongest drug. As the shifter realized I was draining him dry, he began to struggle. I laughed, toying with him, every spark of my being quivering. I pressed harder on his shoulders and he couldn’t break away.

      “This is so good, baby. Be nice and I’ll end your life on a high instead of pain,” I whispered. Feeding my hunger was better than sex, better than the strongest orgasm, as I met his breath and drew it into my lungs. The thrill warmed me like the best fuck in the world, and then—as he began to fade—I slammed back into my body, coming so hard that I almost screamed.

      As I stumbled back from his corpse I felt so strong I could have moved a mountain. I grabbed up my pack and purse and crept out of the bushes but I had miscalculated and found myself in a semi-circle of coyote shifters. As they moved in, each carrying at least one weapon, I turned back to the bathroom window and, with one leap, sprang through the air, diving headfirst through the open window, coming up into a crouch. Behind me, I heard the shifters scramble.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered. “I’m in trouble.” Dagger in hand, I straightened and prepared to face the music.
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      As I kicked the bathroom door open, hoping to slam it down on anybody who might be right outside, I heard a scuffle out at the front door before two shifters came toward me, one on either side. I went into defense mode, strengthened by the extra chi I had absorbed.

      One of them was carrying a sword, the other a dagger. I gauged the distance between the one to my right—with the dagger—and then sprang into a front flip, stretching out to use his shoulders as a platform. He was so startled he didn’t even try to stab me as I swung over his head. As I cleared him, I gave another push, this one against his back, then went into a tuck and roll. He lurched forward as his companion brought his sword up and I heard a bloodcurdling scream behind me.

      I didn’t stop to look, just sped into a run as I entered the living room. But once there, I stopped short. The coyote shifters were there, yes, but so were a couple people I didn’t recognize who…were whaling away on my enemies. The coyote shifters were fighting back, but they were looking a lot less confident. Before I could take off , one of them—a tall Amazon of a woman with dark skin—grabbed me by the arm and muscled me out the front door. The tall, lean dark-haired man who was with her followed, and before I knew what was happening, he held out his hand and blew a powder in my face. I struggled to get free but then everything went hazy as the ground disappeared and I fell into a dark hole.
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      When I woke up, I was lying on a sofa, and not in my house. I groaned—my head was pounding, as if I had a hangover. Groggy, I rolled up to a sitting position. I was fully dressed, but my dagger and my purse were gone.

      “Well, I see you’re awake.” A woman, older with silver hair and wearing a linen pantsuit, came into view. She held out a mug. Steam was wafting off it. “This will clear your head.”

      Suspicious, I stared at it, then her. “How do I know it’s not poison?”

      She shrugged, then lifted the mug to her lips and drank. Wiping the rim with a paper towel, she held it out again. I reached for it, still suspicious. But if there was poison, that big of a swig would kill her too. It had a pungent odor but I took a sip from it. The flavor surprised me. It tasted like honey and lemon, but there was something else behind it. As soon as I started to drink it, my headache began to lift along with the fog.

      I looked around, handing her back the mug. “Thank you—it works. Where am I?”

      “You’re at the Wild Hunt Agency. My name’s Talia.” She settled down beside me. “We need to have a long talk.”

      Wild Hunt…I knew the name. I’d heard it before but I couldn’t quite place it. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “It was either that or let you die at the hands of those coyote shifters.” Talia laughed. “And Morgana would have our hides if we let them eat you alive.”

      I straightened up. “You know Morgana?” The goddess had saved me when I was at a do-or-die moment in my life. I owed her more than my life—I owed her my sanity.

      Talia nodded. “Very well, actually. She sent us out to save you. Girl, you really dug yourself into a hole there with those shifters.” She paused as the front door opened and a tall man strode in. I recognized him—he was the one who had showed up at my house and had been battling the coyote shifters. He smelled suspiciously like the coyote shifters but with something else added in. Power. He smelled like power.

      I bristled as my inner alarm rang. This man was dangerous, and seductive. He reeked of power and sex.

      “So you’re awake,” he said, glancing at me. “I’m Yutani.” Then, turning to Talia, he said, “Herne and Ember are on the way. Morgana will be with them.”

      I watched the pair talk. They had a strong familiarity with each other—they obviously knew one another, and from the emotions I could tap into, they were good friends. If there was one thing I had learned over the past few years, it was to keep my mouth shut and observe. It had served me well.

      Yutani glanced at me. “If you need to freshen up, there’s a bathroom down the hall. Don’t even think of trying to escape, though. Morgana asked that you stay right here, and we’re not about to piss her off.” He handed me my purse and my pack but I had the feeling they had been rifled, probably for weapons.

      I nodded. Escaping from coyote shifters was one thing, but running off when a goddess wanted to see me—even I knew better than that. I visited the restroom and tidied myself up. I brushed my hair and touched up my lipstick.

      Staring at myself in the mirror, I whispered, “That’s about as good as it’s going to get right now.” I looked tired and there were bruises on my forehead and arms from the fight. My corset was spattered with blood—not mine—and so were my jeans.

      My dagger! I reached down to check my boot, but the sheath was empty. Frowning, I looked in my purse. No blade there, either.

      “If they stole Harmony from me…” I muttered, striding back out to the dining area where Yutani and Talia were sitting at the table. “Hey, did either of you take my dagger? That blade is special—”

      “Hold your horses,” Yutani said. “Talia has it. We put it away for safekeeping, along with the other weapons we found in your pack.” He nodded to Talia, who walked over to her desk in the living room and retrieved my blade from a curio cabinet.

      “Here it is, safe and sound,” she said, handing it to me.

      I grabbed it from her, checking to make sure it wasn’t nicked or bent. But Harmony looked as beautiful as ever, and I gently stroked the hilt and then slid her back into her sheath.

      “I’m sorry to snap,” I said. “That blade’s very important to me. My mother gave it to me a long time ago.”

      “Not a problem,” Talia said with a wry grin. “So, we might as well tell you that we know who you are. Morgana told us about you when she first found you.”

      I stared at them. “How much did she tell you?” That they knew who I was made me uneasy. I didn’t like people knowing who I was.

      “Not much. Just that she’d rescued one of the Leannan Sidhe from a pod of Kelpies and brought her back to Seattle. She contacted us this morning and asked us to rescue you from those coyote shifters,” she added.

      Yutani cleared his throat. “Speaking of… I might as well tell you because I’m pretty sure you can figure it out—I’m a coyote shifter as well, but I’m not aligned with that Pack. What did you do to piss them off, anyway?”

      Well, at least that was a relief, though I was surprised he didn’t seem angry. “I thought all dog shifters stuck together,” I said, side-eyeing him.

      He bristled. “For one thing, wolves, coyotes, and dogs are far from the same—”

      “Down, boy,” Talia said, holding out her hand. “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you.” She glanced at me, shaking her head. “Best not to poke the bear. Or the son of the Great Coyote, for that matter.”

      The son of the Great Coyote? Though I didn’t know much about him, the Great Coyote was a god. Which meant Yutani was a demigod. Time to backtrack fast. “Um, I’m sorry?”

      His eyes never leaving my face, Yutani snorted, then outright laughed. “You really are something, you know that?” He moved to the living room, where he sat in a chair near Talia’s desk, which was set in a corner. “So, tell us more about yourself while we’re waiting. You might as well because once Morgana gets here, it’s going to come out.”

      There was a sudden shift in the energy of the room—I could feel it in my bones. The tension drained and both of them relaxed. I let out a long breath, my inner alarms quieting. I could trust them, regardless of whether I liked them.

      “My name is Lyrical Muirín. Lyrical Willow Muirín. I was named after my great-great-grandmother, who is Queen of the Limerick Leannan Sidhe.” Before I could say anything else, the door opened and in walked Morgana, goddess of the Sea, followed by a man and a woman, and I knew without being told that all three were gods.
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      Morgana made a beeline for me. “Lyrical, what the hell did you get yourself into? I thought I told you to keep your nose out of trouble.” The goddess was tall, far taller than me, and she had black hair bound into a chignon that was held in place by cloisonne hair combs. Her eyes sparkled like frost, and she was incredibly beautiful. She was wearing a linen pantsuit and carrying a Louis Vuitton handbag.

      The man behind her had hair down to his elbows the color of wheat, and he smelled musky, like the deep woods and apples and cinnamon bark. He was gorgeous, with long lashes over bedroom eyes. The woman beside him reminded me a bit of Morgana, with raven-colored curly hair down to her mid-back. She wasn’t as tall, though, and she looked well-muscled.

      I started to answer, but she held up her hand. “Meet my son, Herne, Lord of the Hunt, and his wife, Ember, another goddess of Fae. She’s half Leannan Sidhe, by the way.”

      I stared at the woman, curious. If she had been mortal, I would have instantly known her as a tralaeth—half blood. But the nimbus of power surrounded her, too. She seemed new to it, though I couldn’t have said why I got that impression. But she also seemed at home with Morgana and Herne.

      Morgana cut into my thoughts. “Ember used to be my priestess before she went through the Gadawnoin ritual that transformed her into a goddess.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say, but once again, was spared the awkward attempt when Morgana continued.

      “So, you got yourself in deep, didn’t you?” She narrowed her eyes, her gaze piercing right through me. One thing I had learned about her—I couldn’t lie to Morgana.

      “They were asking for it,” I mumbled, straightening.

      “What did you do? I could hear your distress all the way in Annwn.” The goddess folded her arms and leaned against the wall. “Spill it.”

      I worried my lip then finally burst out, “They were running a krystaleth lab and hooking kids in my neighborhood. I might have just wiped out their equipment, after alleviating their safe of some of that dirty money.” I tried to keep my face straight but couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. “You should have seen them run when they heard their setup get destroyed. And before you say anything, I called the cops on them, too. Anonymously, of course.”

      “But they found out who did it,” Herne said. He was wearing a sideways smile and his eyes glittered as he turned to Ember. “Sounds like something you might do.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, since they were going after kids, they had it coming.” She looked around, then headed toward a chair. I noticed she had a slightly rounded bump on her belly. Somebody was preggers.

      “That’s right,” I said. “She understands.”

      “That doesn’t mean you should have taken on a whole pack of coyote shifters on your own,” she added, shaking her finger at me. “But you did a good thing.”

      “Where’s the money?” Morgana asked, holding out her hand.

      I bristled. “Hey, I earned that,” I started to say, but her look told me arguing was useless. With a sigh, I said, “It’s locked in a bus station locker.” I slid my hand down my corset and found the key where I’d dropped it between my boobs. They were big enough to provide a safe shelter for various objects. I pulled the key out and reluctantly tossed it to Morgana. “Here.”

      Morgana caught it midair. “Well then, we’ll just make sure this money goes to charity, won’t we?”

      “Charity begins at home,” I grumbled. I needed the money. I didn’t have a job and I was living on the forced goodwill of others. I didn’t like making my money that way, but right now I had no clue what I could do. I was still too shell-shocked from my time spent with Kilnakarn, the King of the Colkerny Kelpie Pod to figure out what I could do in a city like Seattle. It wasn’t that there weren’t any of my kind here—there were—but I really didn’t want word to filter back home about where I was. If it reached my people, Kilnakarn might pick up on it as well.

      “You don’t need charity—you need a job,” Herne said. He scratched his head. “Mother, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Morgana nodded. “We’re on the same track.”

      Yutani snorted. “Okay, this is all very amusing, but why send us to save her, other than we were in the area?”

      Morgana turned to him. “Don’t tell me you can’t see what Herne and I can?”

      Ember snickered. “Yutani, you’re about to have your hands full.” She had no sooner spoken when Morgana laughed.

      “Don’t think you’re in the clear on this,” she said to her.

      “You do know I’m right here,” I interrupted. I hated being talked over.

      But none of them paid any attention to me.

      Ember cleared her throat. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Lyrical needs guidance in both her spiritual and her daily life. And what better place to give her guidance than the Wild Hunt? And who better to guard her questionable ethics than someone who understands what it means to be Leannan Sidhe, than you?” Morgana crossed her arms, looking all too satisfied for my tastes.

      “Hey, as I said, I’m right here and what do you mean by all that?” I stood, tapping my foot. On one hand, I was all too aware that I was on thin ice. You just didn’t talk to the gods like this. But I also knew that I’d never again wait for others to advocate for me. Life in the clutches of that scum Kilnakarn had taught me the value of acting on my own behalf.

      “What I mean by all that,” Morgana said, still staring at Ember and Yutani, “is that you’re about to become a priestess of Ember, and you’re about to sign on to work with the Wild Hunt. Maybe that will help arm you for life in the bigger world.”

      I groaned. “Priestess? Oh no, no disrespect to you, Lady Ember, but I don’t kneel before anybody. And as for the job—well, what if I don’t want to work for him?” I pointed toward Yutani, frowning. He might very well be a nice guy but I didn’t like the sarcastic way he was looking at me, and I knew—right to my bones—that we’d butt heads, and in a big way. “I’m a princess in my kingdom. I don’t take orders, I give them.”

      “You may be a princess, but you have a lot to learn about manners,” Yutani said.

      “Hush,” Morgana interrupted him. “Here’s the thing, Princess Lyrical. I can send you back to your own kingdom but you know what will happen if I do. And what’s likely to occur. Here, you stand a good chance of making a new life for yourself, and of surviving. You might as well face it, your days of hobnobbing among the royalty are over. I know that sounds harsh, given what happened to you, but you might as well start facing reality. And you can’t go on stealing from groups likely to kill you.” She paused, then softly added, “Or was that a suicide attempt?”

      At that, I paused, staring at her. “Of course it wasn’t,” I said, but even in my protest, I realized that she wasn’t that far off. My breath became ragged. “I was a princess. My great-great-grandmother is a queen. I lived in a beautiful home, and everything was set until he came along. Kilnakarn ruined my life. He destroyed everything that was good. He destroyed my future. What’s left for me now?”

      “You still have options—” Herne started to say, but I cut him off.

      “How dare you tell me how to feel? Anything I do from now on will never make up for what I lost. What’s left for me now? My family won’t take me back—I’m used goods. The Dark Fae sullied my name. Do you know how strict my great-great-grandmother is? I could have taken ten lovers as long as they were Light Fae, but the day that monster kidnapped me and defiled me, he turned me into garbage in my family’s eyes!”

      I didn’t realize I was screaming, but the anger poured through me like an ocean surging into a cove, and I drank it in, felt it charge my body and soul. The anger was all I had left—it alone buoyed me up. When I was angry, I didn’t stop to think about everything I’d endured under Kilnakarn.

      Yutani’s smug look faded away. Ember took a step toward me. The room was bathed in silence.

      “You can rebound,” Ember said after a moment. “You can come back stronger than ever and you can make your life brilliant. I can help you.” And this time, there was no irony in her voice. “I know what it’s like to be cast out, to walk in no-man’s land. I know what it’s like to be hunted. For me, it was different, but no less painful. I do understand.”

      Her tone told me she was telling the truth. I didn’t know anything about her other than what I’d been told, but I recognized the look in her eyes.

      Anyone who’s ever been a victim has a certain look behind their smile. And those who’ve been there can recognize it in others. It’s that mutual understanding of what it’s like to be the underdog, to be a survivor. And if I was correct, Ember had seen her own fair share of trauma.

      “I spent two years under his control,” I said. “I spent two years caged as an unwilling concubine. Do you think I can ever forget that?”

      She crossed to stand before me. We were close to the same height. “May I?” she asked, holding up her hands.

      I nodded.

      She placed them on my shoulders and a cooling energy began to surround me. The fire inside started to back off as a calming wave rolled through the fire, dampening it. “You can be whole again,” she said softly. “You’ll never forget and you don’t have to forgive, but you can become a warrior. You can take back your power.”

      A small chip in the dam inside flaked off, then another, and another. I tried to repress the tears and the fury that I’d locked away in order to survive life under Kilnakarn’s control. But the chip became a chunk, became a series of cracks in my internal armor, and the surge of emotions threatened to break it all down—to shatter the wall.

      Like paint splashed on a wall, her energy surged through me, illuminating everything it touched. And then, in one corner of my mind’s eye, I saw a door, locked with heavy chains across it. I could hear whimpering behind it, and I knew that if I approached it, if I opened that door, I’d have to face the darkest moments of my life again. Right now, they were locked away but the moment that door opened, I’d be swept into the flood and I was terrified I would drown.

      You don’t have to open it yet—you’re not ready. But you need to acknowledge that this side of you is still trapped by the fear and the shame. The side of you he claimed is still caught in the nightmare, and to fully emerge from his power, you have to rescue her and embrace her.

      The words echoed in my mind as I looked into the goddess’s eyes. There, I saw understanding and acceptance—of every part of me. Of the self who remembered days as a child, running free through the woodland and along the shore. Of the self who was going to marry the prince of another Leannan Sidhe clan, and then—of the self who had been dragged off in chains, who had been used and beaten, who had been ready to face death rather than continue on.

      Ember embraced me, pulling me into her arms. “It’s all right,” she said. “You’ll get through this in your own time. And I will walk beside you and help. Pledge to me, Lyrical. Become my priestess so I might help you.”

      I knew I could trust her. My alarm bells were silent, and in her eyes I could see the light of truth, the light of strength, the light of love.

      “I don’t want to disappoint you,” I murmured, not sure I could live up to what might be in store for me. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “You can, even if it takes awhile. Even if the struggle takes two steps forward, one step back.” She brushed my hair back. “Will you accept the quest?”

      I nodded, unable to do anything else. There was nothing else I could say to her.

      “Good then, but I need you to say it aloud. Say ‘Yes’—but only if you mean it.” Ember’s gaze pierced through me, and I realized that I could say no. She wouldn’t destroy me if I refused, she wouldn’t hunt me down.

      And that last realization decided me.

      “I say yes. Morgana saved me, so there must be some reason I’m still alive,” I said. “Whatever you ask me to do, I’ll do—as long as it feels right.”

      “We’ll formalize it later, but as of now, you are under my protection. And now, you will be working with our friends.” Ember motioned to Yutani and Talia. “But first, you need food.”

      Talia jumped up. “Let me heat up the pizza and make some coffee.”

      As Ember turned to talk to Morgana, I noticed that Yutani was staring at me. His look had shifted from disdain, but I couldn’t read the emotions behind his look. It wasn’t pity, thank the gods. It felt more curious than anything else. But he didn’t approach me.

      Instead, Herne motioned toward the dining table and held out his arm to me. “May I escort you to the table?”

      Startled, I hesitantly slipped my arm through his. “Thank you.”

      As he walked me over to the dining room, he said, “I know this must all be unsettling for you. Trust me, when I first recruited Ember, she was confused and uncertain as well. But you couldn’t have a better protector if she has your back, and she won’t hesitate to back you up. Of course, if you keep running around stealing from questionable groups like those drug-dealing coyote shifters, she might have a thing or two to say.”

      I sat in one of the corner chairs at the end of the table. So far, I had discerned that Herne was Morgana’s son, Ember was his wife, and she had once been mortal.

      “When you met Lady Ember—”

      “Among employees of the Wild Hunt, you can use our names without the title,” Herne interrupted. “In public you’ll need to apply the honorifics, but here, in private, it’s just Herne and Ember and Morgana.”

      “Very well.” I paused, then asked, “What did your mother think of you marrying a mortal?”

      He laughed. “My mother was also a mortal at the beginning when Cernunnos, Lord of the Forest, met her. She was Ember’s goddess before we got involved.”

      I nodded, trying to sort out the relationships. “So you and Ember run the Wild Hunt Agency?”

      “Until the dragons came, we were over here, running it from downtown Seattle. But when they attacked…when the Mother and Father of all dragons went up against each other and destroyed our office building in the chaos, we had to move. There will be several rules you’ll be held to by oath, and…” He paused. “You’ll need to wear our mark. Most all who are drawn into the agency are required to get a tattoo that marks you as forever belonging to us.”

      I shifted, realizing that this was no penny-ante job I was being drawn into. “Are you like a secret society or something?”

      He shook his head. “Not so much, though more so than we used to be. We are also affiliated with other similar agencies scattered around the world. And we have close ties with LOCK—the Library of Cryptic Knowledge. In fact, right across the street—the neighbors work for the paramilitary branch of LOCK. But this is vital: the Dragonni must not know we’ve returned to Earth. You know who they are, don’t you?”

      “Who doesn’t know who they are?” I murmured.

      The Dragonni—the dragons—had burst into the scene a couple years before, coming in when the force field that had prevented them from coming into the world had broken down. Typhon, their father—the son of a Titan—had managed to escape the stasis that had imprisoned him, and had been bent on enslaving the world of mortals. The gods had found Echidna, the Mother of all Dragons, and she had gone up against Typhon, driving him back into stasis even though doing so also imprisoned her. But some of the Dragonni had refused to leave, and they were still raising havoc over here.

      “We’re still at war with them, though it’s on the silent side now. You may have some dangerous assignments when it comes to it, but you’ll be trained for them.” Herne regarded me for a moment. “The Wild Hunt, as it stands today, has Yutani at the helm. He’s my right-hand man—and regardless of what you think of him, he won’t lead you astray. Talia acts as the face to the public, the receptionist, and is one of our investigators. There are two more members who currently work here—Wager Chance, a private detective turned investigator for us, and Wendy Fierce-Womyn. She used to be a bartender/bouncer at Ginty’s Waystation Bar & Grill.”

      My head was starting to spin with information and names. I must have looked confused because Ember approached the table. “Not all at once, Herne. Don’t bombard her with information. She’ll learn soon enough.”

      She sat down on one side of me, at the end of the table, and Herne sat across from me. Morgana sat at the head of the table and Yutani sat next to Ember. Talia returned with the stack of pizzas, all piping hot, and set them on the table, along with a stack of paper plates and silverware.

      “The coffee’s brewing. There’s milk and soda in the fridge, if you prefer it,” she said, sitting next to me. “Just tell me and I’ll get it when I bring in the coffee.”

      “Do you have a place to live?” Yutani asked.

      I shook my head. “I did, but if I go back there, the coyote shifters will find me again.”

      “No, they won’t,” he said. “I’ve made sure of that. But if you’re talking about that rat-trap we found you in, then no, you’re not going back there.”

      “I know where she can stay,” Talia said. “There’s an apartment for rent in the building that Wendy lives in—”

      “Nope, that’s been rented. Wendy told me yesterday that some creep who works for some pharma company moved in. She said he’s shady as fuck.” Yutani leaned back in his chair, frowning. “You can stay with me until you can afford your own place,” he said. “I have a house near here—unfortunately it’s on the edge of the UnderLake District, so it’s not in the best of neighborhoods. But I have a spare room, and we can share the kitchen. The room isn’t big, but it has its own bathroom.”

      As I studied his face, I felt an odd flutter. But it was an honest offer, and I needed a place to stay, and chances were good that everything I owned from my slumlord house had been destroyed by the coyote shifters.

      “All right, thank you,” I said. And just like that, I had a new job, a new place to live, and a goddess at my shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      So, I suppose I should introduce myself. I’m Lyrical Willow Muirín and I was born in Ireland. I’m one of the Leannan Sidhe—one of the Light Fae. We’re often called “faerie vampires” but that’s not exactly true. We’re also called the “sloe-eyed wantons” and that’s more accurate. We can drink blood, but we mostly drink energy. Life energy, taken from our victims. Throughout the millennia we’ve been hailed as muses and reviled as leeches. And yes, we can kill our chosen hosts by draining them dry, but if we find someone whose breath is sweet, whose energy buoys us up, then why would we kill them? Best to keep them alive and keep them glamoured for continuous use.

      In return, we can inspire the hearts of poets, the voices of musicians, the visions of artists. At least, those of us who are full-blooded can.

      I was born to my mother, a princess of the Limerick Leannan Sidhe clan. My great-great-grandmother is the queen. I would have been in line for the throne—in the far distant future—if I hadn’t caught the attention of Kilnakarn, the King of the Colkerny Kelpie Pod. I was born in Foynes Wood Park, on the edge of Shannon Estuary. My life was beautiful, lived in that in-between state some of the Fae live in, in the shadows and the dusty patches of sunlight on the edge of the forest. And I was slated to marry my match and mate—Colin, a prince from the Ballycastle Leannan Sidhe clan. Males in our ranks are rare, and they mostly tend the house and hearth, while the women go out and bring home the treasures. We also bring home extra chi—life energy—and transfer it to our mates.

      I didn’t love Colin, but he was acceptable as a match, and among the royalty—with Fae as well as with humans—marriages are made for convenience, economics, and politics. So I would have done my duty and taken my place with Colin, guarding over the waters of Ballycastle. Until Kilnakarn came along.

      Among the Leannan Sidhe there’s little jealousy and we’re free to take lovers where we desire, but the Fae traditions run strong, and the Dark and Light Fae should never mate together. I’d be better off fucking a goblin as far as my family’s concerned. So when I happened upon the King of the Colkerny Kelpie Pod one day and he became obsessed with me, my downfall began. And when he swept me away, carrying me into his world, my fate was sealed. I can never return home without being cast off as tainted.

      I try to avoid thinking about those two years, because they haunt me and are still too near. I’ve only been free from him a few months. Morgana dropped me in Seattle, and told me she would be in touch. Since then, I’ve been finding ways to survive. I have no problem getting my chi—there are plenty of men out there who would pay me for the high I can give them. But complete freedom after years of capture comes with a price—I spent all my time with Kilnakarn thinking about the revenge I’d get if I ever got free, and I never once thought about what I’d do other than that.

      My life before he came along was spent with a direction—I knew what my fate was and I was content. My time in captivity was spent trying to survive each day, trying to obey someone I hated because he was a sadist and delighted in administering punishment. And not once did I think about what I’d do with my life once I got free because it hurt too much. I envisioned killing him, but each time I thought about it I was convinced I’d die in the attempt. I never envisioned an after to my nightmare.

      So here I am, a princess without a kingdom. A survivor who didn’t expect to survive. How do you pick up the pieces and stop drifting? How do you turn from just trying to make it through the day to envisioning a future? I don’t know how to plan. I don’t know how to have a future. Maybe I can learn. Maybe working with Yutani and the Wild Hunt can help me understand what it truly means to be free.
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      “I’ll pop over to your place and see if you have anything left,” Yutani said, grabbing his jacket. “Anything in particular you want me to look for?”

      I started to shake my head. “Harmony’s all I need—my blade,” I said, then stopped. “Actually, there is something. There’s a diamond brooch—it was hidden in a pair of boots. If you can find it, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I’ll be back in an hour or so,” he said, heading out the door.

      Ember sat beside me. “If you need to ask me something, this will help you connect with me. Once I’ve accepted you as my official priestess, I’ll be able to sense when you’re trying to connect with me through ritual—for the most part. While I might not be able to answer, at least I’ll sense you reaching out. But take this and wear it in good health.” She pressed a necklace into my hands.

      I turned it over. The silver pendant was in the shape of a tarot card—the High Priestess. It was silver and crystal, and on a silver chain. As I fastened it around my neck, I felt a subtle magic surround me, like a fine shroud. I shivered—it was powerful but a strange mix. Right then, I sorted through and realized it was a mixture of Light and Dark Fae magic. I glanced at the goddess sitting beside me.

      “You were—” I managed to stop myself before blurting out that she had been a tralaeth.

      “Yes, I was,” she said, her voice even.

      I stared at her. Another first for me.

      I’d been brought up to turn away from the abominations of the Fae race. And yet, I had been kidnapped by one of the Dark Fae and that meant I could never go home again—for a reason not my fault. She had been born into the in-between, cast out because of her parentage. And yet…she was a goddess.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s not your fault—”

      “It wasn’t my parents’ fault either. They fell in love. You have to understand—on a gut level—that the Dark and Light Courts are merely mirrors of one another. Neither one is better, neither one is worse than the other. I doubt if the old discords will change because of my existence, but I’m determined to make an impact. My mother and father were murdered because of their love, by my own kin no less, and I’m not about to perpetuate that kind of bigotry.”

      I slowly nodded. “I think I understand.” And I did—though old training ran deep, and the fact that Kilnakarn had been Dark Fae didn’t help. The Kelpies were one of the few Water Fae considered to be under the Dark mantle. Then again, the Light Fae were no better, and I knew situations like mine happened to Dark Fae women as well.

      “You can’t go home even though you’re a victim because your attacker was Dark Fae. And it’s as wrong as both Courts discriminating against me because I have both lines in my bloodstream. This hatred’s ridiculous and has to change.” Ember straightened, seeming to grow taller. Her eyes were glowing now, and I realized on a gut level that I was talking to an actual goddess as her power emanated out to touch anything and everyone around her.

      Everything she said, along with what had happened to me, suddenly hit me. Other than what Kilnakarn had done to me, I had never had dealings with any of the Dark Fae one way or another. And given my own people weren’t angels, I couldn’t just lump all the Dark Fae in with Kilnakarn, could I? My mother had taught me that the Light Fae were the chosen ones, but now that seemed ridiculous. But even though I realized she was right, I couldn’t help but see what she was trying to do with anything other than a bleak eye.

      “Why do you think Kilnakarn chose me out of all the available women, given I’m Light Fae?” I asked. “After all, the Dark Fae feel the same way about us that we feel about them.”

      Ember paused, staring at her hands. “From all reports, Kilnakarn is a sadist. The Kelpies are vicious—I was almost snared by a group of them when I first started working for the Wild Hunt. But I was lucky. He enjoyed making you suffer. He’s into humiliating his enemies. Don’t let him win.”

      I nodded, letting her words sink in. “So, what do I do here? What’s my first assignment?” If I was going to be put to work, I wanted to jump into it. The past couple months of absolute freedom had also brought with it a feeling of restlessness. I wasn’t the sort to just go merrily wandering through life without a purpose.

      “That can wait until Yutani gets back. He’s the lead now,” Ember said, walking me back to the others. “Herne ran the agency until last year, when we had to retreat to Annwn. Talia worked with us, too, along with a half-ogre named Viktor and my best friend, Angel.” She wandered over to the table as I settled down on the sofa next to Talia.

      “So, what are the hours?” I asked. I knew, from what I had heard, that jobs had certain hours.

      “Eight till whenever—we often work late. Pay’s good, full benefits, but the work can be dangerous. Can you—” she paused as the door opened and in walked a tall black woman with a silver mohawk. She looked like she could down a mountain lion, and she was dressed in a pair of brown trousers, a mustard-colored sweater, and a brown leather jacket. But even through the jacket and sweater, I could tell her muscles were jacked. She had glittering eyes, and though her makeup was subtle, she looked fully pulled together. And I thought she was the woman who had been involved in beating up the coyote shifters.

      “So, this our new recruit?” She stared at me.

      “Yeah,” Herne said. “Yutani will be back in a few. He’s gone to pick up her things.”

      She didn’t ask why he was fetching my gear. She just wandered over, grabbed herself a slice of pizza, and settled down in a chair. She leaned back, dangling the slice over her mouth, then bit off the end point.

      “Lyrical, this is Wendy Fierce-Womyn. She’s our muscle,” Talia said. “Wager should be in soon.”

      “He texted me that he’d be a little late—one of his tires sprang a leak,” Wendy said. “But that was an hour ago, so it shouldn’t be long.”

      I felt conspicuous, but that was to be expected, given the situation. I glanced over to Herne. “What happened, by the way? Last I remember I was facing a group of crazy-assed coyote-shifters and then somebody blew some powder on me—I think it was Yutani?”

      “Ah,” Ember said, a knowing look in her eye. “Well, you might ask him about that.” She shrugged. “You picked the wrong group to steal from, that’s for sure.”

      “I know that now,” I said, grinning. It felt good actually having someone to talk. “When I first encountered them, I thought they were some penny-ante group. I had no clue they were so organized.”

      “If what you say is true, then we’ll be sure to turn them over to the police. Don’t worry—we’ll leave your name out of it. The last thing you need is for them to confirm that you’re the reason they got caught.” Herne shook his head. “You’d think with all the problems the Dragonni have been causing, people would stop dicking around and start working toward the greater issues, but apparently not.”

      The door opened again at that moment.

      “Look who I found out in the driveway,” Yutani said, escorting in another man—a little shorter and buffer than the coyote shifter. The man had eyes almost the same color as Ember’s—a deep emerald—and his hair was black as night, like hers, but there the resemblance stopped, though I recognized he was at least part Dark Fae.

      He was handsome, but his skin was golden—like he saw the inside of a tanning booth on a regular schedule. He was wearing a casual suit—a navy soft jacket over a pair of matching trousers, a pale blue shirt, and an old-fashioned fedora perched on his head.

      Emerald waved as he entered the living room. “Wager, this is Lyrical, your new coworker. Lyrical, this is Wager Chance. He used to own a PI business until the Dragonni invaded.”

      “What made you close it up?” I asked, curious.

      “I worked out of the Catacombs, but when the vampires pulled back and went into hiding, I had to leave. Herne asked me to come on as an investigator, so I decided to work for someone else for a change,” he said, removing his hat.

      Yutani handed me two large bags. “Here’s everything I could find that looked worth grabbing.”

      I nodded, peeking into the bags. There were some of my clothes, a few books, my makeup, and a few other odds and ends. I was sorting through the items when he held out his fist.

      “Is this what you’re looking for?” He opened it and there, in his palm, sat my diamond brooch in the shape of a leaf.

      I quickly took it. “Thank you. That’s the only thing I have left from my former life. It was my mother’s.” I bit my lip as I flashed back to the last time I’d seen my mother.
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      Morgana had rescued me and now, we stood in front of my parents. She had rescued me at the behest of my mother, but once she took me home, I found out that I was an outcast. For one thing, when we showed up, my father started for me—holding out his arms—but my mother cleared her throat and he glanced at her, and then, with eyes downcast, backed away.

      “I’m grateful you rescued her, Lady Morgana,” my mother said, “but she can no longer stay here. I was hoping you could take her somewhere safe.” She didn’t turn to me, didn’t acknowledge me, but I could feel the relief in her voice.

      I had no clue why my parents weren’t pulling me in, or calling the healer to find out how I was. “Mother? Father?”

      Neither answered me, but instead, my mother said to Morgana, “Will you please explain to Lyrical why we cannot acknowledge her?”

      Morgana stared at them, steely-eyed. “You begged me to save her and I have. Now, you reject her?” She shook her head, turning away, taking my wrist as she did so. “Come with me, Lyrical.”

      Confused, I glanced back at my parents. “Why won’t you talk to me? What’s going on?”

      My mother continued her silence, but pulled off her brooch, fastened it, and tossed it at my feet. “Morgana, please have a heart. You know what our customs are like.”

      As I bent down to retrieve the brooch—my mother had always known how much I loved it—Morgana tugged at my arm. “Come, Lyrical, you are no longer welcome here. And I assume, because of this, neither am I.”

      I gasped. My mother was a priestess of Morgana.

      “Wait—” My mother stumbled over her words. “Lady Morgana, I—”

      “What will it be?” Morgana turned, her glacial gaze freezing my mother. “You can either accept your daughter back in with loving arms and be grateful she’s alive, or you deny her and in the process, you sever our connection. I will rebuke you and disown you as my priestess if you persist. No priestess of mine will deny their own child in this manner.”

      My mother hesitated. I looked at her, pleading. An eternity passed in those moments, but then my mother sank to the floor, weeping.

      “You know I cannot, my Lady. You know the customs. My great-grandmother would cast us all out should I take Lyrical back into my home. We live by tradition, your Grace.”

      “Live by tradition or die by it, it makes no matter to me. Come, Lyrical.” Morgana motioned to me as she headed for the door.

      In a rush, a wave of understanding washed over me. I’d been tainted by the Dark Fae, I had been kept prisoner and the concubine of one and, regardless of the fact that I had been unwilling, I was being punished for it. I was pariah now, and no one in our group would ever acknowledge me again.

      My heart sinking, I tucked the brooch in my pocket as the last and only memento of my former life and then followed Morgana out into the night air.

      “They’ll never accept me, will they? I’m lost to them,” I said, drawing a shuddering breath.

      “I may be a goddess of the Fae, but sometimes our people make me want to curse them all.” Morgana glanced down at me. “Come with me. I’ll see you settled and safe. I’m afraid your royal title is gone for good, but you can live a full life without it, if you choose.”

      My heart aching—I’d been so overjoyed to be going home and to see my parents and siblings—I mutely followed her into a new life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I was settled in with Yutani, Talia, Wager, and Wendy, the gods left. Ember bade me to remember I was her priestess-elect, and she cautioned me to conduct myself accordingly, though I wasn’t at all sure what she meant by that.

      When Herne, Ember, and Morgana vanished out the door, an awkward silence ensued, but then Yutani broke it. “All right, let me show you the layout of the house. As I said, we moved over here from Seattle proper because our building was destroyed, but it’s in the process of being renovated thanks to Herne, and we’ll have our headquarters back in a few weeks. Meanwhile, we work from here and it’s proved surprisingly workable.” He stopped to sweep his long, silky hair back into a ponytail.

      “Is there a dress code?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not really, but don’t wear anything you can’t move in, or that you’ll freak out if you lose.”

      I shrugged, giving him a wry grin. “I have very little that important to me. Just the brooch. It was my mother’s…” I hung on the word, rubbing the brooch in my pocket. I was far too old to think it might be magical, but in a way, it was. It bound me to my heritage, to my past, and nothing else except my memories could do that. But memories could lie, and they could vanish.

      “Would you like to keep that in the company safe?” Yutani asked.

      I thought for a moment and then nodded. “Thank you, I’d appreciate that. I don’t want to lose it.”

      He motioned for me to follow him into what had clearly at one time been a bedroom. A desk and chair sat there, near a filing cabinet. Yutani opened the closet and inside, I saw a wall safe. He deftly spun the wheel around four times, then placed his hand on the surface beside it. A click, and the safe opened. He motioned for me to set the brooch in the safe, and I took care not to look around as I did so. As soon as I had moved my hand out of the way, Yutani shut the door and spun the wheel again.

      “We mostly keep important case files in there,” he said. Pausing, he added, “I’m sorry if I seemed like an ass this morning. You wouldn’t believe some of the crap we have to deal with. The last thing we need is another group after us.”

      “You mean the coyote shifters?” I let out a sigh. “Yeah, I can see how that would be a problem. Though I still think that they deserved everything I gave them.”

      “You do realize you killed one of them? At least, it looked that way when we got there.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but he deserved it—they all do. I have very little patience for any creature that enslaves children into their net. And that pack does. From what I can tell, they run one of the biggest drug networks in the area. Every day, I’d go out into my neighborhood and see them pushing that crap to kids. I can’t stand people who prey on children.” I paused, then added, “I may feed off others, but I’ve never fed off anyone under the age of twenty-one.”

      “So you wouldn’t have raided their lair if they had kept their focus on adults?” Yutani snickered.

      I glared at him, but then shrugged. “They had money. I needed money. They didn’t get their money in a legitimate manner. Just call me Robin Hood.”

      “Robin Hood distributed the wealth to others—” Yutani started to say but I cut him off.

      “We don’t know that. All we have are legends about him. Don’t give me any holier-than-thou speeches, dude. I’ve just been trying to survive and doing what I knew how in order to accomplish that feat.”

      Yutani slapped some forms on the desk. “Sit down and fill these out. Answer honestly—it’s for insurance.”

      I did as he asked, and he retreated from the room.

      There were both employment and health insurance forms there, so I picked up the pen on the desk and began filling them in. I found myself staring at the wall safe but resisted even thinking about the possibility. No good could come of that. Eventually, I finished the paperwork and headed back out into the living room, the forms in my hands.

      Talia took them and motioned for me to join the others at the table while she tucked them into a desk drawer at her desk.

      “So, now that we’re all together, let me spell out the case Herne dropped in my lap,” Yutani was saying. “You know who Vixen is?”

      Everybody but me nodded.

      “I don’t,” I said.

      “Vixen is one of the Ante-Fae. They contacted Raven, who put them in touch with Herne. Apparently, over the past month, three of the Light Fae have been murdered outside of their club. Both were regulars in the Burlesque A Go-Go. But this also is happening over in Seattle. Three victims the past week, all Water Fae. Someone’s on the hunt and Herne’s wondering if Saílle is back to her old tricks.”

      “What about another Ante-Fae? Given they make up the bulk of Vixen’s clientele?” Talia asked.

      Although I didn’t know Vixen, I did know the Ante-Fae were the predecessors for the Fae, and each one was unique, as far as I knew. I hadn’t had much to do with them and they were considered old and treacherous, for the most part. The Fae didn’t really hang out with them, because it reminded them—both Dark and Light—that someone had paved the way for our races, and they were still around.

      “It could be, yes. But we can’t assume that.” Yutani rapped his fingers gently on the table.

      “The murderer could be from any number of backgrounds. So, how did the victims die?” Talia asked.

      “The police don’t exactly know. They’re just…dead,” Yutani said. “They didn’t die of natural causes, but there are few signs of violence. They weren’t stabbed, clubbed, shot…their blood’s intact and no puncture wounds, so it can’t be a vampire.”

      “That leaves a lot of questions,” Wager said.

      “Yes, and not many places to start. I have a list of the victims and their family members. I suppose we can start by interviewing them. See if we can establish a common denominator.” Yutani looked baffled. “There’s not much to go on, which is why both Vixen and the police reached out to us.”

      “So, how do we do this? Go undercover at the club, since a couple patrons were killed near it?” Talia frowned. “We can’t just hang out around the areas where the victims were found in Seattle, unless there’s some correlation.”

      “Staking out the club might be a good idea. As far as the other victims, no, they weren’t found near each other. We need to talk to the cops, though, to get any information they might have left out when they talked to Herne,” Yutani said.

      “I could go in as a bartender at Vixen’s club. Hell, I’m good enough, given my work with Ginty,” Wendy said.

      “That might work.” Yutani glanced over at me. “As one of the Leannan Sidhe, Lyrical, you can cadge information out of others with your powers. You could go in as a client. See if anybody approaches you. You’re Light Fae, after all.”

      I let out a low sigh. “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “You aren’t averse to using your powers, given the state of that coyote shifter we found, are you?”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t have any qualms about using my powers.”

      “Then you might hear something while hanging out. You could use your powers of persuasion to pry more info out of someone. Wendy’s right, though, we’re a lot more likely to gain information by working on the inside.” Yutani sifted through his notes. “Wager, you can go talk to the cops and see if they have anything to say. Talia, scour the net for anything on the rumor mill about these murders.”

      “Right,” she said. “Will do. Can you get me a list of the victims’ names?”

      Yutani nodded, staring at his tablet. “I’ll do that right after the meeting.” He paused, then added, “There’s also another matter—apparently a witch in the North Seattle area has been catching pixies and collecting their dust.”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked. It had never been in Ireland.

      “Yeah, it’s against the law here. But it happens all the time. Anyway, Lyrical, you and I will check that out tomorrow morning. I hate dealing with pixies, but it’s our job.” He closed his laptop and tablets. “We might as well break for the day. I’ll contact Vixen tonight and ask them if they’re willing to have Wendy and Lyrical go undercover. Anything else?”

      Wager cleared his throat. “Yeah, actually. I heard from Charlie last night.”

      Talia straightened up. “Is he okay?” She glanced at me. “Charlie’s a vampire who worked for the Wild Hunt until the Dragonni came in and sent the vamps into hiding.”

      “Why did that happen? I don’t keep tabs on actual vampires.”

      “Because there’s some concern that shadow dragons may be able to control vampires, given the shadow dragons work with the dead,” Wendy said. “So the vampires—at least here—retreated to some subterranean space.”

      “How do they feed, then? My people need to feed on energy as well as food in order to keep alive and thriving. I know vampires need blood.” I couldn’t see how a colony of vampires could expect to live if they didn’t have access to blood.

      “They took a host of their bloodwhores with them. Given all the bloodwhores are voluntary—or supposed to be—there wasn’t much the government could do to intervene.” Yutani shrugged. “Anyway, how is Charlie?”

      “Doing fairly well. Eldris has been helping him keep on top of his studies and, thanks to Ember’s request, has helped Charlie assimilate more with the other vamps. They’re getting tired of being cooped up, though. Charlie told me that it’s difficult for them to keep control over the financial institutions from down in the underground.”

      Wager worried one lip. I found him attractive, and that was a problem. I’d have to watch myself around him.

      “I imagine so. Well, at least Typhon’s no longer around. I wonder if the vamps dare come up for air with so many shadow dragons in the world.”

      Vampires ruled the financial world—that I did know. They were in charge of most of the banks worldwide and nobody seemed to mind that much because the vampires seemed to have a knack for numbers.

      I stood and yawned. “I’m going to need a car,” I said, not knowing any of the people they had been talking about. “I know how to drive, though it’s been a few years.” Kilnakarn sure hadn’t let me anywhere near a vehicle. I’d been kept locked up, only allowed to walk in a garden surrounded by walls and guards.

      “The agency can front you one,” Yutani said. “And by the look of what I saw of your things, you need some clothing too. I also have to provide you with a laptop, tablet, and work phone. Use your work phone for work only, and never conduct business on your personal phone. Also, there’s one other matter.”

      “The tattoo?” I pointed to the tattoo on Talia’s arm. It matched the one I had seen on Ember’s arm, and Herne’s as well.

      “Yes, you’re required to get a tattoo marking you as part of the Wild Hunt, if you belong to the Earthside agency. Not only does it bond you to the group, but it marks you so that law enforcement know you belong to us, and so both Fae Courts know you’re part of our agency. Originally, the Wild Hunt was founded to take care of the skirmishes between the Fae Courts, but once the Dragonni invaded, we’ve focused on dealing with them.”

      “Didn’t I hear that the Fae Courts were going to move lock, stock, and barrel over to a different realm?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s the rumor, but last week I heard that the Fae Queens are rethinking their strategy, which means we could be back to our main focus soon enough. The Light and Dark Courts will never find peace with each other, regardless of how much Ember hopes to change things,” Yutani said.

      I gasped, wondering if she was going to strike him down, but he saw my expression and laughed.

      “Oh, Ember’s a good friend, goddess or not. She knows her mission’s a fool’s errand, but she won’t admit it.” Yutani held out a credit card. “Here, buy clothes, and start looking for a good used car. Don’t run off with it. You’re stuck with us.”

      “I think it’s more that you’re stuck with me,” I muttered, taking the card. “All right, but I’ll need a ride to the stores.”

      Talia wrapped her arm through mine. “Would you like to go tonight?”

      I thought about it, then shook my head. “Day after tomorrow’s Saturday. Do we get the weekend off?”

      “Unless there’s something pressing,” she said. “I can pick you up here around eleven on Saturday, if you like.”

      “Thanks,” I said, suddenly feeling grateful. I hadn’t been able to choose my fate, but I could choose how I met it. At least I was free from Kilnakarn. And of all the people Morgana could have stuck me with, this seemed like a pretty good group. Plus, I needed structure in my life. I hated floating through the days, and given the fact that, left to my own devices, I’d already managed to get myself in plenty of trouble over the past few weeks, maybe I did need supervision.

      As Yutani locked up and led me to his car, I glanced up at the fading light. It was early March, and spring was dark in this corner of the world. But the air was fresh, and I was free from that abysmal prison I’d spent two years in. And right now, that was as good as it was going to get.
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      We didn’t talk much on the way back to Yutani’s house. I wasn’t feeling all that personable and Yutani didn’t seem to know what to do with me.

      As he had said, he lived in a three-bedroom house on the outskirts of the UnderLake District, smack on the edge of Lake Washington on one side and UnderLake Park on the other. Grateful to be near the water again—it was my element—I eyed the house with relief. I’d been living in a place that was falling apart, with black mold on one wall, but it was all I could afford. While his house didn’t look fancy, it looked livable.

      Yutani unlocked the door and escorted me in. I glanced around. The furnishings were worn but clean, and while the décor felt minimalist, it was functional and well-kept. The walls were painted a muted gray, while the furniture was black leather. There were no cobwebs around, and definitely no mold.

      “Thank you for putting me up. I’ll try to find a place as soon as I can,” I said.

      “Not a problem. Follow me,” he said, crooking his index finger. He led me down the hall, stopping at the first door on the left. “Here, you can use the guest room. My aunt stays here when she comes to visit, so I keep it comfortable for her.”

      “Comfortable” was the word, if you liked shabby chic. The bed had a colorful throw over it—a dusty rose floral pattern. The dresser and vanity were a distressed white, to match the queen-size headboard. A sage-colored rug covered most of the floor, and the walls were pale pink. It was definitely a woman’s room, though it wasn’t to my personal taste. But it was cozy and the bed looked soft, and I doubted if there were roaches or bedbugs around. That was all that mattered.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, setting my bags on the end of the bed. “I don’t want to step on your toes, so tell me the rules of the house.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Yutani said. “If I don’t like something you’re doing, I’ll tell you.” He pointed to one of the two doors in the room. “The closet’s behind that door, and your bathroom, behind the other door. I’ll bring you towels. You’ll be responsible for cleaning up the kitchen after you eat, doing your own laundry, and any pay-per-view movies you watch.”

      At that moment, I noticed the television sitting atop the dresser. “Do you have any pets?”

      He nodded. “An iguana. Her name is Dodo. I’ve thought about a snake, but they’re not all that easy to care for, regardless of what people say. My lifestyle doesn’t lend itself to most pets, to be honest.” He started toward the door. “I’m going to make dinner. Do you like ramen?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never had it. Oh, is there a girlfriend or boyfriend I should know about? So that I don’t startle them, or vice versa?”

      Yutani slowly looked over his shoulder at me. After a moment he said, “Not right now. And I’m not a casual dater.” He looked like he was about to say something else, but then just shook his head. “Come out when you’re ready. I suggest you wash most of your things from your last place before wearing them. They smell like mildew.”

      “Nice,” I said. “Do I stink, too?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      I waited a beat but he didn’t seem to understand how rude he had sounded. After a moment, I shook my head. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter. Point me to the laundry room?”

      He motioned to the door across the hallway from mine. “Right there. Detergent’s in the cupboard.”

      “Some of my clothes need to air dry. Do you have a clothes rack?” I had hung them up on a clothes line at my slumlord house’s back yard, but I doubted if Yutani would have one, and anyway, it had started to rain, so I couldn’t hang them over bushes or tree limbs.

      “No, but I have extra hangers. I’ll put them in the laundry room for you and you can hang them on the drying rod. The ramen will be ready in about twenty minutes.” Then, he slowly drew his gaze from mine and headed for the kitchen.

      I returned to my room, disconcerted. Yutani was an odd duck, all right. He was intense—far more intense than I had originally thought. But then, his father was a god, so that might account for his demeanor. He was gorgeous, but there was something about him that felt dangerous. I recognized it because people felt that way about me.

      I sorted through my clothes—what there were of them—and decided to toss almost half that were torn, worn, and stained. Of what was left, most could be washed, so I started a load of laundry and then wandered out to the kitchen where Yutani was making dinner.

      He glanced over at me. “Why don’t you get two bowls out.” He nodded to one of the cupboards. “I’m a ramen purist—I don’t like to add meat or eggs to it. So if you want something on the side, just say so.”

      From what I could tell, ramen was a form of noodle soup. It smelled good. I’d heard of it, but never had it. I brought down two large soup bowls and he ladled long noodles and broth into each. I opened drawers until I found the soup spoons and forks.

      We carried our bowls into the living room, where there were two TV trays by the sofa. Taking one of the trays, he sat in the recliner, and I sat on the sofa with the other. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I decided to let him take the lead.

      He picked up the remote. “What sort of shows do you like?”

      I glanced at the TV. Back home we hadn’t been allowed to watch, and when I was being held in captivity, I hadn’t had the chance.

      “I have no idea. Never watched much,” I said between bites. The broth was overly salty but I liked it, and the meal was simple enough that I didn’t have to think much about it.

      Yutani stared at me for a moment, then set down the remote. “You haven’t been exposed to much, have you?”

      I frowned. He was starting to rub me the wrong way. Everything he said sounded like a criticism. “Oh, I’ve been exposed to plenty, but it hasn’t been TV or convenience foods. But they’re luxuries I’m happy to experience, considering where I spent the last two years of my life.” The words came out sharper than I intended because he recoiled—just a little but enough to know that I’d made my point.

      After a moment, he turned on the TV and tossed me the remote. “Go wild. I’m good with anything.”

      I began flipping through the channels, then stopped short. A muscular, dark-haired man covered with tattoos was swimming beneath the water, carrying a trident. I couldn’t look away. The man looked a lot like Kilnakarn, and the sight of him swimming beneath the waves sent my stomach into knots. I tossed my spoon onto the tray, next to my bowl, then ran for my bedroom, fighting the panic rising in my chest.

      I slammed the door behind me and launched myself onto the bed, curling in a ball as I tried to calm down. My thoughts raced in a terrifying spiral. Kilnakarn’s face loomed in front of me, his laughter echoed in my ears as he held me down and tore into me, and no one heard or responded to my screams. His words echoed through my head.

      You’re mine. You’ll never see your family again. You’re my property now and your life depends on everything you do and say. See that you don’t defy me or deny me again, or you’ll learn what pain really feels like. I won’t kill you, but I’ll make you pray for death.

      I covered my ears, trying to block out his voice, but it had seared itself into my brain through the two years of rape and being used as a punching bag. As I tried to block out the past, my hunger began to grow. All I wanted was the power to drive him out of my head.

      “Lyrical, are you all right?” Yutani’s voice came from the door.

      My hunger flared. I wanted to make him pay for throwing me back into my past, but it wasn’t his fault. I rolled up to a sitting position, my arms tightly wound around my knees as I rocked back and forth.

      The door opened a crack and Yutani peeked in.

      I tried to contain my hunger as I looked at him, my eyes blazing. “Go, just leave me alone,” I said, my breath ragged. “Shut the door.”

      He stared at me for a moment, worry playing on his face. Then, without another word, he closed the door.

      Slowly, I managed to calm the panic in my heart, and rein in my hunger. I had eaten that morning. The coyote shifter’s chi should serve me for several days, so I knew it had to be psychological.

      Calm yourself, take control, push him out of your mind. He’s no longer in control of you. He can’t touch you here. That was an actor on TV. Kilnakarn’s half a world away. Breathe—one, two, three deep breaths. Breathe deep, let the wave subside…

      A few minutes later, I was able to unclench my fists. I took another deep breath and forced myself to stand. As I exited my room, I decided to check on my laundry. Changing out the clothes, I hung up the wet ones and put the other load into the washing machine. The routine was soothing and it calmed me further. Then, knowing I had to face Yutani at some point, I made my way out to the living room again.

      He was watching some reality show—a race of some sort around the world. He glanced up at me, but said nothing, letting me take the lead.

      I returned to the sofa and settled down. Yutani approached me, but only to take my bowl into the kitchen, where he heated the ramen in the microwave and brought it back to me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, unsure of what to say.

      “Let me know if you’re still hungry,” he said.

      As I ate, we watched TV in silence. I knew that if I opened up right now, I’d be a blubbering mess by the end of the conversation. I decided to let it lie. I’d explain later.

      “What should I wear for work tomorrow?” I finally found something to ask.

      “Jeans or pants, since you’ll be going out in the field. Warm sweater—it’s supposed to rain. Do you have a jacket?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I’ve got a couple—one’s leather and the other’s actually a pea coat.” I glanced at him. “Do you mind if I take off my boots?”

      “Go right ahead. I usually run around the house barefoot,” he said. “I don’t want to set you off again, but can I ask—what was it about Aquaman that…” His tone of voice had shifted from abrupt to cautious. “I just don’t want to accidentally trigger you.”

      I let out a sigh. “I hate talking about this. It’s just…it was only a few months ago that I was still being held captive. The actor—the Aquaman? He looks so much like Kilnakarn. The Kelpies live in the marshes, you know, in the watery parts of the world. And Kilnakarn was tall with long dark hair and he was musclebound. He was brutal, like most of their kind.”

      Yutani nodded. “I thought as much. You know, a friend of mine—of Ember and Herne’s—all of us, really, went through a bout of torture at the hands of a goddess. Herne introduced her to a therapist who helped her through it. If you like, I can ask Herne if you can talk to him.”

      I thought about it. Therapy seemed like such a pale word against my memories. “I appreciate the offer, but right now…” I didn’t know whether I didn’t believe that anybody could help me, or whether I just wasn’t ready to face the depths of the past two years.

      I held Yutani’s gaze, searching his face. “Here’s the thing. I spent the last two years in the darkest place of my life. I don’t know if I can look back. I just want to start again, to leave everything that happened in the past. I know that’s not logical, but I want to enjoy freedom. I want to taste the rain on my face and know it’s not tears, I want to wake up and know that I have a choice—of what to wear, what to eat, what to do, where to go. I can’t go back into that space again. Not so soon.”

      He let out a slow breath. “As long as it doesn’t interfere with your work. The offer’s open-ended, though.” His eyes seemed to pierce through the wall I had erected and my stomach quivered. There was something about him that made me both nervous and curious. It had to be the coyote energy—coyote shifters were chaotic, and he was the son of the chaotic trickster.

      I forced myself to look away. “Do you have any chocolate?”

      “I have some brownies, if you like. They aren’t spiked,” he added.

      I laughed. “Marijuana? I’ve never tried it. I don’t even know if it affects my kind. But yes, I’d love a brownie. Or two.”

      “You find something to watch,” he said, handing me the remote as he picked up my bowl. “I’ll get dessert.”

      As he wandered into the kitchen, I watched him go. There was something broken in him, too. I could feel it, even though he buried it deep and sat on the lid. Whatever it was, I wasn’t sure I wanted to expose it. He felt like he could be volatile. And that was the last thing I needed in my life, another volatile man.
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      Morning came early, but I woke up feeling energized. Yutani was making breakfast—I could smell it from my room—so I slipped out of bed and dressed. I changed out the piercing on my nipple, opting for a silver and amethyst ring, then gathered the girls into a marvel of engineering in wire and black lace.

      Since most of my clothes were dry, I decided on a pair of black jeans, with a skintight black tank top. I slid a silver belt through the loops on my jeans, then pulled on knee-high stiletto boots and clipped my dagger’s sheath onto the back of my left boot. I blew on Harmony and, after giving the blade a kiss, I polished her with a T-shirt, then snapped her into the sheath.

      Brushing my hair back into a long braid, I slapped on a full face of makeup—I loved color and wasn’t afraid to wear it—and found a pair of my giant hoop earrings. As I fastened them through the main ear hole, I stood back. I didn’t look too shabby at that. My hair was dark brown with a faint reddish hue, and my eyes were the color of the sky on a clear summer day.

      Ready to face the day, I grabbed my leather jacket and headed out to the kitchen.

      Yutani glanced up from the stove, where he was making pancakes and sausage.

      I inhaled deeply. “That smells so good. Coffee?”

      He jerked his head over to an espresso maker. “Go for it.”

      I poked around the machine till I figured out how to use it and pulled four shots for myself. “You want any?”

      “A double, if you would.” He glanced at my mug. “You want a cold cup for that? Ember loves iced lattes.”

      I thought for a moment. “Yeah, that sounds good.”

      He pointed to one of the cupboards. “You’ll find the travel mugs in there.”

      I found an insulated cup that had an easy to grip handle and a built-in straw holder. I poured the espresso in there, then added milk to the halfway point, along with caramel syrup I found in the cupboard. I filled the mug the rest of the way with ice and tasted it.

      “That’s delicious. I sure missed this when Kilnakarn kept me captive.” I leaned against the counter while Yutani finished making breakfast. “I can cook, you know. My father taught me, even though my mother objected.”

      “Why did your mother object? Because you’re a princess?” This time, there was no inflection insinuating anything.

      I shrugged. “In my culture, it’s the man’s job to tend to the house and children and food. Even though my great-great-grandmother’s the queen and we had servants galore, my mother still insisted that my father make breakfast every morning.” I slid off the counter as Yutani handed me a plate with three hotcakes and eight sausage links on it. I didn’t care for carbs much—I preferred meat—but I wasn’t about to be impolite.

      We settled at the table in the corner of the kitchen that overlooked the side yard. Yutani didn’t have a formal dining room in his house. I stared out the window beyond the side yard, at the park, as it beckoned to me with an oddly seductive air.

      “So, what’s out in that park?” I speared a sausage and bit into it. The flesh burst in my mouth and juice drained down my throat.

      “UnderLake Park has a shady history. A lot of murders and deaths in there. We’ve had to go into it for several cases in the past, when Herne was leading the agency.” Yutani drowned his pancakes with syrup.

      “I can feel it—dark and foreboding, but it beckons like a lover.” I stared at the trailhead for another moment, then shook my head. “So today you said we’re going to tackle pixies?”

      Yutani nodded, leaning back in his chair. His hair cascaded around his shoulders in a dark mane, and it was then that I noticed he had beautiful eyes. I caught my breath. He really was gorgeous and something about his lips beckoned me.

      “Yeah, up in Woodinville near Saílle’s Court—the Dark Fae. We try to avoid going over to Seattle too much, because the Dragonni seem fixated on the city rather than the greater metro area over here, even though they built an amusement park near here. Though I’m convinced it’s just a cover for something more malign. I’m not sure why, but that plays into our favor.” He suddenly halted, fork in midair on the way to his mouth. “What?”

      “What?” I repeated, shaking out of my reverie. I realized that I was hungry, for real. The coyote shifter hadn’t given me as much sustenance as I thought.

      “What are you looking at me like that for?” He wiped his lips with his napkin and cleared his throat. “Oh, no—I’ve seen that look before. When Ember tapped into her Leannan Sidhe side. What’s wrong?”

      I caught my breath, realizing he knew more about me than I thought. “I’m hungry,” I said, still holding his gaze. “I need chi.”

      “I thought you fed yesterday—” Yutani stopped, biting his lip. “I guess that doesn’t matter. If you need chi, then you need chi.” He paused, glancing around. “You can’t kill me. My father is a god—which is how I’ve survived up until now, even though I didn’t know about him for a long time. You can’t go out in public like this—you’re dripping pheromones like a cat in heat.”

      I shifted in my chair. “I am like a cat in heat. Only I don’t need sex so much as I need energy. Either’s fine, but…it’s mostly the energy.” I tried not to think about how many men I’d killed in captivity. Kilnakarn liked to watch me feed off other men and drain them dry—he’d gotten his rocks off that way. I had tried to repress that memory too.

      Still staring at me, Yutani stood. “You can’t kill me, if that’s what you’re afraid of. I’ve been studying with my father over the past year, and he’s taught me how to heal myself. If you need chi…” He paused, holding my gaze, and I realized he wanted me to feed on him. His eyes were glowing, and that just spurred me on.

      I pushed my chair back and slowly stood, the hunger rising so hard and fast that it almost swept my reason out to sea. Then, without thinking, I leapt up on the table, crouching in front of him. He pushed away his plate, sliding his chair back. I paused for a moment, then jumped again to straddle him, sitting on his lap as I reached out and ran my hands through that long silken hair of his. I wrapped my fingers around the strands, gently pulling his head back as I stood to lean over him. His breath was coming faster as I loomed over him, lowering my lips to his.

      He opened his lips to meet mine, but I hovered just above them, breathing deeply, focusing on capturing his breath. As the energy swirled in my mouth, I drew it deep into my lungs like smoke, the rush of the chi making me shudder as I lowered my lips to Yutani’s, my tongue curling around his as I kissed him deep and hard, still drawing out his breath. He didn’t fight, which surprised me—most men did when they realized I was draining them. Usually the power struggle excited me, but Yutani’s willing sacrifice hit me even deeper and it took everything I had to not grind against his lap.

      A moment later, I realized I’d had enough to sustain me and—unwilling but knowing I needed to—I broke away, gasping as he caught me around my waist. I stared at him, my chest rising as I struggled to control my breath. And yet he seemed calm, and oddly energized.

      I suddenly realized I was sitting on my new boss’s lap and that—more than anything—made me stand and step away from him. He was hard, I could tell, but I didn’t mention it and neither did he. Instead, he casually brushed his hair back off his shoulders.

      “Feel better?” he asked, his voice wry.

      I nodded. “Yeah, thank you. I needed that.” And it was the truth—my energy had taken a drastic uptick, and I felt like I could function again without looking for victims.

      “How often do you usually need to feed?” he asked.

      “It depends. Every few days, usually. Or, if I’m hurt or exhausted, more often.” I thought then of the string of men I’d left behind me—and some women as well. Or should I say, corpses. Because most of those I fed on couldn’t resist me and I’d been brought up to take what I needed. Which was more than most of them could give without losing their lives.

      “This may be a problem,” I said, deciding he’d better know about it now. “I usually drain my hosts until they’re…dead. I don’t think that’s going to be acceptable in this society.”

      “No more than a regular vampire killing off his bloodwhores. We’re going to have to figure out a way to keep you fed without endangering others.” He hadn’t looked away once since I had drawn on his chi. This was no ordinary man, that was for sure. Or even ordinary demigod.

      I licked my lips. “I can try to keep from draining them, but I can’t guarantee myself. When the chi starts flowing, it intoxicates me like the finest wine. Didn’t Ember feed?”

      He shook his head. “Not much—but then she was only half Leannan Sidhe, and she was afraid of that part of herself. She didn’t embrace it.” He glanced at the clock. “Come on, we need to get into work. We’ll figure something out and until we do, as long as you don’t have to feed every day, I can supply you with the chi you need.”

      I held his gaze. “If there’s something I can give you in return to balance the scales…” I left the offer open-ended. While I had no desire to get into a relationship, I wasn’t blind to the power sex had—and what a commodity it could be. For me, the act of drinking chi was more intimate than anything I could put my body through.

      He merely nodded, then made sure the stove was off and motioned for me to follow him out to the car.
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      The drive to the agency took five minutes at best, twenty depending on traffic. “It’s not so bad most days, though in the evening I usually take a different route,” he said, one hand draped on the wheel. As we eased into the driveway, he cleared his throat. “I’m not sure if we should tell the others that I’m supplying you with chi.”

      I wasn’t thrilled with them knowing either. Over the years, my kind had been killed off by those who feared us, and I’d heard the names “leech” and “psychic vampire” and other delightful terms all too often.

      “Not a problem,” I said. “Let’s go.” I pushed open the car door and stood, shrugging on my jacket. As we headed into the house, Talia was already there. She waved as I opened the door.

      “You look like you survived the night with Yutani,” she said, confusing me until I realized she was joking.

      “Oh, right! Well, there were a couple times I wasn’t sure I’d pull through, but in the end, it wasn’t so bad,” I quipped back. “It’s nice to not live in a place full of mold and spiders, though.” I looked around. “Okay, where do I park myself?”

      “You’ll be sharing an office with Wager.” As Yutani came in, she glanced at him. “I was going to show Lyrical to her office.”

      Yutani nodded. “Go ahead and show her to her desk while I get her a laptop and phone. Lyrical, once you put away your purse and jacket, come out to the conference table.”

      “You mean the dining table?” I asked, staring at the gorgeous long table.

      “No, the conference table,” he said, grinning. “This is an office now, makeshift as it is.”

      “Dude, regardless of what you call it, it’s still a dining table in a dining room.” Before he could snap back, I quickly followed Talia back to the end of the house. The door on the right was obviously a master bedroom, but it had been turned into a double-office with two desks. I sat down at the desk that was obviously unoccupied, opening the drawers to see what I would need.

      “I’ll help you with supplies in a moment. We’ve got a full docket to discuss this morning. Wager’s going to be a little late, and Wendy’s out back, checking the rose bushes.” She sighed. “I’ll never get used to this place. Raven’s house is nice, but I miss our office building.”

      “Any chance you’ll be able to move back into it? Or was it gutted?” I asked.

      “Oh, smashed flat as a pancake, but Herne’s having it rebuilt. He bought it from the owner. But it’s going to take several more months for the contractors to finish.” She handed me a pen and pencil, along with a notebook. “You might need these upfront. You’ll get a tablet too, so you can take notes whichever way you prefer.”

      I nodded. “I haven’t used things like phones or tablets for a couple of years. I bought a new phone when I first arrived in Seattle and was amazed by how quickly the technology has jumped ahead since I last had one.” I stowed my purse in the bottom drawer of my desk as Wager Chance entered the room.

      “Hey, roomie,” he said. “So, another day, another dollar. Welcome to the office.”

      “Right,” I said, eyeing him. He had golden skin and was average height, with jet-black hair down to his shoulders, and eyes as green as an emerald. And…he was at least part Dark Fae. I stiffened as he approached, giving me a broad smile. He seemed a little too jovial, but behind the smile I could see the rigid jaw, and behind his gem-colored eyes, I could see the years he had spent seeing a darker side of life. He was a veteran of rough waters. He had seen too many storms and the smile and gracious look were plastered on atop a barrier.

      I slowly held out my hand. “We met yesterday, but…I’m Lyrical. You’re Wager?”

      He gave me a brief, firm shake. “Wager Chance. Have you had a chance to sort out your desk yet?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. Yutani’s off getting me a laptop and whatever else I need. And Talia just got me a notebook.”

      “Supplies. Come on.” As he led me over to the closet, Talia clucked.

      “Just don’t drain me dry,” she said.

      “We’re only getting what we need,” Wager said. “Relax.”

      “You relax,” Talia said, but even though she was frowning I could hear the camaraderie between them.

      “Harpy,” he said, and I gasped. That was amazingly rude.

      But Talia just laughed and shook her finger at him. “And don’t you forget it.” She glanced at me. “I’m not sure if you know, but I was a harpy before a liche got to me. Herne and his mother saved me. I owe them my life—literally. I couldn’t hunt, and I would have starved if it hadn’t been for them.”

      I stared at her. I had vastly underestimated her. “How long ago was that?”

      “Long enough. Centuries, and more.” She jabbed her finger toward the closet. “Get what you need, but if you take the last or second last of anything, be sure to tell me so I can order replacements.” At that, she turned and walked out of the room.

      I watched her go. After she left, closing the door behind her, I said, “She sure wears her glamour well.”

      “She does,” Wager said. “Thanks to Morgana.”

      I nodded. “What did Morgana do for Talia?”

      “She gave Talia the option of what form she wanted to wear and cast a permanent glamour on her. Talia chose an older woman, still strong enough to not look like a victim but old enough to avoid a lot of the leeches and pervs. She’s worked with Herne ever since and came over with him from England to start the agency.” He paused, glancing at me. “What’s your story, if you feel like telling it? Herne seems to collect misfits and castaways—”

      He paused as Talia popped the door back open.

      “Yutani’s ready. Meeting in five. Bring notebooks and/or tablets.” She vanished again and I could hear the crisp click of her heels on the hallway tile.

      Wager jerked his head toward the door. “Grab your notebook and come on.” He gathered up his tablet and a notebook, along with a pen. I followed him with mine, feeling entirely alien to the entire place. I hoped I’d eventually fit in, but for now, I’d have to fake it till I made it.
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      Yutani shoved a laptop, tablet, and a phone across the table to me. “Here you go. Everything’s set up. We’ll change your password after the meeting. But for now, I’ve made it accessible for you. Phone is for work calls only. Never take private calls on it—you’d be opening yourself up to danger that way. Tablet’s for use in the field as well as the office. I’ve set up a work email for you. It’s LWM@wildhuntagency.com. I emailed you a list of interoffice email addresses, along with information for this morning’s meeting.”

      He glanced around. “Everybody had a chance to say hello to Lyrical?”

      Everyone nodded, though Wendy and I had only had a chance to make a brief hello.

      “All right, we’ll get down to business. This morning Lyrical and I will head over to Melinda Krupts’s place. She’s been accused of luring pixies in with sweet ambrosia, then catching them and holding them in captivity to gather their dust. But she’s good at hiding evidence, as far as we can tell. When we go over, we may need to strong-arm our way into her house. We have the authority, but somehow I don’t anticipate her being cooperative.”

      “Is there any way to charm her? I’m full Leannan Sidhe, I can charm just about anybody.” I looked over at Yutani expectantly.

      He stared at me for a moment, then chuckled. “I suppose you could try, but she’s a powerful witch and I imagine that she has enough magic to counter a charm spell.”

      “What’s sweet ambrosia?” Wendy asked.

      “It’s a dish that most pixies cannot resist. It’s made of blood oranges, coconut, honey, whipped cream, and gold powder. Gold powder is exactly what it sounds like, powdered gold. It’s put through a magical cleansing process, which strips it of some dangerous chemicals. A pinch of it goes a long way in a spell. It’s astronomically expensive. Since she can afford to make sweet ambrosia to trap them, she must be raking in a bundle off the pixie dust. We all know how expensive the dust is on the black market, but apparently she can afford the means necessary to collect it.”

      “How do we know she’s not just going to cast a spell to obliterate the two of you?” Wager asked.

      “We don’t,” Yutani said. “But given that we’re from the Wild Hunt Agency, she’d be a fool to try.”

      “Fools and suckers are born every day,” I said. “I have some natural immunity against certain charm spells and against certain water magic, but I don’t want to count on it. What are we taking to back ourselves up with?” I didn’t relish going into any situation like that without a good weapon. I had Harmony, but that didn’t mean that I was fully protected.

      “What kind of weapons can you use besides a dagger?” Wendy leaned on the table. “I don’t know much about your background—”

      “I was a princess until two years ago when I was kidnapped and held as a sex slave.” I met her eyes and was surprised by the look on her face. Most people looked away, unsure of what to say. But she didn’t.

      “Is he still alive?” she asked, her voice low.

      I nodded. “I’d love to get revenge, but—”

      “But nothing. I promise you, at some point, I’ll help you go after him—”

      “Whoa,” Yutani said. “That’s fine, but back on track for today. We have pixies to save and then we need to meet with Vixen.”

      I nodded to Wendy, then turned my attention back to the subject at hand. “I can use a dagger, and I’m pretty handy with a sword. The women in my family are taught to fight since we’re royalty and we all have to learn to protect ourselves and our men. The Leannan Sidhe are a matrilineal society.”

      “We’ve got extra swords,” Yutani said. “Long or short?”

      “Short, since I prefer to face my opponents.” I hadn’t had much opportunity to use a sword outside of a practice venue, but I had been taught swordplay by a master. “It’s been a couple years since I’ve held one. Can you help me practice?” I looked over at Wendy.

      “I can do that—I can also teach you to use a bow, if you like. That’s my weapon of choice, though I’m damned good with a sword.” She leaned back and crossed her long legs.

      I ran my gaze over her body. From the top of her silver mohawk to the heels of her stiletto boots, she was a badass, and she made my stomach flip. She reminded me of the women of my people, all command and follow-through.

      She noticed my stare and very slowly winked.

      “All right, let’s get a move on. Talia, start researching. Wager, go ahead and draw up a list of the families to talk to for Vixen’s case. Walk softly, they’re in mourning. Wendy—if you’d call Vixen and ask them if they want us to come to their club or to show up earlier somewhere else?” He turned to me. “Vixen is a snake shifter, and they’re gender fluid in every way. They can shift gender depending on their mood, but they prefer the pronouns they/them/their.”

      I nodded. “Good to know.”

      I had met several gender-fluid beings over the years, as well as several humans who were gender fluid in spirit. In fact, there had been an artist back in Foynes who had been looking for a muse. My mentor had trained me how to instill them with a creative high while draining their energy. Their chi had tasted sweet and it had been hard for me to follow through at the end, though I knew I’d get in trouble if I let them live. The women of my family didn’t flinch from their nature. I had shown up at the artist’s funeral, disguised, which was another no-no.

      “All right. We’ll head out. Bring your tablet and phone. Wendy, if you can pack the pixie traps? If she’s keeping them captive we’ll need a way to transport them back here.” Yutani stood. “We’ll also need a couple of anti-magic scrolls. Did anybody remember to stock up on them when we opened up a couple months ago?”

      “I did,” Talia said. “I got them from Llewellyn. They’re in the supply closet—it’s hard to tell, what with working out of a house instead of our old building—I never remember where we put things, but we’ll sort it out.”

      “By the time we get everything sorted out, the building will be built and ready to move into,” Yutani muttered, but he was grinning. “All right, come on,” he said, motioning to me. “Time to get your feet wet.”
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      As we headed across the 520 floating bridge, I saw a dragon soaring overhead. Its skin was iridescent but mostly green, and the scales shimmered under the morning light.

      “One of the Mountain Dreamers,” Yutani said. “They’re relatively safe to be around. If it was a white or red dragon I’d be looking for the first exit off the bridge.” He shook his head, glaring at the great beast overhead. “They’re beautiful, but I wish they’d all go back to their kingdom and stay there. I don’t trust any of them.”

      He eased over into the right lane. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      I wasn’t sure if he was referring to my meltdown the night before, or just asking in general. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I’m a little lost, but that will even out the more I get used to working with all of you. I like Wendy, by the way.”

      “She’s an Amazon, you know. We managed to swipe her from a friend—Ginty—who runs the Waystation Bar & Grill. She was a bouncer and bartender there, until he took a hiatus back in Wildemoone and she took over for a while. After he came back, we managed to snag her up. She’s suited to play the brawn. And the woman has a brain on her, too. You think she’s something, you should see her girlfriend—another Amazon.” He flipped on the turn signal and eased the van onto an off-ramp, turning onto I-5. We were headed toward the North Seattle area. The pavement flew beneath our wheels as we sped along.

      “What should I know about pixies? I’m not that conversant with them.”

      “They’re scummy little creatures, not as dangerous as nixienacks—or knucklebones as they’re also called. But they do swarm and they have a nasty sense of humor. They like to lead people astray, hence the term ‘pixie-led.’ A few years back, Ember and I had to take on a group of them and it was pretty annoying. They aren’t very smart, but they make it up with their cunning. They love to harass people, cows, horses, and birds. All in all, if it weren’t for it being illegal to harvest their dust, I’d ignore any cases surrounding them.”

      I nodded. “It’s not illegal in Ireland to collect their dust. But they’ve got a longer hold on the land there, and people aren’t as willing to make allowances.”

      Yutani snorted, flipping on the turn signal again as we approached Exit 171. Dodging through the traffic, he eased onto the off-ramp and we wound through a sliver of greenery, curving to the right. Ahead, the road split off into two forks, one leading to Lake City Way—aka Highway 522—and the other merging onto NE 73rd Street. We stayed on Lake City Way until we came to NE 80th Street, where he turned right.

      “Where does Melinda live?” I leaned back against the seat as he slowed down. We were in an older part of Seattle, with modest houses that were small but well-kept. Even though this wasn’t an affluent neighborhood, I knew just how much these places cost. Real estate prices in Seattle were staggering.

      “Right up here—on 18th Avenue NE.” He made the turn and we found ourselves on yet another street of older, smaller homes that looked tidy but genteelly poor. The street was narrow, and the fact that cars were parked on both sides made it difficult to navigate. The cherry blossoms were out, though, and along the street the bright pops of pale pink brought cheer to the sodden day.

      Yutani parked by the curb in front of one of the houses. It had dun-colored siding, and was two-story, with barred windows. The bars across so many windows in Seattle had jarred me when I first arrived, but I soon learned they were important. The Emerald City was beautiful on the outside, but when you dug deep, dangerous drugs flowed freely, gangs flourished, drive-by shootings were common, and homelessness was a harsh reality. And all of those led to crime.

      Before we hopped out, I asked, “Does she know we’re coming?”

      He shook his head. “No, we couldn’t afford to warn her. She’d move everything underground.”

      “So she’s really making a business out of this?”

      “Yeah.” Yutani frowned. “Here’s the thing—if it were just a small operation, a few pixies here and there, we probably wouldn’t take it on. But she’s making bank on them, and that involves enslavement. While pixies are part of the Sub-Fae, as long as they aren’t goblins or the like, they deserve protection and Herne’s father gets really up in arms about people taking advantage of them.”

      Cernunnos… Even though I had never met him, I knew who Herne’s father was and I didn’t want to do anything to make him angry. He was a powerful god, and together with Morgana, he ruled over all things in the forest. I had been brought up to revere the gods, and I did.

      “So what do we do?”

      “First, we read the anti-magic scrolls. That will prevent her from charming us or casting certain spells on us. It won’t, however, deflect physical attacks, including ones that are magically based. After that, we go up to her door, knock, and when she answers, we push our way in. We have the authority, given Melinda’s committing a crime.”

      He handed me one of the scrolls and we opened them and read them, invoking the spells. Yutani swung out of his side of the SUV, his black leather duster making a scrunching sound. Seeing him dressed in leather, with a coiled whip hanging from his side, gave me pause. His dark eyes and hair glimmered under the sun that had just broken through the clouds, and I caught my breath.

      “Come on,” he said, jerking his head toward me. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      I scrambled out, pulling my hair back into a ponytail like his. Pixies were grabby little creatures, from what I understood, and the last thing I needed was for them to get hold of my hair.

      We strode up the sidewalk, intent on our mission. I brought up what I called my blinders—cutting off distractions such as good-looking bosses and the hunger that always urged me on from deep in my core. As Yutani pounded on the door, I readied my dagger, keeping it out of sight but ready to grab. I’d exchanged a boot sheath for a belt sheath before leaving the office.

      The door opened and a woman stood there, eyeing us suspiciously. She was tall, willowy with hard hazel eyes and long blond hair.

      “What do you want?”

      Well, that was abrupt and rude.

      “Melinda Krupts?” Yutani asked.

      She nodded. “Who wants to know?”

      “I order you, by the authority of the Wild Hunt Agency, to hand over all pixies in your possession. You are under arrest on charges of willful imprisonment, grand theft, and operating on the black market.” He held up his badge—I didn’t have one yet—and pushed his way through the door.

      Melinda let out a shriek as he pushed past her. “You can’t come into my house like this!” She raced after him and I followed her, shutting the door behind me.

      “I can and I will. We can do this the easy way or the hard way—” Yutani started to say.

      But as he was speaking, Melinda brought up one hand and I saw a ball of fire began to glow in her palm. I was directly behind her and lunged forward, grabbing her wrist and squeezing hard.

      She shrieked, wrenching out of my grasp, but I had interfered with the spell and it fizzled with a whimper.

      “She was prepping a fire ball,” I shouted as Yutani uncoiled his whip. Fire balls were a physical attack, even when cast as a spell.

      “Get out of my house!” Melinda darted to the left, down a hall. I was closest to her and raced after her as Yutani followed.

      Melinda tried to bar the door of the room into which she had run, but I turned enough so that I could shove my shoulder against it. I managed to shove it open, only to see her stumbling around the bed inside the room. There were a set of sliding glass doors on the opposite wall.

      I raced over the bed, launching myself so that I landed by her side. I shoved her back against the glass and began to kiss her, drawing out her chi.

      She fought against me, but the chi gave me strength and I pinned her as I reached deep inside her for energy. I made my kiss delicious and her protests began to fade.

      “Oh, please,” she whispered as I planted my lips on her neck, sucking against her flesh. “Don’t stop.”

      “You want me to continue?” I whispered hoarsely. “Give up now, and I won’t kill you.” It amazed me that she didn’t have any guards against being charmed. Or maybe she did, but it just felt so good she couldn’t resist me.

      “Yes, please,” she said, fingering my breast beneath my jacket. Then, before I realized what was happening, she squeezed so hard that I shrieked, and she shoved me back, reaching up to kick me in the stomach.

      I dropped, coming up into a tight roll. Nobody fucked me over like that, nobody. I launched myself at her again, but she had the door half open.

      “Drop!” Yutani shouted.

      I obeyed without hesitation, crouching as his whip went whistling over my head to land against her arm where it left a long red weal, splitting the skin.

      Melinda shrieked. “You. Die!” She grabbed a long wand off a nearby dresser and pointed it at him. A thin stream of green light shot out, striking Yutani in the chest. It knocked him back on his ass. She looked confused when he began to pick himself up again.

      I was on my feet again, and I swung one foot around, catching her ankle. I yanked hard, throwing her off balance. She tried to catch herself, but I shoved her into the glass door. She hit hard and the glass cracked, spiderwebbing across the surface.

      Yutani was back up and he pulled out a pair of handcuffs from his pocket. When I saw what he was doing I threw myself on Melinda, holding her down by the shoulders. I leaned in and caught hold of her chi, sucking out enough to make her dizzy.

      “Back off, you don’t want to kill her,” Yutani ordered. He knelt beside me as I rolled off of the witch, and we turned her over, cuffing her hands behind her. Then, he pulled out another odd-looking implement. It was like a half-metal glove that went over her fingers up to her main knuckle. The metal restraint locked so she couldn’t move her fingers and they were kept spread apart.

      “What’s that?”

      “Special design—Herne made them. Some witches can work magic with just their fingers. This prevents it.” Just to make sure, he wound a scarf around her face, gagging her. As I watched him work, I realized that Yutani had an efficiency with knots and restraints that seemed to go further than just on-the-job training.

      I helped him stand her up and we dragged her over to the bed, sitting her down on it. I examined her head. She had hit hard against the glass and had a knot on her scalp, but there was no blood.

      “Well, she’s definitely not cooperative,” he said. “Nice throwdown, by the way.”

      “I had to learn how to defend myself against Kilnakarn’s guards,” I said. “They didn’t dare complain, given I was considered his, but that didn’t stop them from trying to rape me.” I shook my head. “I learned all too quickly how to disable a horny wingnut.”

      “Good on you,” Yutani said. “Okay, let’s secure her and then start looking for the pixies. I hope to hell the reports are right or we’ll have a lot of ruffled feathers to smooth over.”

      After securing her to a kitchen chair, we began to search the house. It seemed like a normal house, with a lot of magical charms, until we made our way into the basement.

      “I thought most houses in Seattle don’t have basements, due to the potential for urban flooding,” I said, clinging to the railing as I tried to avoid the spiders that wove their webs across the ceiling and over the stairwell that led down into the basement. Luckily, there was a light at the top of the stairs, but the steps were still rickety and nerve-racking.

      Yutani brushed a spider away from his hand. “A lot of them don’t, and a lot that do, end up with water damage.” He led the way down, motioning for me to follow him.

      When we entered the basement, the mood shifted from creepy to what the fuck within a few steps. One wall was covered with small cages—each about the size of a cat carrier. The light down here was dim, but I saw another switch and flipped it, illuminating the entire room with a bright LED glow. In the cages, we saw small winged creatures who stared at us, fear on their faces. There were at least a dozen pixies here, and they looked ragged and bruised.

      “Crap…they’re in rough shape. I can’t just free them—they’ll never make it. Take pictures, would you? Get pictures of the basement, of every pixie, of the cages. Look around for bottles of pixie dust, if you would. I’m going to call Herne.” Yutani moved to one side, looking for a cell signal.

      I began to take pictures. We didn’t need the pixie traps, apparently. As I began to take pictures of the workbench and the walls, I noticed that there were questionable instruments scattered around, and a few of them had blood on them. They were small—pixie size—which led me to believe that Melinda had more than a sadistic bone in her body. And then I saw a book. I took a picture of it, grimacing.

      The volume was thick, and its title made the contents clear: Cryptobiology and Vulnerabilities. I flipped through the pages and sure enough, it was a treatise on how to torture any number of creatures who were considered cryptos to increase output of whatever commodity they produced.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. “I hope she gets shoved in a fucking tiny cell and gets poked and jabbed all over.”

      Yutani returned to where I was standing. “Herne’s showing up with a few of his guards in a few minutes. They’ll bring her in and take care of the pixies for us. I found a stash of receipts that show she’s been selling the dust on the UnderWyre—the Dark Web. Our witch here has a long history of providing illicit items and I feel like we just tapped into the tip of an iceberg.”

      I winced. I’d heard of the UnderWyre and its companion sites all too often. Kilnakarn threatened on a regular basis to sell me on UnderSurf—a slavery site that specialized in sex slaves and other forms of human trafficking.

      Yutani was watching me carefully. “You okay?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. If she’s trading flesh on the black market, I want a piece of her.”

      He nodded, then pointed around the room. “Gather any journals, computer equipment, receipts, and letters that you can find. I’m going to make sure she’s still trussed up.” He headed for the stairs as I opened a large sack that I found in the room and began tossing anything resembling information into it that I could find. As I found a hidden niche of notebooks, one in particular caught my eye. It was a dusty journal that looked fairly old.

      I opened it, not sure what I was looking for. The very first page was a receipt of release taped into the front of the book. It was a bill of sale, verifying that Melinda Krupts had paid off her service fee to her owner.

      Startled, I began flipping through the pages. The diary was clear: Melinda had been sold on the UnderSurf, and she had managed somehow to pay off her servitude. From what I read, she had been used as an energy source by a sorcerer for about twenty years. Back in 2003, she had managed to save enough from her percentage of the money that she brought in to pay the cost of her freight, so to speak.

      I sighed, sinking down into a crouch. The pixies were clustered at the front of their cages, staring at me.

      “How could she keep you captive, when she was a prisoner herself?” I shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, leaning closer to them. I wanted to stick my finger through the cages, to gently offer them hope, but I knew they could easily bite the tip off and might, if they were hungry enough.

      I found a chair and sat down, staring at the journals. You’d think people would rebel against the crimes committed at them, not turn around and repeat it with others. I thought about summoning Morgana, but really, now it was Ember I should be calling on.

      Yutani appeared again, Herne in tow. Several guards traveled behind him.

      I silently handed the open notebook to Yutani. He read, Herne peeking over his shoulder.

      “Crap. We’ve got a mess here. All right, let me handle this,” Herne said. “I want you to destroy all records indicating the Wild Hunt reacted to this case.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “You didn’t read far enough, but I’ll tell you later. Meanwhile, Yutani, call Akron and get him over here.”

      As Yutani moved to follow orders, Herne turned back to me. “Akron is a raven shifter. He heads up the crew we use to clean up after crime scenes, and he runs an underground medical examiner’s unit.”

      I nodded. “That makes sense. The humans know about most of us, but they can’t always take care of our issues.”

      “True enough.” He was still leafing through the book. “We’re onto the tip of an iceberg,” he muttered, glancing up. “My father needs to see this, and so do the Fae Queens, Saílle and Névé.”

      I took a deep breath. “I take it there’s more going on than just pixie dust.”

      He slowly nodded, slipping the book in his jacket. “I want every scrap of paper gathered up, every single piece—regardless of how innocuous it looks,” he said, handing me a large sack. “Finish the desk, and then move on to whatever else you find. But if there’s anything that indicates that the Wild Hunt was involved, get rid of it.”

      “Akron and his team are on their way over,” Yutani said, returning from the other side of the room. He took one look at Herne’s face. “You found more.”

      “Oh, I found more. Yes. Help Lyrical—gather up everything. Every scrap of paper, every handwritten journal and ledger. Take her computer. If it’s on, change the password before you disconnect it. I know you can hack in, but we want easy access.”

      My stomach lurched as I swept handfuls of paper into the sack. Melinda had kept handwritten journals and ledgers, and there was so much paper it made me want to sneeze. After we emptied the desk, Herne bade us to search the rest of the house and—once again—anything resembling a piece of paper was fair game.

      We hadn’t finished when the doorbell rang and Herne answered, leading Akron and his team in behind him. Akron was tall and thin, with alabaster skin and long dark hair. He looked almost bloodless. Herne introduced us, then gave them quick, abrupt directions.

      “Call me after you’re done. I have a crew coming in to gather the pixies and take them back to my father. They’ll need treatment. Anybody find her keys?” Herne asked.

      I held up a keyring with at least a dozen keys on it. “I found this.”

      “Give them to Akron,” he said.

      As I tossed the keys to Akron, Yutani finished messing with Melinda’s computer and we stowed the evidence in the back of the Expedition. Then Yutani shoved Melinda into the back seat and Herne sat beside her, as we headed back to the bridge and across the lake.
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      All the way across the bridge, Herne talked on the phone. I tried not to pay attention—it wasn’t really my business, but I had the feeling he was on a conference call. Instead, I focused on the water. I was full Water Fae, and I felt the energy of the lake in my bones. It called to me. I’d spent a long time way from the edge of the water because I didn’t know if there were any Kelpies in the area and I was too afraid of attracting unwanted attention. Now, my blood urged me on.

      “You all right?” Yutani said, as I pressed my face against the window.

      “I haven’t been near the water in a while—not since Morgana rescued me. I can feel the pull from here.” I gazed longingly at the water. Lake Washington was an oddity—where the mile-long floating bridge carved its way over the water, both sides of the lake were easy to see. One side was calm, the other frothing, and it was disconcerting to see high foaming waves on our side, and smooth, glassy water on the other.

      “Why’s the water like that?” I asked.

      Yutani glanced at me, then back at the road. “It’s because of the wind. The wind blows the waves toward the bridge on one side, where they crash against the bridge. The bridge acts as a barrier to the wind on the other side.” He slowed as a gust swept a massive wave up and tossed it across our lane.

      “At least with the new bridge, it can withstand stronger winds than the old one. But it’s still dicey driving in it.” He skirted a puddle of standing water, veering into the next lane. But traffic was light and there was nobody beside us.

      I glanced at Melinda through the rearview mirror. She was stewing—her eyes were glassy and colder than any look I’d seen in quite a while. What were we going to do with her? She had done some pretty crappy things, but it didn’t look like we were turning her over to the police. I didn’t want to ask in front of her, though, and I was fairly certain I wouldn’t get an answer.

      So I settled in, watching the water as it called out to me, zoning as the van ate up the miles.
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      We arrived back at the house by noon, and when we entered, Cernunnos, Morgana, and Ember were there, waiting for us. I dipped my knee before them, and stood to one side as Herne trundled Melinda in. Yutani asked Talia and Wendy to bring in the sacks of evidence and they hurried out to the car.

      Feeling uncertain of what to do or say, I stepped out of the way as Herne forced Melinda—still bound and gagged—into a chair at the table. I stood near the entrance to the kitchen and leaned against the wall. Ember joined me.

      “Feeling out of place?” she asked.

      I nodded, biting my lip. “I don’t know what to say or do.”

      “That will pass. When I first joined the agency, I was clueless. But you’ve got a good group of people around you, and you can count on them.” She paused, then added, “Talia’s always got a good head on her shoulders. Yutani’s a little chaotic, but he’s devoted to his work. Wendy—I haven’t had the pleasure of working with her—when I was here she worked at Ginty’s and we had Viktor for the brawn. But I do know that she’s as fierce as her name and loyal. And Wager was a friend of my friend Raven’s—she’s the owner of this house. And Wager’s brilliant.”

      I flashed her a grateful smile. Even that little rundown told me more than I knew. “Thank you,” I said, feeling shy. “So, do you think I should pledge to you? Tell me the truth and I’ll believe you. I just don’t know if I feel worthy—”

      “Worthy? What does that even mean? Remember, until recently I was a mortal—half Leannan Sidhe and half Autumn’s Bane. I was branded with the mantle of shame, thanks to the archaic traditions of the Fae culture. But I refused to let anybody disparage me for my birth. We’re more than who we’re born, Lyrical. We’re more than the monsters make us out to be. You’re no more nor less worthy of being my priestess than Wendy is, or Talia. But it’s not their path—and I truly do believe it’s yours.” She pressed her hand on my arm. Her fingers tingled. “I think you’ll be as helpful to me as I will be to you.” Pausing, she motioned for me to sit down next to her. “Come, Cernunnos wants to talk.”

      I sat down with Ember on one side, Yutani on the other, and Morgana sitting across from me. I shifted uncomfortably. Melinda was in the living room, bound and gagged, with earplugs in. Apparently she was a big-enough threat to make even the gods wary.

      “So, what are we facing?” Morgana asked.

      “We first thought it was a simple case of a rogue witch, capturing pixies and selling their dust on the black market. But it’s much worse than that.” Herne held up the ledger. “She’s been capturing pixies, draining their dust, and selling it on the UnderWyre. But in leafing through the rest of this ledger, I began to see references to UnderShot.”

      Ember grimaced. “I hate the world sometimes.”

      “So do I,” Herne said. “Anyway, it turns out that Melinda was held captive by a sorcerer for twenty-some years, and it’s my guess he forced her to work for her board and food. She doesn’t go into detail, though it looks like she kept a secret count of how many times he forced her to write scrolls for him. And if the ledger is accurate, she specialized in death and invisibility scrolls.”

      “Do you think she might want to switch sides?” Talia stirred her coffee. “We could use a good double agent out on the Dark Web.”

      “That would be a good idea, except she’s so chaotic and fueled by…well, whatever that sorcerer did to her, it seems to have twisted her morals,” Herne said. “We’ll take her back to Annwn with us and lock her up until we see if she has any redeemable qualities. After that, we’ll decide what to do with her. Meanwhile, Yutani, do what you can to search through her computer. Also, sort out all these documents you found and write up a report for us. It’s not top priority, but if you could finish in the next few weeks, so much the better.”

      “Will do,” Yutani said.

      “Akron will contact you by tomorrow,” Herne said. “If there’s anything pressing, get in touch with me.” He paused. “What else do you have on the docket?”

      Yutani cleared his throat. “Vixen asked us for help. Three Light Fae clients of their club have been killed outside their club. There have also been a few other slayings of Light Fae around Seattle, and the cops have contacted us.”

      “Oh good gods,” Ember said. “I wonder if Saílle is up to her old tricks. Well, look into it. By the way, Raven and Kipa are coming in for a visit on Sunday. Since you’re using her place for the agency, they’ll take over my house.” She paused, then added, “I miss living here.”

      “It might not be much longer, love,” Herne said, reaching for her hand.

      “Are you moving back?” Talia asked, her eyes widening.

      “We’re not sure. I rather doubt it, given a new development, but we haven’t made up our mind.” He turned back to Ember. “Just hold on for a few more months.”

      “I will,” she said, gently blowing him a kiss. She paused, holding his gaze, and he nodded. “We have an announcement,” she said, turning back to the rest of us.

      “I think we’re all pretty aware of what you’re about to say,” Talia said. “You can’t hide news like that for long.”

      “Then you all know?” She asked. “That I’m pregnant?”

      A shout went up from the table and everyone cheered as she colored.

      “Do you know whether it’s a girl or boy?” Talia asked, her eyes twinkling.

      Ember nodded. “Yes, we’re having triplets! Three girls!”

      The meeting quickly devolved into a makeshift party, but Cernunnos, after some good-natured teasing about becoming “Grandpa,” stepped to the side. He was watching Melinda, a worried expression on his face.

      I walked over, feeling on the outside of the goings-on. “Your Lordship—”

      “Just ‘Cernunnos’ will do. What is it?” He towered over me.

      He could easily break my neck if he wanted to, I thought. I gathered my thoughts and said, “I heard the dragons may be in for a shock?”

      “Oh yes,” he said. “In fact, we may have news later in the day. I can’t talk about it at this moment, but if you notice a sudden swarming of dragons into the sky, get the hell to a safe spot and hide.”

      I nodded, wondering what was going down. “I’ll remember.” I stared at Melinda. “Do a lot of cases go like this? We go in and find out it’s not what we thought?”

      Cernunnos chuckled. “Yes, actually. Nothing is ever quite what it appears. In fact, I’d say that’s true for most things in life.”

      “Well, that’s true.” I paused, then added, “Excuse me, I need to talk to Morgana for a moment.” I worked my way through the room. Morgana was sitting between Ember and Talia, talking. As I approached they looked at me.

      “I just wanted to thank you,” I said, curtseying to the goddess. I’d been born to be diplomatic, and even though I’d spent the last two years learning to do whatever it took to survive, I still knew how to butter bread on the right side.

      “You’ve already thanked me.” She held my gaze. “Do you think you’ll be happy here?”

      I looked around at the room. I didn’t really know anyone here—not well—but it beat living in a flop house, and it beat thinking about my family and former status.

      “I suppose so,” I said. “I’m willing to give it a fair shot.”

      “That’s all we can ask,” Ember said. “Once you’ve settled in, you’ll enjoy it.” She gave me a long look, and I felt her piercing through the glamour I always kept up. “Come,” she said, standing. She put her arm around my shoulder and led me down the hallway. It was intimidating—all of the gods presented themselves as over six feet tall, and the power rolling off them was heady and intoxicating.

      We were halfway down the hall when she said, “Someday, you’ll be able to tear down that wall you protect yourself with. Right now, you need that protection, but don’t let it cloud your vision.”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer, so instead I asked, “When should I pledge to you?”

      “I’ll let you know when you’re ready.” She lightly placed her fingers on the necklace around my neck. “For now, know that you can trust Yutani and Talia, Wendy and Wager. They’ll have your back.”

      Even though I was leery about everything that had happened, I knew in my heart that Ember wasn’t lying, and that I could trust her. “Thank you, Lady,” I whispered, feeling in over my head. But you never let them see you dog-paddling. In the game of sink or swim, there was only one viable option.

      “I’ll talk to you later,” she said, leading me back to the table. “We should get going. We’ll take Melinda with us.”

      “By the way, the office is almost finished and the building will be ready to move into in two weeks or so. So you won’t have to work out of here much longer,” Herne added.

      As the four of them walked toward the front door, I stood beside Yutani, watching them go. Instead of opening the door, though, they began to blur into a fog, and then vanished through a ripple of energy that formed on the wall.

      “How do they do that?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Yutani said. “But you can damned well be sure that they aren’t going to tell us.” With a laugh, he shook his head and proceeded to show me how the laptop, tablet, and phone he had assigned me functioned.
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      I spent the afternoon learning how to fill out paperwork for the cases we took on. It was boring, but I reminded myself that sometimes boring was far better than its opposite. By the time I had learned which form to fill out for what circumstance, it was almost four o’clock. We were due to meet Vixen at around eight p.m.

      “I’ve never had much experience with the Ante-Fae,” I said.

      “You’re in for a treat then,” Talia said, only half joking. “They’re not as powerful as the gods, not usually, but they are crafty and a good share of them go far back before civilization reared its head on this world. I have no clue how old Vixen is, although since they are an Exosan, they’re probably fairly young. When Raven and Kipa come to visit, you’ll get firsthand knowledge. Raven’s wonderful, but she can be unpredictable at times.”

      I walked over to the living room window, and stared out at the house across the end of the cul-de-sac. “So you said that members of LOCK live over there?” I asked.

      The house had an interesting feel to it, even from here. I was far more psychic than most of my family, and sometimes I could feel things happening and right now, I sensed something—a hyperactive energy—coming from across the street.

      Talia joined me, holding her cup of coffee as she stared out the window. “Yes, actually. Their names are Trefoil and Meadow O’Ceallaigh. They’re twins, brother and sister, and they work for the paramilitary branch of LOCK. We’ve never really had much to do with them, other than meeting them at parties. I’m curious about the whole operation. I’d like to know just how deep they dive, and what they actually do.”

      I nodded. Then I decided to approach a subject that had been touched on earlier. “So, you were a harpy? Do you like being human now?” I wasn’t subtle, but I hoped she’d feel free to tell me to bugger off if she didn’t want to answer.

      She nodded. “Actually, I am a harpy, I’m just under a glamour. As I told you, I lost my powers to a liche. Herne was my salvation, actually. My mother turned me out after my wings more or less healed—they had been broken—but I couldn’t hunt anymore. And since I couldn’t hunt, I couldn’t feed. Essentially, my mother sentenced me to a death warrant. Death by slow starvation.”

      Even though my own mother had thrown me out, at least she hadn’t cast me out to starve. I hung my head, feeling an unexpected kinship with Talia. “I’m so sorry. Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth ever being a parent. What if you ended up like that? I would never want to cast a child out into the wilds. It’s cruel.”

      Talia took a sip of her drink. “The world is a cruel place. The sooner you learn that, the better.”

      I stared at the ground. “I know.”

      She paused, then added, “I’m sorry. I don’t claim to understand how bad it was. The Kelpies are a cruel and vindictive race.”

      “My race can be vindictive too. We drain energy off of others. We’re predators. Harpies are predators too,” I added, glancing over at her. “Do you ever miss the hunt?”

      She thought about it for a moment and then shrugged. “I suppose working here provides an outlet for that energy. I miss flying free. But that was so long ago and I’m not the same person I was. Living among humans and the Fae, among shifters and all sorts of other creatures, has changed me. I see the world through different eyes. And quite frankly, I’d rather have a plate of spaghetti and meatballs over a freshly killed carcass any day. Beef cooked in tomato sauce tastes so much better than a hunk of raw flesh,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

      My stomach churned and I laughed. “I see what you mean. Feeding on energy is very different than feeding on flesh. My kind can also drink blood if we choose, but I never have. I don’t have any inclination toward it.”

      “That’s good to know,” Talia said as she looped her arm through my elbow. “Come on now, let’s get back to work. Let me fill you in a little on Vixen and their club.”

      Feeling like I had just made a friend, I followed her back to her desk. Maybe this gig wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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      That evening, I asked Yutani what I should wear to the club.

      “What kind of vibe is it? I don’t want to stand out.”

      “Oh, you do want to stand out,” he said. “If the murderer is there, you want to catch their attention, given you’re Light Fae. The Burlesque A Go-Go isn’t exactly a fetish bar, but it’s not far off. While the club is an Ante-Fae bar, not all of the clientele are Ante-Fae. But they all like to walk on the fringe.” He motioned me to follow him over to where he kept his laptop. He quickly opened it, pulling up several pictures. “These are the Vulture Sisters. They dance there. And here’s a picture of Apollo—Vixen’s boy toy.”

      The man was stunning. He had platinum blond hair down to his ass. He was tanned and muscled, but not so muscled that he looked threatening.

      “Yummy,” I said, staring at the picture.

      “Just make sure you leave it at that,” Yutani warned me. “Vixen doesn’t share their toys, especially Apollo. I actually think Vixen loves Apollo, but I don’t think you could ever get them to admit it. Apollo is studying to become the business manager for the club. He and Raven are good friends.”

      “Isn’t Vixen jealous of Raven?”

      Yutani shrugged. “Raven is engaged to a god—Kipa, Lord of the Wolves. I don’t think Vixen has anything to be jealous of.”

      I detected a slight tang of bitterness behind his words. “What’s up? I hear something in your voice.”

      Startled, he focused on me. “What do you mean?”

      “The Leannan Sidhe are a race of muses. Didn’t you know that? I can hear inflections in voices.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded. “I can also sing with the best of them, I inspire dreams and arts and music and words. Or I can if I choose to. We don’t just go around draining off energy, usually. We give something in return.” My hands on my hips, I stared at him.

      He held up his hands, grinning. “I’m sorry, give me a break. Ember never really talked much about that side of herself. I’ve seen it in action a couple times, and it was scary.”

      I snorted. “We can be. And I like it. If I learned one thing in the two years I spent in captivity, it’s better to be the one doing the intimidating than to be the intimidated.”

      “So, have you ever inspired any famous artists?” He really seemed curious.

      I sat down on the arm of the sofa, twirling a strand of hair in my fingers. There had been so many over the years as I grown up. “Actually, yes. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of Ian Grains. He lived about a hundred years ago, and was a famous painter for a short time. His work is still famous, but he didn’t live to enjoy much of his notoriety.”

      “And you were his inspiration?” Yutani leaned against the wall, staring at me.

      “When I met Ian, he wasn’t doing too well. He was one of those starving artists, living in a garret. And he truly was starving to death. I made a deal with him. I would give him inspiration that would catapult him into notoriety—into the world in which he desperately wanted to live. He would pay me in chi. He agreed.

      “I didn’t take much energy from him at first; he was too delicate for that. But I gave him incredible dreams. And he began to paint, and his paintings began to be noticed. Within three years he was at the top of his game in the art world. He had money, and fame, and a legacy. He painted like a madman, night and day for weeks at a time. Then he would spend two or three weeks getting drunk as a skunk, sleeping with all the best whores. And I fed off his energy. When he was in a painting frenzy, his chi was intoxicating. I drank deep, and he was so on fire with the muse that he would never notice the loss.”

      “What happened?” Yutani leaned forward, his gaze fastened on me.

      I let out a long sigh. “A tragedy. We could have gone for years like that. I would have stayed with him and he would have been the most famous painter in the world. Except that, on one of his drunken benders, he got in a fight over a little bitch. She instigated it. She told him that she was for sale, but really, she had a drunken brute of a husband. The brute came home while Ian was fucking her. The little cunt’s husband shivved him right through the ribs, into the heart. Ian died on the spot.”

      “Did the man ever get arrested?”

      I gave Yutani a wry smile. “He didn’t get the chance. I knew something was wrong, so I went in search of Ian. I found him in the gutter, outside their house. I broke in because I could smell Ian’s presence and his fear.”

      “Was the couple there? Had the brute killed her too?”

      “No. This was a little scam they pulled on a regular basis. They were counting the money that they had stolen from Ian when I found them.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Oh, I drained them both dry. I caught the man in a glamour and forced him to watch as I sucked the life out of his wife. And then I drained him dry. I took Ian’s money, and left the bloody knife right where it could be found. The police put it together, although they weren’t sure exactly how the man and his wife died. I believe they chalked it up to an alcohol overdose.

      “I mourned Ian for a long time. He was a goodhearted person. He gave a lot to the poor. He had left a stipulation in his will that everything he had earned should go to helping out at the orphanages. I like to think I had something to do with that as well.”

      As I finished my story, I let out another sigh and turned toward my bedroom. “I’ll get dressed. I’m sure I can find something scintillating to wear.”

      As I headed into my room, I heard Yutani murmur, “I’m sure you will.”
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      The Burlesque A Go-Go was an underground club in a suburb near TirNaNog. As we waited by the door, the bouncer—a tall baldheaded man with dark skin, wearing a zoot suit—spoke into his cell phone. A moment later he motioned toward the door and unhooked the velvet rope that kept people from entering at will.

      “Vixen will see you. They’re at their usual table, if you know where that is.” The man’s voice was so deep it sent shivers through my back and I wanted to jump him right there. I must be starting to recover, I thought. Sex was becoming attractive once more. But then again, sex—as well as drinking chi—was part of my nature.

      Yutani nodded. “We know where their table is. Thank you.” He led us through the door. “Us” being Talia, Wager, Wendy, and me.

      Once inside, I saw that the club was fairly large, with a large dance floor, and a long polished bar that ran the length of one side of the club. In the center of the dance floor was a raised stage, with an array of spotlights above it. But the mood lighting was dim at this point, and we were bathed in shades of purple, gold, and red. It gave an interesting ambiance to the room, and made me wonder what went on here after hours.

      Yutani led us over to a corner table, where a tall, thin gentleman was sitting, wearing an expensive suit.

      “Even though Vixen is in their male persona, they still prefer the pronouns they and them.” Yutani spoke softly, but I heard him loud and clear.

      As we approached the table, Vixen stood, a wide smile spreading across their face. I noticed how sensuous their lips were, and how bright and glittering their eyes sparkled.

      “Vixen, you know most of the crew, but this is Lyrical. She’s recently joined the Wild Hunt Agency and is working with us now. She comes from Ireland.”

      Vixen held my gaze for a long time, and I wasn’t sure whether they were flirting with me or observing me. It was a hard call, given how seductive their eyes were. “Welcome to Redmond, Lyrical. I hope you enjoy working here. You’re lovely. Leannan Sidhe, are you not?”

      I melted at the sound of their voice. “Why, yes I am.”

      I was the one who usually amped up the sexual tension. I wasn’t used to being held in thrall. As Vixen motioned for us to sit, I quickly took a chair as far away from them as I could. Vixen might be seductive, but I didn’t like being at the mercy of anyone else.

      “So, someone is hunting Light Fae. You know this has been happening around the area, as well—not just your club?” Yutani asked.

      Vixen looked surprised. “Well then, that is a problem. But given it’s happened three times at my club, we can assume that the murderer has either been in or around here.”

      “Would anybody have reason to target your establishment?” Talia asked.

      The sexual tension vanished as Vixen became focused on the discussion. I took a deep breath and relaxed.

      “I wasn’t sure whether to tell the cops this or not—you know how things are going lately.” Vixen stared at Yutani, and I realized that it was a warning not to question their choice.

      Yutani leaned back in his chair, nodding. “I understand. Go on.”

      “There have been rumblings between the Fae Queens again. We had a big fight break out about two weeks ago, between several of Névé’s Fae and several from TirNaNog. I had to chuck the whole lot of them out. Scuttlebutt has it that Saílle thinks Névé may be working with the Dragonni against TirNaNog. It’s ridiculous, but you know how…testy…both groups can get.” The look on their face told me exactly what Vixen thought of the Fae—both sides.

      “Good gods. Save me from paranoia. Anything else?” Yutani asked.

      “In all three cases, the client was killed within a few miles of here. They were regulars, and I knew they had been here that night. In fact, Apollo found one of the victims when he was on his way home. I was staying late. Of course, we called the police but they had no clue what killed any of them.” Vixen looked rather horrified.

      Before I could stop myself, I spoke up. “Have the cops checked out everybody who works for you?”

      Vixen let out a slow hiss, their eyes narrowing.

      Yutani scrambled to intervene. “I can see where Lyrical is going with this, so back off, Vixen. We can’t assume or overlook anything.” At the same time, Yutani flashed me a warning look.

      I frowned, irritated. I hated having to grovel to someone I didn’t even know.

      “That would seem a logical step. Granted, I doubt it’s anybody in your employ, but have you hired anybody new lately? Has anyone changed their routine lately?” Talia said. “Can you think of anything that might give us any sort of clue?”

      Vixen relented, deflating as suddenly as they had puffed up. “Actually, there is. Here’s the thing: I believe that the cops are thinking the same as you. That one of my employees might be the killer. The cops tend to be Light Fae, and you and I both know that the Fae and Ante-Fae don’t always get along. The Fae don’t like being reminded that they sprang from a race more powerful than their own.”

      “That’s true enough,” I muttered. “My family definitely didn’t have anything to do with the Ante-Fae. Though they hated the Dark Fae even more.”

      “Oh, true enough,” Vixen said. “The cops would love it if they could pin the crime on one of my employees and be done with it, and I think the only reason they haven’t is that there are other cases that aren’t connected to the club.”

      “What do you think? Honestly?” Wager asked.

      Vixen paused, then let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. I can’t believe it’s someone from my club. But then again, I’m not always on point about things like this. I like to believe the best of all my employees and the very thought that one of them is to blame hurts my soul. We’re like family here. A demented and kinky little family, but family nonetheless.”

      This was getting more interesting the longer we went.

      “Could this be someone trying to destroy your reputation, since you own the club?” Wager asked.

      Vixen slowly nodded. “That’s definitely a possibility, but if so, why would they go after victims elsewhere? Why not concentrate on ruining me with more murders from here?”

      “I hope it’s nobody connected with the club,” Wendy said as Wager finished taking notes.

      He set his tablet down, and looked around the club. “I remember coming here with Raven once,” he said. “Before her fiancé was killed.”

      Vixen leaned forward. “I remember meeting you. I sure do miss that girl. I’m still pissed at the Queen of the Ante-Fae for exiling her from our race. I’d like to see that old biddy take a header off a bridge into deep water.”

      I blinked. “That’s treasonous talk in most cultures. I know it is in mine.”

      “Lyrical is the great-great-granddaughter of the queen of her people.” Yutani glanced at me, shaking his head. “Not every culture has as much organization in their hierarchy as the Fae.”

      Vixen looked confused. “Don’t your people pay fealty to Névé? How is your great-great grandmother a queen?”

      “There are number of Fae queens. My great-great-grandmother’s rule is specific to our people. She’s actually what’s known as an UnderQueen. There are a number of them around the world on both the Light and Dark sides.” I didn’t want to discuss my family. “Is there anyone you can think of who might want to trash your reputation?”

      “Good question,” Yutani said, giving me a nod of approval.

      Vixen pursed their lips, thinking. After a moment, they shook their head. “Honestly, I couldn’t narrow the list down if I tried. I’ve made my share of enemies over the years, and my hands aren’t exactly clean.”

      “Well, make a list of everybody you can think of.” Wendy stood. “I’m getting a drink. Anybody else want one?”

      Vixen motioned for her to sit down. “I’ll call a waiter.” All they had to do was raise their hand and immediately the bartender hurried over to the table. “Take orders. On the house.” Vixen motioned to me. “What would you like?”

      I thought about it for a moment, then said, “Do you have any Aeolian brandy?” A specialized brand made only by the satyrs of Greece, Aeolian brandy was extremely expensive, but it was the smoothest in the world. It went down like silk, but exploded like fire in the belly.

      “I see you have the tastes of a connoisseur,” Vixen said.

      I smiled. “I’m a fucking princess. I’m supposed to have good taste. Even in exile, I remember my upbringing.”

      “Exile…” Vixen stared at me, but I turned away as the others began to order their drinks. I noticed that Yutani ordered a soda.

      He must have seen me looking at him. “I have issues with alcohol.”

      I didn’t push, simply nodded. I had learned over the past two years what it was like to have your buttons pushed. “So, if a murderer is coming to the club, why do you think that they might talk to me if I pose as someone who’s just a clubgoer?”

      “Because you’re Light Fae, and I’ll make certain that people notice you’re here. I can make you look like a VIP. Hopefully the murderer won’t know better.” Vixen shrugged again. “I have no clue if it will work. But it’s the only thing I can think of. Unless you can come up with something better?”

      I shook my head. “The only thing I can do otherwise is to go around and glamour every single one of your visitors. And if they happen to be Ante-Fae or some other race that resists my glamour, that would put everybody on alarm.”

      “Exactly, my beautiful psychic vampire.” Vixen winked at me.

      I wasn’t sure what to think, except that I didn’t like the title they had slapped on me. “I hope you don’t mind me correcting you, but I am no more of a psychic vampire than you are. Yes, I feed on chi, but that’s hardly the same thing.”

      “Six of one, half a dozen of the other, but I’ll respect your wishes.” Vixen winked again.

      I didn’t wink back. I didn’t appreciate being patronized. Vixen’s appeal suddenly plummeted. I glanced over at Yutani, who gave me a subtle shake of the head. Irritated, I pushed back my chair and began to walk around the dance floor.

      Nobody was dancing at this point, either in a show or for fun.

      As I examined the walls, I realized that they were covered by a series of heavy black draperies, which just added to the noir feel. I came to a place where they were swagged back, held back by heavy braided ropes, and as I glanced down the hall I realized it led to the restrooms. I wondered if there was a back entrance to this club, but that was something I could find out easily enough by asking.

      I passed a table where a pale man sat, drinking out of a frosted goblet. I wasn’t sure what he was drinking, but his skin was alabaster white, and his eyes were flecked with crimson. At first I thought he might be a vampire, but I could usually sense vampires and he didn’t have the same feel. He gave me a long look, and then opened his mouth as a forked tongue appeared. His eyes shifted, the pupils narrowing into slits, and I realized that he, too, was a snake shifter.

      Unlike Vixen, however, this man felt ancient, and he gave me the creeps. I moved on without a word. Moments later I was back at the bar. I sat down on one of the stools, propping my elbows on the countertop. It was sleek marble, resting on dark wood. The bartender worked his way over to me after a few minutes. “What would you like?”

      I thought about asking for another Aeolian brandy, but decided I wanted to keep my head clear. “Diet Coke, please,” I said.

      He nodded. “Ice?”

      I nodded. “Filled to the brim,” I said as I glanced around the room.

      The club was beginning to fill up, tables being claimed right and left. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly eight-thirty. We had been here ninety minutes and I still had no clue what the hell we were going to do about this case.

      But it wasn’t up to me. Yutani would have to figure things out. As the bartender dropped my glass off, I raised it in salute, then took a long drink of the ice-cold soda.
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      “Are you coming back to the table?” Yutani asked, leaning against the bar. I hadn’t noticed him make his way over, the club was so thick with patrons now. Startled, I gave him a shrug.

      “I suppose. I’m sorry, but I don’t like your friend Vixen very much. I don’t take well to being patronized.”

      “What you mean?” Yutani was holding his soda, swirling it in the glass.

      “I’m not a psychic vampire and I don’t appreciate the allusion. Nor do I appreciate being corrected when I say who or what I am.” I sucked on the straw, drawing the liquid into my mouth.

      “Vixen definitely has a way of their own. To be honest, I don’t understand the friendship that Raven has with them.” There was something in his voice that I had noticed before when he had talked about Raven.

      “Let me go out on a limb here. Do I detect some discomfort?” I met his gaze. “Do you have a thing for Raven?”

      Yutani paused, then let out a sigh. “Yes. Or at least, I did. I’ve managed to move beyond it, because even before she met Kipa, she didn’t have the time of day for me. And I was stupid, I pushed her too far. She rebuffed me and after that, things were strained for a while. By the time our friendship settled down, she had met Kipa, and I might as well be in Outer Siberia.”

      He twisted his lip unhappily, staring at his drink. “Does it show that much? I thought I was hiding it fairly well.”

      “It’s hard to hide things from me, given how strong I am in terms of empathy and sensing hidden emotions. It’s part of my hunting ability.” I turned back to the bartender and waved for another soda.

      “No more Aeolian brandy?” Yutani asked.

      I shook my head. “If we’re dealing with a killer, I don’t want to be unprepared. I realize this isn’t just a night out on the town. We’re on the job.”

      Yutani glanced over his shoulder. Wager and Talia had almost polished off a bottle of wine. Wendy, however, was on high alert. I could tell by her stance.

      “I wish they took the job as seriously as you do,” he said. “Talia’s usually not quite so free and easy, but I’m quickly coming to realize that Wager likes his wine. I think perhaps he likes it too much. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen him polishing off almost a whole bottle by himself. And I recognize addiction, given my past.”

      I waited, but he didn’t continue. “Do you like running the Wild Hunt?”

      Yutani turned back to me, shrugging. “Herne told me it wasn’t going to be easy. And I totally believed him. I tried to get out of it, but he refused to force Viktor to return.”

      “Viktor?”

      “One of our other coworkers. Apparently Viktor’s wife, Sheila, has found a purpose over in Annwn, and she’s devoting herself to teaching kitchen magic to youngsters. It’s a noble cause, and she’s good at it, so I don’t begrudge her the choice. But there are so many things that Viktor could help out with. I know Wager wasn’t brought up with a silver spoon in his mouth, but he’s hard to direct. He’s used to working for himself. And…he’s close to Raven.”

      Somehow, I thought Yutani wasn’t as over Raven as he said he was. “Wager seems okay to me, but I don’t know him like you do.”

      He shrugged. “I admit, I’ve only been working with him for a short time. But I can tell you that he is so methodical it makes my teeth hurt. He goes by the book, and he doesn’t easily shift gears when plans change.”

      Vixen waved from the table, and Yutani motioned for me to follow him. “I’m not sure what’s up, but we’d better go find out.”

      I hoped it was time to wrap up the meeting, and I also hoped that I wouldn’t have to start hanging out here tonight. While I could do the job, if I was going to create a persona for myself I wanted it to be well thought out. I needed a little time to plan out my biography because I sure wouldn’t be telling strangers who I really was.

      As we headed back to the table, I realized that my feelings about Yutani had flipped. I actually liked the guy. Oh, he was attractive, but I liked that he was blunt and honest, and yet willing to give someone a fair shake.
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      We left shortly after coming to an agreement with Vixen. I would start hanging out as a regular the next evening, and Wendy would be working the bar. That way she could keep an eye on me as well. Vixen would play up my presence.

      As we left, Yutani asked me if I wanted to go see where the building was going up again in downtown Seattle.

      “Sure, I could use a little drive,” I said.

      “We can stop for dinner on the way.”

      “That sounds good. Why don’t we pick up something on the way home? I don’t feel like going to a restaurant. I’ve had about as much socializing in public as I can handle for one evening.”

      “You’re an introvert, aren’t you? Me too,” he said, grinning.

      “Well, yeah, I am.” I paused, then asked, “Do you think that Vixen’s plan will work?”

      Yutani shifted into the turn lane, turning right onto the road leading to the 520 bridge.

      “I don’t know.” He let out an exasperated sound. “Herne trusts me, and I value that, but I’m not the best person for this job. I’m grateful to have it, because I’m really not cut out to live in Annwn. But I’m better off in research and technology, rather than leading the group. I don’t like the responsibility and I’m not as farsighted as Herne was.”

      “Do you think there’s ever a chance that Herne and Ember will return and take over again? There seemed to be some possibility.”

      “I was hoping so, but with Ember pregnant with triplets, I doubt it. I can’t believe they chose to have kids so soon. I’ll bet you Cernunnos was pushing for grandkids. Grandgods? Whatever.”

      He shrugged, looking slightly disgruntled. “Nobody needs to know this, but I miss him. Herne bailed me out when I hit a bad period in my life. We were good friends. But once Ember showed up on the scene, that changed. We didn’t have a falling out—it’s natural when one person enters a relationship and the other one’s not attached. But nothing’s been quite the same. Herne helped me keep from going off half-cocked.” He sounded so depressed that I felt I had to say something.

      “That’s rough.” I paused, then decided to ask, “I know you are—were—hung up on Raven. Do you want to be in a relationship?”

      Again, he shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure I’m cut out to be paired up. At least not long term. I don’t exactly date.”

      By the way he said it, I knew there was something more behind his words. “Obviously you don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to. But what do you look for in a partner?”

      He glanced at me. “Do you really want to know?”

      I wasn’t a fan of guessing games. “Tell me if you want, or don’t if you don’t. I’m not easily shocked. You know what I am.”

      After a few moments, during which we approached the bridge proper, he said, “I’m into kink. I’m not interested in vanilla. Unless my partner’s willing to be my Sub, and to let me practice kinbaku on them, I have no interest in a sexual relationship. I’m the Master, and she’s my…” He paused. “I’m not using the word because of what you’ve been through. Just leave it as: I don’t date, I don’t want to hold hands and go out to a movie. I save those activities for my friends. The only woman who made me feel like I might be able to enjoy a normal relationship was Raven.”

      It didn’t really surprise me. My own people were far from vanilla. Kinbaku was a complex art of bondage and knots, Japanese in origin. I knew what it was, though I would never let anyone tie me up, not after spending two years at Kilnakarn’s mercy. And I’d had enough of being forced to crawl around on the floor calling some man master.

      That being said, I knew in my heart that I could run rings around Yutani when it came to kink. Not only did I have the natural inclinations from my lineage, but I had learned a lot from Kilnakarn, things I would never use on anybody unless I was out for blood.

      “Did I shock you?” He glanced at me, then back at the road.

      I shook my head, chuckling softly. “It would take a hell of a lot to shock me. Remember where I’ve been the past two years, and what I’ve experienced. And remember what I am.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think about that,” he said, a hint of speculation in his voice.

      I caught my breath. “Maybe we should just leave the subject alone. How much farther to the building?” His tone of voice shifted back to one I found safer.

      Yutani and I were going to have to be cautious. Even if he didn’t want a relationship and I wasn’t about to play the Sub, I could feel the tension and attraction between us.

      “A couple blocks. Herne’s having it rebuilt in the same space, only now we’ll own the whole building. He wants to lease out a couple of the floors to the urgent care clinic that was on the first floor, and to a children’s dance studio and daycare center that was on the second floor. We’re spreading out to the top two floors.”

      “Did any other buildings suffer damage in the same area?”

      “Oh yeah. Several. However, the sex boutiques and the deli across the street are still standing. Herne also bought the lot next door that was trashed when the dragons razed it and he’s putting in a private parking garage. Half of it will be storage and half will be parking. There will also be an elevator from the parking garage into the building itself, which means we no longer have to walk through the rain.”

      Yutani turned onto First Avenue, and slowed down as we came to the downtown intersection. There, the building on the corner was going up—in fact, it looked almost finished. Next to it, the parking garage was also under construction.

      Yutani pulled over, parking parallel to the construction zone. We got out of the car and wandered over to take a look. Instead of brick, the building was being constructed out of concrete, or some sort of composite building material.

      “This time the building will be built to earthquake code. If the office had been retrofitted and brought up to code before the dragons attacked, it likely would have held.” He looked around, shivering.

      “Are you cold?” I asked.

      Yutani shook his head. “No, actually. I’m just remembering that night. It was probably the most terrifying night of my life. We were all afraid, and Ember, Raven, and Angel ended up being catapulted over to Annwn by the force of Typhon and Echidna colliding. They were lost for days, but finally made their way to Cernunnos’s palace.”

      He stared into the sky, then pointed toward a direction not far from where we were standing. “Echidna and Typhon were fighting there, probably the most horrifying spectacle I’ve ever seen. They grappled in the sky, tumbling over and over, until the gods opened the trap. They tried their best to keep Echidna from being trapped with Typhon, but it wasn’t possible. She sacrificed herself, something very few people are ever willing to do.”

      I glanced around, watching the handful of people walking by. There were still dragons around, too many of them, and I wondered if anyone going past could hear us talk.

      “We should go,” I said. “I have a feeling we’re not safe.”

      Yutani didn’t argue, simply escorted me back to the car and opened the door for me. As I slid in and fastened my seatbelt, I realized just how life had changed for the world since the dragons arrived. I had been in captivity and only heard about it once I was rescued. Only when Morgana had saved me had I seen how much damage had been done. I would have stayed back home to help if my family had taken me back.

      “Do you think we’ll ever be rid of them?” I asked. The windows were rolled up and I knew nobody could hear us. “Do you think that the gods will truly be able to strip away their immortality?”

      Yutani thought about it, then started the car. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see,” he said. “I hope so.”

      As we headed home, I suggested we stop for tacos. We stopped at Taco del Sol and ordered tacos and taquitos and side salads. Then we stopped at a supermarket and Yutani picked up an apple pie for dessert. By the time we reached home, we were both ravenous. I set out the plates and silverware while he took care of his iguana. Then, we sat at the kitchen table and ate together, watching the news on his tablet. We didn’t talk much, but it was a comfortable silence and by the time we were done, I realized that I actually felt at home. Being Yutani’s roommate seemed like a good way to go.
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      The next morning, I was ready to go shopping with Talia. Yutani dropped me off at the office so that Talia didn’t have to make a longer drive to pick me up. He was heading out to go grocery shopping, but he didn’t need my help.

      “Just make sure to lock up when Talia gets here. We need to stock up on food because Raven and Kipa will be coming into town tomorrow, and they’ll want to eat dinner here with everyone else.” He paused, then added, “I think you and Raven will get along.”

      And with that, he took off, leaving me alone.

      Across the street, the brother and sister from LOCK were working in their front yard. The rain had vanished, leaving behind sunshine and a relatively warm morning. I shrugged into my leather jacket and locked up, heading across the cul-de-sac, my key to the office in my pocket.

      They looked up as I approached, and I was surprised to see how much they looked like one another. Except that Meadow had shocking red hair, and Trefoil’s hair was as platinum as the metal. They were both lean, lithe, and dressed in jeans, motorcycle boots, and wore plaid flannel shirts over T-shirts. Meadow’s hair was pulled back into a tight French braid, while Trefoil’s ’do reminded me of me of Spike’s hair from Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

      “Hello, how are you?” I said, folding my arms against the chill as I crossed the curve of the cul-de-sac to where they were working on a flower garden, planting marigolds.

      Meadow shaded her eyes. “Hi.” She stood, pulling off one of her gardening gloves to stretch out her right hand. Her grip was firm and warm.

      “I’m Lyrical Muirín. I’m a new employee at the Wild Hunt Agency. Yutani told me you and your brother work for LOCK?”

      “Yes, we do. I’m Meadow and this is my brother, Trefoil. And we do work for LOCK. So how long have you been working with Yutani?” She motioned for me to follow her over to a bench in the yard and offered me a seat.

      “Just a couple days. I’m in from Ireland.” I glanced around the garden. It was pretty and had been meticulously taken care of. “I like your yard. I’m staying with Yutani for now, until I can afford my own place. I lived over in Seattle, in a slumlord house. That didn’t work out too well,” I said, laughing.

      Trefoil joined us, standing beside his sister, staring at me with solemn but friendly eyes.

      “Everything seems to be in flux lately. Until recently, friends of ours lived in that house. I don’t know if you know them—Raven and Kipa, Lord of the Wolves?”

      “I really don’t know them, but I know who they are. They’re coming into town to visit,” I said before thinking that the pair might want to keep their visit silent. “I don’t know how long they’ll be able to stay, though.”

      Meadow pointed toward the trailhead of the park at the center end of the cul-de-sac. “I don’t know whether Yutani remembered to warn you, but I don’t suggest going for a run in the park. UnderLake Park is a dangerous place. In fact, the entire UnderLake District is a dangerous place. Raven’s fiancé was kidnapped and killed in that park by a serial killer. And there are so many ghosts that haunt the byways there. I’m not sure whether you’re sensitive to the undead and spirits, but if you are, don’t go for a walk without company.” She sounded so serious that I took her warning to heart.

      “I’ll remember that,” I said, glancing around. “I’m just waiting for Talia to take me shopping this morning.” I wasn’t sure why I felt like I needed to know them, but I felt pulled toward the pair and decided to trust my instincts.

      “Talia is a good person. Welcome to the neighborhood, and I hope you enjoy working for the agency. The agency and LOCK, along with a few other organizations, are all connected, you know.” Meadow glanced at the sky. “It’s supposed to rain in a bit, so we’d better get back to our gardening. But it’s nice meeting you, and feel free to come over again.” She stood, holding out her hand again.

      I took the hint, shook hands again, and excused myself. As I was walking across the street, Talia pulled up. I made sure the house was locked up and scrambled into the passenger seat of her car. It was time to go shopping.
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      Talia drove a hybrid, a Quantas Excelsior. Quantas was a growing car company, especially in the eco-market. They made sturdy cars that didn’t feel cramped like some hybrids. As I slid into the passenger seat, she held up the credit card. Yutani had given it to me, and I had handed it over to Talia for safekeeping.

      “Knock yourself out. What sort of clothing are you looking for? I doubt if you know the stores around here yet.” She took a long swig off of a jumbo cup. The smell of the coffee and chocolate permeated the car.

      “Can we stop for coffee first? I could really use a fix.” I’d become addicted to coffee back in Ireland, long ago. During the two years I was in Kilnakarn’s grasp, I had detoxed from it with a sudden, painful jolt. But once I was free, one of the first things I did was to buy myself a quad shot latte.

      “Of course. You remind me of Ember. She’s so addicted that her blood probably smells like freshly brewed coffee. What she’ll do for the next few months, I have no idea. Maybe now that she’s a goddess, she can drink caffeine without hurting the babies. I hope so, for Herne’s sake.” As we pulled into the nearest drive-thru Starbucks, she asked me what I wanted.

      “An iced venti quad chocolate cherry mocha. No whip.”

      As soon as I had my drink, we were off again.

      “I’m looking for just about everything, I guess. How much do you think I should spend? That will determine where I go shopping. I’m not into designer labels, but I like well-made garments, and I love leather pants.”

      Talia laughed. “I doubt that you could rack up enough charges to make them worry, but I’d just say leave it at a thousand or two. When they said to augment your wardrobe, they weren’t talking about the Thrift Shack.” She eased into a mini mall, parking in front of a shop called Leather and Spice. “Don’t worry, this isn’t a sex shop.”

      I snorted. “I’ve gotten clothes from worse places.”

      The shop window showed several pair of leather pants paired with halter tops and turtlenecks. As we pushed through the door, a little bell rang. A clerk immediately greeted us as we walked into the shop.

      “May I help you?” A cheery expression plastered on her face, the customer rep was all sunshine and rainbows to the point of instantly annoying me.

      “I’m looking for a pair of leather pants, possibly two, and some tops.” I suddenly stopped, realizing that I wasn’t wearing any panties. “I also need a pair of underwear, if you’ve got any, since I’m going commando.”

      Talia struggled to keep from laughing, and the consultant blushed but immediately made a U-turn and led me over to a small selection of underpants.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to buy a pair first,” she said.

      I glanced over the selection. Most were far too lacy for my tastes, but they had a low-rise hip hugger in a microfiber weave, so I picked up a pair of those. The panties looked both comfortable and unobtrusive. I held them up to my waist.

      “I’ll take these,” I said. I glanced at Talia. “Can you sign for these? I’ll just go put them on in the bathroom.”

      “No problem,” Talia said, producing the credit card.

      I slipped into the bathroom, where I removed my jeans. After taking the tags off, I slid into the panties. They fit, and were actually more comfortable than I expected. I put my jeans back on and returned to the front desk, where Talia was holding the receipt.

      “I want more of these,” I said. “I don’t usually like underwear, but these are comfortable and they don’t seem to have any seams.”

      “That’s because they’re microfiber. We sell out of that brand a lot, actually. How many do you want, and what colors?”

      I glanced at the service rep’s name tag. Her name was Mandy. “If you have a dozen pair, Mandy, that would be great. I prefer black, but whatever dark colors you have will do.”

      Mandy motioned to the other rep. “Selena, can you wrap those up?”

      I glanced around the boutique, finding the black leather pants. As I flipped through the selections, I finally found a pair that looked like my style. They were low rise, but not so low that they’d show my butt crack. The leather was smooth and supple. I found two pair in my size, glancing at the price before I took them off the rack. To my surprise, they were reasonably priced, at $300 each. But their denim was overpriced and overstyled, so I left those and selected a couple turtlenecks and some formfitting vests that could be worn as shirts. They showed a lot of cleavage, but I had a lot to show off.

      Once in the fitting room, I made quick work of trying things on. I didn’t really enjoy shopping—not for clothes. At least everything fit like a glove, and I carried the items back to the counter. The pants and leather vests brought the bill up to $900, but they would last, and they were real leather so they could offer some protection during a fight.

      Talia paid, and then we headed back to the car, bags in tow.

      “Lock these into the trunk,” she said. “We don’t want anybody stealing them.”

      “Where next? I need some good low-rise jeans without a lot of bling. I don’t want anything they call distressed or that has holes in the knees, either. If we’re going to be getting in tussles, I want my legs covered.” I finished my coffee and glanced around the mini mall. “You know, strip malls are butt-ugly.”

      “You’ve got that right.” Talia put the car into drive and we eased back out onto the road. “I think we’ll find what you’re looking for at Denim World.”

      Another fifteen minutes and we pulled into a large parking lot. The megastore was a surprise. I knew denim was popular but that someone could create an entire store around it surprised me. The warehouse was huge, and within twenty minutes I had found four pair of jeans, two pair of Daisy Dukes, a denim jacket, and—unfortunately—a sudden headache that threatened to make me queasy. We had just finished paying for my purchases when the wave of pain swept in like ocean waves on steroids.

      “You all right?” Talia said.

      I squinted, shaking my head. “I’m not sure what’s wrong.”

      “Have you gone through the Cruharach?” she asked.

      I nodded. The Cruharach was a rite of passage every member of the Fae Nation had to go through. I’d been through it long ago, breezed through it, actually.

      “Yeah, I’m far too old for that,” I said. “But…something’s making me—” I stopped, glancing around. The pain was coming from outside, not inside. I rubbed my temples, wincing.

      “Come here,” Talia said, taking hold of my arm and leading me to a bench near one of the side walls in the shoe aisle. I slid down, leaning over to hold my head, which was now pounding.

      “Migraine?” she asked.

      I tried to shake my head. “I don’t usually get them and when I do, I have some warning. No, this is like…something is trying to get inside my head and it’s beating its way through my skull.” I paused. “Are there any gollywyppers around here?”

      She looked confused. “What’s a gollywypper?”

      “They’re found in Ireland, and they originated in the dark forests. They’re a species of sub-Fae who use psionics to disrupt others. Once they find a victim, they follow them and kill them in private, where they feed on them. And the Water Fae are especially vulnerable to them.” I glanced around, trying to see through the pain that was ricocheting through my head.

      “What on earth would one be doing here?” Talia said, her arm on mine. “Can I do anything? Get you anything?”

      I tried to think through the pain thundering in my head. “Just don’t lose sight of me. This one is strong enough to snare me in and I don’t want to end up on the wrong end of its nasty teeth.”

      “What do you need?” Her words echoed, surrounded by the chaotic noise and flashing lights of the headache.

      “Get me out of here. And keep an eye behind us when we make it to the parking lot.” I stood up, wobbly, and leaned on her arm as she led me to the door. Everything was shifting and my vision was distorted and blurred. If Talia hadn’t been guiding me, I wouldn’t have been able to find my way to the exit. Once we were out of the building, the swirl of energy continued, but then started to lessen.

      “We’re not far from the car,” she said, holding onto my elbow.

      “Is anybody following us?” I managed to ask.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Yeah, there is. He’s a ways back, though, but he’s headed in our direction.”

      A rippling pain in my neck screeched as I slowly turned to look over my shoulder. I couldn’t make out the figure from this distance, but I knew without a doubt that was the gollywypper.

      “That’s him, all right. Hurry.” I pushed myself, trying to speed up.

      Luckily, Talia had parked in a spot near the entrance and we made it to the car. She beeped the doors open before we got there, then shoved me into the passenger side, running around to slide into the driver’s seat. She tossed the bags of clothing into the back and started the car.

      The figure was running now, directly toward us, as we screeched out of the parking spot and Talia hit the gas. She was a good driver, I had to give her that, as she sped up, heading toward the exit, swerving to miss several shoppers who flipped her off and shouted warnings after her.

      “Fuck off,” she mumbled under her breath. “We need to report this. The cops will check it out—given a number of them are from the Fae Courts. There are laws against the sub-Fae showing up inside the cities.” She slapped her phone into the hands-free system.

      “Activate speaker. Call Yutani.”

      Within seconds, the phone was ringing and after three rings, Yutani answered.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “We’ve encountered a problem. We were at Denim World when Lyrical developed a debilitating headache. She says there was a gollywypper there. Sub-Fae. They use psionics to disable their intended victims. I got her into the car, but the creature was coming after us. He looked very much like a man, at least from a distance. We’re out of there, but you should call the cops. They’re going to want to know about this, especially since the gollywyppers target Water Fae.” Talia glanced at me. “How are you feeling?”

      The confusion was starting to lessen and the pain was easing up. “Not back to normal, but it’s getting better.” I grimaced. “Crap, he was strong.”

      “You’ve encountered them before?” Yutani asked.

      “I have.” I shivered. “They lived near the inlets over in my hometown. They preyed on my people and no matter how many times we tried to wipe out their nests, they always managed to bounce back. They look like humans, albeit stretchy and a little…amorphous, so they aren’t always that easy to recognize.”

      “I’ll call the cops and let them know what happened. Do you need to go back home? You have your key?” He sounded worried.

      I assessed my condition. The confusion was starting to dissipate, and since I hadn’t been actually attacked, I was just a little tired with the residue headache. “I’ll be okay. I don’t need to rest. If I can grab a bite to eat, I should be fine.”

      “We’ll stop for lunch,” Talia said.

      “Before you go,” Yutani said, “do the gally—what did you call them?”

      “Gollywyppers.”

      “Okay, do the gollywyppers travel in groups? The cops will want to know, because I doubt they’ve heard of them.”

      “Not really,” I said, rubbing my head. “They tend to act independently. At least I think they do. I’d hate to see a band of them hunting. They’d blow my brains out.”

      Yutani signed off, after charging us to be careful. Talia pulled into a drive-thru.

      “What do you want? They have everything from burgers to fish here.”

      “Do they have clam chowder?” I asked.

      “Yeah, actually. Want fried fish, too?”

      I nodded. “Yes. A large chowder and a four-piece fried cod would be great.”

      She laughed. “I’d almost forgotten how much the Fae eat. Ember ate like food was going out of style. Never gained an ounce either. But I don’t envy her. Thanks to Morgana’s glamour, I never worry about my weight climbing too high or falling too low. I’m surprised I don’t have more of an appetite, considering I’m a harpy. But apparently the shift in form shifted my hunger levels too.”

      She placed our order and then paid at the window and we pulled into one of the waiting spots designated for customers waiting for orders. The waitress would bring out our food when it was ready. Although there was a space inside to sit and eat, neither Talia nor I felt inclined to venture out of the car. After the waitress handed us the sacks, we moved to one of the customer parking spaces and unwrapped our food.

      “Don’t spill the chowder or you pay for the cleaning,” she said. “So, do you sense the gollywypper anywhere nearby?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t. I’m actually feeling pretty clear-headed now, though the food will help.” I paused, then asked, “How common is it to find sub-Fae around here?”

      “Oh, common enough. A lot of goblins come through. Other beasties too. Over the years, the Wild Hunt has fought off a lot of enemies, but—” She paused as her phone rang. “Hold on, it’s Herne.” Answering, she listened, saying very little until she signed off. “Finish your chowder and we’ll eat the rest on the go. Herne’s at the Wild Hunt and wants us all there. Emergency meeting, he says.”

      Wondering what we were about to face, I quickly spooned down the chowder, and then—wiping my fingers on a napkin—I ate the fried cod as we turned around and sped back to the Eastside.
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      By the time we reached the house, I had finished my fish, but I was still hungry.

      “You can have mine,” Talia said. “I’ll grab something at the office.”

      “Are you sure?” I realized I sounded like a piggy, but the psionics attack had left me ravenous. She just smiled and handed the food to me, and I ate both pieces and the fries that came with them. As I licked my fingers, wiping them on my jeans, Talia pulled into the driveway and we hustled out, carrying the bags from the takeout place over to the garbage can.

      “Should I take my packages inside?” I asked. “Where I lived in Seattle, you couldn’t even rely on locking packages in your house.”

      “They should be fine for now. I wouldn’t sweat it,” she said, opening the door.

      I followed her in and sure enough, Herne was there, along with Ember, talking to Yutani. They both looked flushed and nervous. When the gods were nervous, it was never a good sign.

      “What’s up?” Talia asked, setting her purse down by her desk.

      “Big news,” Yutani said. “The biggest news that we’ve had a long time. We’ll wait for Wager and Wendy to get here because this is something we all need to hear.” He glanced at me. “Did you find everything you need? And how are you feeling after the gollywypper?”

      “Gollywypper? You ran across a gollywypper?” Ember asked.

      I nodded. “Yes. I recognized him from encountering them in Ireland.”

      “Crap. They’re fucking dangerous. You need to catch him as soon as possible.” She shook her head. “I remember several years before I met Herne, I ran afoul of one. Luckily, I knew what she was and I sensed her before she sensed me. Since I’m only half–Light Fae, she wasn’t able to disable me as easily as they could you.”

      “They’re dangerous, all right.” I turned back to Yutani. “We grabbed a bite to eat and that helped. I’m definitely feeling better, but the experience was unnerving. Did you call the police?”

      He nodded. “I did. They’re checking it out now, and they said to thank you for letting them know about it.” He paused. “In fact, they seemed particularly interested and mentioned something else, that we might want to take into account given our discussion with Vixen.”

      “What’s that?” Talia asked.

      “When I told them about the gollywypper, they brought up the unexplained deaths of the Light Fae, both in Seattle and here on the Eastside. They suggested that a gollywypper might account for those deaths.”

      I glanced at Talia. “They’re right in that. When a gollywypper kills its victim, there’s no sign of what did them in. And if they can’t drag their victims off to a private place where they can eat them, they’ll just leave them where they died. You know, that would fit both the murders at the club and the ones the cops found in the city.” I paled. “Crap, that might even mean that there could be several gollywyppers working in tandem.”

      “Why?” Talia asked.

      “Unless they’re weak from age or illness, gollywyppers don’t need to feed more than once every few weeks. They’re a lot like a camel when it comes to chi—they can store life energy for days. If we do have several working in concert, we’ve got a problem. They’re smart and ruthless. They have no conscience—they’ll take down a child as quickly as an adult.”

      Ember paled. “Get right on this.”

      Feeling queasy again, I sat down. Ember shuddered, pressing her hand to her mouth. She jumped up, ran off to the bathroom. When she returned a few minutes later, she looked a little green around the gills.

      “I take it you have morning sickness?” I asked.

      “Morning, afternoon, and evening sickness. This pregnancy gig isn’t for the weak of heart. I can’t say I’m enjoying it, but the outcome will be worth it. And quite frankly, I’m grateful that we’re having triplets. That means I won’t have to go through this again.” She paused, letting out a long sigh as she leaned back and rubbed her lower back, wincing.

      “This is forward of me, but I’m good at massage. Would you like me to rub your back for you?” I realized even as I said at that it sounded absurd—me offering to rub a goddess’s back. But she surprised me.

      “Thank you,” she said, leaning forward as she rested her head on her elbows.

      I moved behind her chair, and began to gently rub her back. That was one thing most of my people were good at—massage and soothing weary spirits. As I touched her, a shiver of understanding rippled between us. That’s when I remembered that she, too, was Leannan Sidhe. We had a connection in the blood.

      “That feels really good,” she said. “Thank you so much.”

      The others gave us a cursory glance, but went back to their discussion. Ten minutes later, both Wendy and Wager had shown up, and we all gathered around the table, the coffee flowing. Ember grumbled as Talia poured her a sparkling water, muttering something about how it wasn’t fair she couldn’t have her fix.

      “We need to have a serious discussion,” Herne said when we’d all settled down. “To put it bluntly, shit’s about to get real. Gaia has agreed to strip the dragons of their immortality and once she made up her mind, it was game on. When the Dragonni realize what’s going down, they’re going to freak out. Even without immortality, dragons can do a great deal of damage, so I expect them to throw quite the temper tantrum. I expect that you’ll be putting out a lot of fires, so we’re assigning you some temporary help.”

      Everyone stared at him, speechless.

      After a moment, Talia spoke up. “I knew you were working on this, but I never expected it to really happen. Gaia is really going to strip the dragons of their immortality? And didn’t you say that with her unpredictability, there may be other fallout?”

      Ember nodded her head. “That’s correct. No one can put a leash on Gaia or what she decides to do. We’re hoping she doesn’t decide to destroy civilization along with it. While we don’t think she will, who knows what’s going to come from this?”

      “We just know that we have to stop the dragons. We’ve been getting reports from Europe where the dragons—in this case, the Luminous Warriors—are gathering up people and locking them up in camps. We’re pretty sure they’re stocking their meat larder, if you know what I mean.” Herne shook his head. “This is the only way we’ll have a shot at stopping them.”

      “When is this supposed to happen?” Wendy asked.

      “Tonight,” Ember said.

      Yutani let loose a long whistle. “That’s a fast turnaround.”

      “Gaia’s wasting no time because if word of this gets out before she actually goes through with it, the dragons will attack. They won’t have anything to lose.” Ember shook her head. “We have about four hours until she weaves her magic.”

      “Do you think they’ll understand what’s going on before it’s finished? Or is this some stealth spell, one that will take effect before they have a clue that they’re being attacked?” Yutani rapped his fingers on the table, an unreadable look on his face.

      “I have no clue, and she wouldn’t tell us. You have to understand, Gaia is the original Titan. She birthed this entire world into being, and no one can stop her. She is the one goddess who is undefeatable. Oh, the gods can’t be killed, but they can be defeated. There is a world of difference. But Gaia? You can’t stop her when she decides to move. That’s why we went into this only after a long period of debate.” Herne looked worried, his brow furrowing. “This is the only way we can stop them. But that doesn’t mean I don’t see the whole situation as being fraught with potential catastrophes.”

      “Excuse me,” I said, pushing back my chair. I went into the kitchen, where I poured myself another cup of coffee and leaned against the counter. At first we were simply dealing with some pixies, and then we had a series of murders on the plate. But now, the entire world was hanging in the balance. I glanced up to see Talia had joined me. She gave me a long look.

      “They’re taking a break. Penny for your thoughts,” she said.

      I shook my head. “A penny wouldn’t even begin to delve into them. I don’t know how I feel. Terrified, I suppose. I came out of captivity to discover the dragons had spread through the world. They had still been locked away in the Forgotten Kingdom when Kilnakarn captured me. So that in itself was a major perception shift.

      “Now? I don’t know. On one hand, I almost feel sorry for them. Stripping them of immortality will forever change the way the dragons see themselves and others. You know they’ll hate Gaia and anyone who helped her for the rest of their lives.”

      “Yes, but now those lives will have an end to them. Having someone hate you for the length of their existence is one thing when there’s an end to it. Having someone hate you for eternity is quite another. This is the right thing to do, though I also fear the ramifications that will most likely come. We’ll be fighting dragons before we’re done with it, mark my words. But this time, we’ll be able to win those fights if we’re strong enough.”

      “Do you know who the extra help is?”

      Talia shrugged. “No. But I’m sure we’ll find out.”

      And with that, we carried our coffee mugs back to the table.
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      “So, who’s being assigned to help us?” Talia asked.

      “Viktor’s on his way over, although Sheila is going to stay in Annwn for her own safety. Raven and Kipa have agreed to turn their vacation into an emergency work session. We’ve also talked to Saílle and Névé, and both of them have agreed to turn the Fae militias over to us should we need them.” Herne ticked the names off on his fingers. I recognized the names, but didn’t really know who the people behind them were.

      “Have you spoken to the mayor of Seattle?” Yutani asked. He glanced over at me. “The mayor is in charge of all of Seattle, including the Sub-Cult events.”

      Herne shook his head. “I wish we could, but there’s no chance to talk to the mayor given how sensitive the situation is. But the moment it goes down, I’ll be at her door.” He leaned back, shaking his head.

      “It’s too late to change things, but are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Wager asked.

      Herne stared at him for a moment, then he leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “I hope so, but the truth is, we don’t have any other choice. Things will soon reach a critical mass if we don’t act. And from there, there would be no going back. It’s either this or willingly hand over a planet full of people to the dragons to use as cattle.”

      “How long do we have?” Wager asked.

      Herne glanced at his phone. “It’s one-thirty now. Gaia said she would act before sunset.”

      “Are all the gods aware of this?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “There are a number of gods that we didn’t dare take into our confidence.”

      There was a sudden silence after he spoke.

      Then, Talia softly said, “Like Pandora, for one. I wonder what she’s going to do when she realizes that her friends are being neutered, so to speak.”

      “Keep an eye on Raven,” Ember said. “This might bring up trauma for her. Also, if Pandora finds out that we’re responsible, she may go after Raven again.”

      I was about to ask what she meant, but caught Yutani’s eye. He shook his head and mouthed, “Later.”

      “So, what do we do between now and whenever Gaia decides to act? Should we break out the weapons and get everything ready?” Yutani looked somewhat bewildered.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to make sure that we have our weaponry available and working. Viktor should be here any moment. He can take care of that. Meanwhile, go talk to Vixen. Ask them about the possibility of a gollywypper. Carry through with your plans even though everything could shift at a moment’s notice.” Ember slowly stood, arching her back. “Is there still a bed in this place? I’d like to take a nap.”

      “Yes, there is. There’s a daybed in what was Raven’s study.” Talia motioned for Ember to follow her.

      I began clearing the table, wanting to make myself useful. While the others talked, I headed out to the car and brought in my belongings, retreating to the bathroom in order to change clothes. I slid on a pair of leather pants, and then a leather vest over my bra. Both were well-made, and they fit snugly without being tight. I tried bending down and crouching, with success, before returning to the living room where everyone was gathered around, basically waiting for the ax to drop.

      Yutani gave me an appreciative nod. “That looks good and it should catch notice at the club. Unless you want to wear something else?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’d rather be in fighting clothes.”

      Wager glanced over at me. After a moment, he cleared his throat. “The outfit suits you.”

      Yutani nodded, suppressing a smile. “You’ll knock them dead.”

      “Hopefully if I do, it will be the right person.” I waited for a beat, and when no one seemed sure what to say, let out an exasperated sigh. “Joke, people. I’m not planning on draining anybody’s chi tonight.”

      Finished with the conversation, I turned and headed back toward the dining room. I had been unaware of the dragons’ plans when Morgana rescued me, but once I was free, the fact they were everywhere was inescapable. Now that I knew what was going on and had been pulled into the middle of it, it seemed insane to ignore what was about to go down in favor of looking for some gollywyppers. After a few moments, I gave up and went over to sit next to Talia.

      “How can we think about tonight? Once the dragons figure out what’s happening, you want to bet they won’t be just waltzing around as usual.” I slumped against the back of the sofa. The leather of my pants crunched. It would take awhile to break them in.

      “I agree, but having something to focus on can make the time go faster.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s only two-thirty. We probably still have time enough to make a coffee run. Want to come with me? I know we’re all wired as hell, but it will give us something to do.”

      I nodded, jumping up. “I’m in. I just hope we make it back before anything happens.”

      “You and me both,” Talia said. “But at least we’re not in downtown Seattle.”

      And on that note, we took orders and headed out the door.
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      Talia and I went to the nearest Starbucks, where we loaded up on coffee drinks, brownies, and anything else that looked good.

      “We need to get you a car,” she said as we pulled out of the drive-thru. “If things aren’t too dangerous tomorrow, we can go looking in the morning. Raven and Kipa will need time to decompress before coming over so I look for them to show up in the afternoon.” She paused. “You do have a driver’s license, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “When Morgana rescued me, I got a replacement. It’s from Ireland, so I’ll have to get one for Washington, but I’m legal to drive. I think.”

      “We’ll sort it out.” She suddenly swerved to the side, pulling into a nearby parking lot. “Crap—I think the show’s started.”

      “Why? What?” I glanced out the window, trying to see what she was looking at. Then I saw it. In the sky, a group of dragons was flying overhead. They weren’t just soaring around on a pleasure jaunt, though. They were red and white and gold dragons, about a dozen of them, headed north. They flew in a V-pattern like geese and seemed oblivious to what was going on below.

      “Cripes, that’s not good. Let’s get back to the office,” Talia said, waiting till they’d passed overhead to turn the ignition again.

      We were silent all the way back to the house.
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      When we entered the office, everyone was scrambling.

      Yutani had his laptop out and he was projecting what appeared to be a hologram into the space over the table. It was surreal, very futuristic, but it was easy to see. It was a map of the region, and in the darkened room, it was clearly visible in blues and greens. He pressed another key and the map morphed into a sphere, a complete map of the world. As we watched, red explosions began showing up across the surface of the globe. Some were faint, others brighter.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, as I helped Talia slide the trays of coffee and pastries onto the counter in the kitchen. We hurried back around to stare at the hologram. Ember and Herne were still there, but I noticed that Cernunnos and Morgana had joined us. Another goddess was there—I could tell she was a goddess simply by looking at her—with long flowing red hair. A half-ogre had joined us.

      “It’s begun,” Ember said.

      “We know,” Talia said. “We saw a dozen dragons—all Luminous Warriors—flying overhead on our way back. They were headed north.”

      “I’ve called the mayor,” Herne said. “I’ve warned her to take every action possible to protect Seattle. We’ve also called on Saílle and Névé, and the Fae militias are spreading out throughout the region. While they have to protect TirNaNog and Navane first, they are also sending contingents to Seattle and to some of the smaller cities around here, especially Redmond, where Microsoft is. That would be a strategic target for the dragons.”

      “Has anybody tested as to whether the dragons really have lost their immortality?” the half-ogre asked. He glanced over at me. “By the way, I’m Viktor. I assume you’re Lyrical?”

      I nodded, feeling grim. “Nice to meet you, though I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      Ember motioned to the redheaded goddess. “Brighid, this is Lyrical. Lyrical, this is Brighid, she’s from Annwn as well.”

      I gave her a combination bow/curtsey. Brighid was stunning. Her hair was flaming red, and she wore a long gown of velvet green. She crackled with fire, and yet—in her eyes—I could see the energy of water.

      “Enough with the introductions,” Cernunnos said. “You can get to know each other later. Best scenario: the dragons have been stripped of their immortality and nothing else. Worst scenario: the dragons would be our last worry.”

      A woman came walking down the hall from the bathroom. She was tall and lithe, with rich brown skin and dark curly hair. She moved to Ember’s side, squatting beside her.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine, although a little tired. Thanks, Angel.” Ember glanced over at Herne. “Someone should call the other offices—Odin’s Chase, Mielikki’s Arrow, and the rest. See if the same thing is happening there.”

      Yutani, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the hologram since we’d come back, said, “By the explosions that are pinging off on this map, I’d say it’s happening everywhere. Oh shit!”

      We all turned as he spoke. Yutani had paled, and a dark look washed across his face.

      “Do I dare ask?” Brighid said.

      “There was an explosion near Everett. I’m trying to pull up the news now.” He frantically typed away, and then opened another laptop. After typing in the password, he went to work, configuring something. After a moment, he turned on the TV in the corner, bringing up a news channel.

      The news anchor wore a blank look, probably schooled by years of training. But I could see behind the mask, and I could feel her fear emanating through the television screen.

      “Tensions are rising across the globe tonight amid unconfirmed reports that the Dragonni are taking to the sky, their reasons unknown. When asked what this portends, dracoentologists responded they have no clear idea of what is going on. It appears to concern all dragons, although the Luminous Warriors seem to comprise the majority. There have been attacks reported from all points of the globe, on midsize towns and villages. We’ll tell you more as we get more news.”

      She reached up to hold the earpiece for a moment, then said, “This is just in from Everett, Washington, about twenty-five miles north of Seattle. A pair of dragons, one red and one white, were seen strafing the local marina a few moments ago. Several piers are reported to be destroyed, along with a number of boats. There are reported injuries, although how bad and how many aren’t yet known. Stay with us and we’ll bring you all the breaking information on this development.”

      Herne turned down the TV. “Well, it’s begun.”

      Ember’s phone rang at that moment. She glanced at the caller ID. “Ashera.” As she took the call, everyone quieted down. I wasn’t sure who Ashera was, but she seemed to be important.

      “Yes, we’ve known about this.” She paused, grimacing as she listened. “Of course I couldn’t tell you. We had to do something, Ashera. You know that as well as I do. We simply couldn’t allow the Luminous Warriors to continue their inroads on enslaving the people of Earth. Given your immortal status, what else could we do? Echidna did her best, but now that she’s enslaved beside Typhon, there’s nothing she can do for us.”

      She paused again, her expression hardening. “Of course we appreciate everything you’ve done for us, but you couldn’t stop them either. I’m sorry this affects all of you, but when it comes to saving our people, we have a responsibility.”

      A moment later, Ember sighed and tossed her phone on the table.

      “Do you think the Mountain Dreamers and the Celestial Wanderers will help us?” Herne asked.

      Ember stared at her phone. “From the response I got from Ashera, I doubt it. At least at this point. Ashera feels we betrayed her trust. I can understand the shock, although I’d still like to know how they figured it out so soon. But we had no choice. And that’s something she doesn’t seem to understand.”

      “She may be nice enough, but she’s still a dragon. And dragons all have huge egos,” Yutani said.

      “If they side with the Luminous Warriors, we’re all still in very big trouble.” Talia stared at her doughnuts.

      “Oh, it’s worse than that, at least I think so. It appears that the Mountain Dreamers and the Celestial Wanderers are headed back to the Forgotten Kingdom. Ashera said they have no idea what the Luminous Warriors are planning, and at this point she didn’t really care.” Ember held her stomach, wincing. “I don’t feel well. The stress is getting to me.”

      Herne jumped up, glancing at his father. “I’m taking Ember back to Annwn. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Angel hurried to take Ember’s other side. “I’ll go with her.”

      Ember started to protest, then stopped.

      “I think you’re right. I need to go home. I wish I could stay and help, but I want to see Ferosyn.”

      As we all said good-bye, Herne and Angel walked her through the door. I was surprised they didn’t vanish like last time, but then again, Angel seemed to be human and humans weren’t adept at transferring dimensions, at least without a portal.

      Morgana made her way to the kitchen and returned with a brownie. “Make no mistake. This was a desperate gamble, and I have no doubt that it will produce desperate results. But we had to make a decision, and now we have a fighting chance against the Luminous Warriors. I must admit, I’m surprised by Ashera’s response, but if that’s how she feels, so be it. We need to contact Saílle and Névé and warn them.”

      “Why don’t you take care of that, my love?” Cernunnos said.

      Morgana nodded and, carrying her brownie, headed toward one of the back rooms. “I’ll do so now,” she called out over her shoulder.

      I cradled my head, leaning on the table. “What do we do now?”

      Yutani glanced over at Cernunnos. “What do you suggest?”

      Cernunnos cleared his throat. “I suggest you conduct business as usual until we have a handle on what’s going on. Be careful. There will be fallout coming to the Wild Hunt from the dragons. You must be ready at all times to fight.”

      “I can tell you right now, you need arrows with ilithiniam tips,” Brighid said, interrupting him. “I know Herne and Ember had a few, but you’re going to need a lot more. I’ll take care of finding as many as I can for you.” She frowned. “I’ll gather a mix of crossbow bolts and regular arrows.”

      “What about my ilithiniam whip? And other weapons with ilithiniam in them?” Yutani asked.

      “Those will work, of course. I was mostly thinking about distance weapons. But I’ll try to find everything I can that might help.” Brighid turned to Cernunnos. “I’m heading out now.”

      “I’ll stay here for a while,” Cernunnos said. He turned to Morgana, who had just returned. “What about you?”

      Morgana stood. “I’m going to visit TirNaNog and Navane. I need to speak with Saílle and Névé in person.” She headed for the wall at the same time as Brighid, then both vanished in a little sparkle of dust.

      Talia let out a sigh. “So, I assume we go talk to Vixen?”

      Yutani nodded. “Viktor will monitor the dragon attacks. For now, we just do what we’re supposed to do. But Brighid is right. We have to be armed at all times when we go out.” He glanced at me. “Can you use a bow?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not good with archery. I have used one in the past, but my aim isn’t great. I’m best with martial arts, my magic, and daggers.”

      “We’ll have to get you a dagger with an ilithiniam blade. It’s only good for short attacks, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “When do we go out to see Vixen?” Wendy asked.

      “Eight. Things don’t get swinging there until after seven.” He glanced at the clock. “That’s an hour and a half away now. If you’re looking for something to do, Wendy, why don’t you help Viktor by making sure all the weapons are ready? Lyrical, take down all the notes about Melinda. We’re going to have to put her on the backburner for a little while, but we don’t want to forget about her. If you have the inclination, go ahead and do some research on her. There might be something about her background on the web.”

      I nodded, heading back to the office that I shared with Wager. As I slipped behind my desk, Wager glanced up from his computer, nodded, and went back to what he was doing. He was immersed in his work, so I opened my laptop and brought up a browser.

      I typed in Melinda’s name in quotation marks and waited. A string of search links came up and I opened the first one. There was nothing there we didn’t already know, so I went to the second, settling in for a methodical hour of searching. After a while, I gave up and wrote up the notes of what we knew for sure.

      An hour later, Wendy peeked in. “We should head out,” she said. “Find out anything new?”

      I shook my head. “I found a report about her childhood. She was well-known among a number of magical guilds as a potential rogue, and there are a lot of references to her early life, about how she had been captured and forced into magical work.” I turned off my computer.

      “So no luck?” Wager asked as I began to gather my things. I’d stow the bags of clothing in Yutani’s ride, except for what I was wearing, and that way, he could take them home for me.

      “Not really. I have the feeling all the info we’re looking for is probably on the Dark Web. What are you doing?” I asked, walking over to peek over his shoulder.

      He was reading a newsletter, and instead of photos, the images were all illustrations.

      “What’s that?”

      “The Vampire Nexus. It’s a newsletter. Since they can’t be photographed, they use drawings instead. I’m concerned that the general vampire population is getting super restless. They’re tired of being cooped up underground and there are rumors of civil unrest among them. I suppose that’s not so worrisome now, with the shift in the Dragonni’s status.”

      I frowned, trying to sort out things. “So there were fears the shadow dragons could control the vampires, right? But now, the dragons can be killed. The lack of immortality doesn’t negate their ability to use the vampires—if the fears have any foundation to them.”

      “True, but it does mean the dragons don’t have unlimited powers. If a shadow dragon controlling a vamp is killed, that control comes to an end. We’re a long ways from never being able to free the vamps from their control.” Wager leaned back in his chair. “I worked in the Catacombs. The vampires helped me start my business and have been nothing but good to me. I miss them,” he added wistfully.

      “Ready?” Wendy asked me.

      I nodded. “We’ll talk later,” I said to Wager. “I’d like to hear more.”

      Wendy and I headed out, with a stern warning from Herne and Yutani to keep alert. It was chilly outside, and dusk fell early, but tonight felt extra shivery. I glanced overhead, half expecting to see dragons overhead, but the sky was devoid of anything but the faint shimmer of stars. I hurried to Wendy’s car, shivering, trying to focus on the task at hand.
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      Wendy drove like a bat out of hell, but she was careful. I hadn’t had a chance to be alone with her more than a minute or two, so it felt like a good time to get to know her.

      “Where are you from?”

      She kept her eyes on the road but her voice was congenial as she said, “Greece. I’m an Amazon. I came over to the US about thirty years ago. I was going to come sooner but given the racial unrest here, I thought it best to wait. Not that it’s made that much of a difference. I have three strikes against me: I’m Black, I’m female, and I’m an Amazon.” She flashed me a dazzling grin. “But I never let anything stop me. I’m not one to back down when I know I’m right. Don’t let anybody ever tell you you’re less-than, just because you’re a woman or one of the Leannan Sidhe.”

      I nodded. I liked her self-assurance. She didn’t seem arrogant, but she was obviously confident in her strength and her worth.

      “True, that. I’m more worried that people will coddle me when they find out what happened to me. It was traumatic, and I do get flashbacks, but I’m strong and I’m capable. I don’t want anything handed to me, you know? Just because I was…”

      “I know,” she said. After another moment, she asked, “So, if you need anything around the office, just ask. It’s hard to be the new girl on the block. In a way, I was lucky. Wager and I were brought in at the same time to revamp the agency, so we’ve been able to have some say over new methods of keeping things going. Yutani’s smart, but he’s not born to lead. He’s more of a loner. Herne should have put Talia in charge.”

      “I don’t think Talia has the ability or the desire, either. She’s detail-oriented, from what I can tell. You have to focus on the bigger picture to lead.” I paused, then asked, “Someone said you worked at a Waystation bar until recently?”

      “Right, Ginty’s. I liked it, but when Ginty went back to Wildemoone, I took over the bar. But when he and his wife Iris returned, it left me high and dry. I needed a job, but I didn’t feel like bartending anymore. Right around then, Herne approached me about the possibility of going to work for him in Annwn, which I didn’t want to do. But when he told me he was opening up the agency again over here and was I interested in working for the Wild Hunt, I jumped at the chance.” She rounded the corner at a good clip but kept complete control of the car.

      “Were you ever a professional driver?” I asked, hanging on to my seat belt.

      Wendy laughed. “Actually, yes. I spent a year test-driving cars for a big manufacturer. Before that, I worked as a mechanic at a garage for five years.”

      I hadn’t expected to hear that. “Why did you stop? The test-driving?”

      She sobered. “One of my colleagues got handed a lemon. He didn’t know it, of course. Nobody did. He was ramping up the speed, testing the tires during winter. He took a turn when the anti-skid failed and he couldn’t stop in time. The car spun out, went over a snowbank and hit a tree. One of the branches broke through the windshield and impaled him through the neck.”

      Horrified, I turned to her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “He was a good man, had a family—wife and three kids. I stayed on for a month or so after, but I lost my nerve a couple times, and if you lose your nerve in a job like that, you get out.” She shrugged. “I decided to do something totally different, so I got a job as a bartender in a dive bar and worked my way up. I moved out here to Seattle from the Midwest and got a job with Ginty.”

      “Well, you handle the car really well,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      “Thanks,” she said, turning down a dark street. “We’re almost at the club. Listen, if anybody gives you shit in there, let me know. Vixen usually takes care of things but in case they don’t, I will. Nobody messes with me or my friends and gets away with it,” she added, winking at me. “Women have to stick together, you know.”

      “Oh hell yes to that,” I said, stepping out of the car. I felt strong around Wendy—she had a way of inspiring courage.

      We headed into the club, rounding the back to a private entrance. It, too, was guarded by a bouncer, who let us in as we approached.

      “Vixen is waiting for you,” he said, opening the door for us. He was big and burly and I had the sneaking suspicion he was packing heat.
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      Inside the club, the evening was getting underway. A lot more people were there than had been the previous time we had visited, and many were hanging out at the bar with drinks in hand, waiting for tables to open up. One group at a time, the hostess led them to a table when one became available and seated them.

      Wendy and I looked around, but couldn’t see Vixen anywhere. Of course, I wasn’t sure who to look for, given they changed their looks depending on their mood. But a moment later, one of the barmaids came up and motioned for us to follow her. She led us down a short hall to a room that was marked with a simple “V.” She rapped lightly and when the buzzer sounded, she ushered us in before leaving and shutting the door behind her.

      Vixen was behind a large gaudy desk—it was a warm cream color with gilded trim. They leaned forward as Wendy and I approached, motioning for us to be seated on the loveseat that sat opposite the desk.

      “Welcome,” they said. “So tell me, what’s going on with the dragons?”

      I glanced at Wendy, deciding to leave it up to her. I didn’t know what to say—if anything.

      “The gods have intervened and everything’s going to hell,” Wendy said.

      Vixen’s eyes narrowed. “Which gods?”

      “Gaia. You’ll know soon enough, so I don’t think it will hurt anything to tell you, though please keep quiet about this for now. It will be on the news as soon as somebody figures it out. The dragons aren’t immortal anymore. Gaia stripped their immortality away.” Wendy crossed her legs, her jeans barely covering the stiletto ankle boots she was wearing.

      Vixen let out a long whistle. “Holy mother of all, that’s… I had no clue this was in the works. Life won’t be the same around here, will it?” They rubbed their temple, wincing. “I suddenly have a very bad headache, and a very bad feeling about this. Tell me, do the dragons know yet?”

      “Yeah, we’re pretty sure they do,” Wendy said. “But for now, there’s nothing we can do, so we’re focusing on this case.”

      “Speaking of the case,” I said, “have you ever heard of a gollywypper?”

      Vixen frowned, pausing before they said, “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      “One caught hold of me the other day and it was only a miracle I was with Talia, or it would have snared me in. They hunt for Light Fae in particular. They’re psionic creatures, members of the sub-Fae, and they can drain the life off of its victims. They find Light Fae to be easy targets, so primarily go after them. We’re thinking your murderer might just be one of the creatures. We’ve found out that Seattle has also had similar cases in recent days.”

      “Do they hunt in packs? If we’re facing a—what did you call it?”

      “Gollywypper.”

      Vixen nodded, chewing on their lip with a thoughtful expression. “If we’re facing a gollywypper, is there a chance that they work in packs?”

      I shifted in my seat. “They don’t usually, but it’s not unheard of. And with such a big city, and the city of Navane nearby, I can see the playing field attracting a group of them. Actually, I’ll bet you that’s what drew them in the first place—the Court of the Light Fae.”

      “That would make sense,” Wendy said.

      “So, what are we looking for, on a physical level? Did you see the one that was following you?” Vixen asked.

      “Yes, actually. Think of a human—in my case, male—who doesn’t look quite fully formed. The angles will be soft, the features not quite as strong as normal humans. There’s a softness to their features, almost like they were blurred a little.” I shrugged. “We’re not positive that’s what we’re facing but the fact that one attacked me, and we’re looking into Light Fae deaths that have no clear indication of how they died—it’s too much to be a coincidence.”

      “How do they kill?” Vixen asked.

      “They drain energy. Their psionics creates confusion in their victims, accompanied by a massive headache and the inability to think. That allows them to latch on and fully drain the victim of life energy. At times, they’ll drag the bodies away and eat the flesh. I was lucky yesterday.” I shivered. “I hate the things. They’re dangerous and they don’t give a fuck about their victims’ lives. To gollywyppers, anybody is just a potential juice box on legs.”

      “I’ll notify my bouncers to keep an eye out for anyone who looks blurry somehow or doesn’t look fully formed. And I’ll let the servers to know that if anybody seems to be drunk or sick, to check with them and see what’s wrong, rather than just calling them a cab.”

      Vixen glanced at their watch. “All right, ladies. Go on out. Wendy, Rob—the bartender—knows why you’re here. He’ll stand back as an auxiliary bartender. If you need any help with some of our drinks, just ask him. We have a few exclusive to the club that you might not know how to make.”

      “Will do. Is anybody on the floor going to keep an eye on Lyrical? With the crowds so thick, I might not be able to, and as we’ve seen, she’s susceptible to them.” Wendy crossed her arms and I had the feeling that unless Vixen said yes, we were going to abort this mission.

      “Of course, darling. Hold a moment.” Vixen spoke into their phone, and a moment later, the door opened and a hunkahunka entered the room. I had thought Yutani and Wager were gorgeous, but this man blew them both out of the water.

      He was medium height, with shimmering purple hair that fell to his midback. His eyes were silver—frosty as ice, surrounding the deep black pupils—and he was muscled, but still trim. He was wearing a pair of black jeans and a black tank top that showed off his lats and his biceps. His jaw was angular, his nose long and Romanesque, and his lips plump. When he entered the room, his body moved with authority, sinuous and yet dominant.

      I caught my breath as I met his gaze. He gave me a smile that was both feral and yet suggestive. While I tried to focus on something other than the musky smell coming from him, Wendy gave me a little jab with her elbow.

      “Rake, I want you to meet Wendy and Lyrical,” Vixen said. “They’ll be helping us out. Your sole job tonight is to sit with Lyrical on the floor and make sure nobody tries to harm her. If she gives you a signal, you’re to immediately let Wendy know, and to make certain no one tries to lead Lyrical away.”

      Vixen’s gaze slid to mine, and they gave me a knowing smile. “Rake’s one of the Ante-Fae. He’s…got unusual powers.”

      Rake gave me a knowing look and opened his mouth. The tip of his tongue flickered out and I saw that it was forked. My stomach lurched—in a good way—and I found it hard to catch my breath.

      “Hello,” I said, trying to modulate my voice. I stood and held out my hand.

      He took it, his index finger stroking against my palm, sending a shiver up my spine. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You should all exchange phone numbers, in case texting is the only way you can communicate,” Vixen said.

      As we did so, Wendy let out a cough that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. “Now that we have a plan, shall we get out there?”

      Vixen nodded, their eyes on Rake and me as we turned to head out the door. “One moment. Lyrical?”

      I turned back to the snake shifter as Wendy and Rake waited outside for me. “Yes?”

      “Rake…if you tackle him, be prepared to give as hard as you take. He’s a match, for sure. Or so I’ve heard. He’s not exactly my style. Now go, and let’s hope we can put this mystery to rest without any more deaths.” Vixen waved me out and I turned without saying a word, and exited their office.

      Rake escorted me to a table near the door, on the edge of the dance floor. He held my elbow and all I could think about was passionate nights and summer heat and the feel of skin on skin, and the taste of heady chi in my lungs. I looked up at him as he held out my chair, and our gazes locked. I took a deep breath, my chest rising, and he lowered his eyes for just a moment, then brought them back up to my face.

      “I’ll be right here. If you’re in trouble…”

      “If I’m in trouble, I’ll let you know. If I can’t talk, I’ll do something like tip over my glass. But if the killer is who we suspect he is, his kind play dirty, so keep alert, if you would. I don’t fancy losing my life tonight.” I held his gaze a moment longer, then slid into my chair as he took his seat at the table next to me.

      The waitress appeared. “May I take your order?”

      I nodded. “Bring me a Neon Firebomb, and—do you serve food?”

      “Yes, we do. Would you like a menu?”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Do you have burgers and fries?” The waitress nodded, so I ordered a double cheeseburger and large fries. “With plenty of ketchup, please.”

      As she left, I leaned back in my chair. The Neon Firebomb was a safe drink. It was served blazing with fire, but the fire burned off some of the alcohol, and it was made with vodka, which seldom bothered me. It took a lot to get me drunk, and I planned on nursing the booze throughout the evening so I would remain clear-headed and alert.

      I looked around. The crowd was a strange one, with a lot of Ante-Fae, a smattering of Fae and humans, and a few others who I couldn’t pinpoint. I tried to keep my attention off of Rake, who was watching me. I could feel his eyes on my back, burning through me. There was something about the man that set me off, but I’d think about it later, when I wasn’t on the job.

      The stage was lit, and it looked like we were in for a show tonight. At eight-thirty on the dot, the DJ stopped as the lights blinked three times. Confused, I glanced over at Rake, and he texted me.

      that signals the show’s about to start. keep alert—don’t get lost in the show even though it’s mesmerizing. it would be easy for someone to sneak up on you while everyone’s attention is fixed on the dancers. Then, before I could respond, he added, are you available?

      I stared at the message and thought for a moment before replying. what do you mean, available? i’m not a candy bar on the supermarket shelf.

      no, but I have the feeling you’re just as tasty—if not more so. He added a wink emoji.

      Instead of being offended, it took everything I had to avoid squirming in my seat. yes i am, but leave it till later, I texted.

      The show started a few minutes later. The dancer was Vixen’s boy toy—Apollo himself. He was haloed in the spotlight, which gave him an almost angelic look, but the expression on his face promised a feast of sexual delights, and he was absolutely stunning. His body was a model’s body—trim, but muscled, and his hair coiled down to his elbows, golden as the sun. I stared at his face for a moment, realizing it was almost perfectly symmetrical, and I wondered what his powers were.

      He was bare-chested, wearing harem pants that were blinged out with sparkling crystals, with a satin sash around his waist. He was barefoot and lithe, and as he began to dance and spin to a rhythmic Middle Eastern beat heavy with percussion, I found myself sliding into trance. He was making magic with his movements, his dance both sensual and ancient, and it felt like he was dancing to the gods.

      I followed him with my gaze, unable to wrest my attention away, but a part of me was examining the energy he was giving off, and I suddenly realized he wasn’t turning people on—he was bringing them closer to the divine.

      And then, the rhythm grew heavier, and he began to slither into more suggestive movements. My breath quickened as three women appeared on the stage, dressed in goth PVC halter tops and shorts that barely covered their butts. They were angular, oddly reminding me of birds. Their capes were shaped like the wingspan of a bird, and they wore deadman’s hats and six-inch platform boots. Their hair curled down to their shoulders, dreads that were almost honey-colored, with white and black streaks.

      As they began to surround Apollo, I shuddered. They were dancing toward him, surrounding him as he darted around the stage. It was then that I noticed someone had pushed a divan on the stage, draped with white and golden sheets. As the women—surely they had to be triplets—surrounded Apollo, driving him back to the divan, a spotlight illuminated him, sending brilliant rays of light through the audience. At that moment, he raised his hands and the music changed, radiating out to match his movements.

      The women began to curl inward as they approached him, and they dropped to their knees, shielding themselves from the light. Apollo danced among them, leaning down to stroke their cheeks as though he was drying their eyes, and then he drew them onto the divan, and the dance ended as they coiled into an orgiastic tangle.

      As the lights came up to half-strength and everyone clapped, I tried to make out what I’d just seen. Whatever the case, it had left me both dazed and wet. I shifted in my chair as my phone dinged.

      made you hot, didn’t it? apollo knows how to work the crowd, and so do the vulture sisters. Rake added a tongue-out emoji.

      I debated whether to answer. He had read me too well, and that both irked me and yet, left me wondering just how skilled of a lover Rake was. I finished my burger, wanting more than just ground beef in my mouth, but I didn’t look over at him.

      too close for comfort?

      I stared at the text. Then, slowly I texted back, speculation will get you nowhere.

      what will get me somewhere?

      i’ll have to think about that for a while.

      then i have a chance?

      i wouldn’t be texting you back if you didn’t.

      I set down my phone as the next dance began, wondering just how far I was ready to go with Rake, and wondering if I’d be sorry if I did call his bluff.
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      The next pair of dancers had to be acrobats. They performed a lively dance to Outasight’s “The Bounce” and “The Boogie,” and had everybody on the edge of their seats as they flipped and spun their way around the stage. They could put the Cirque du Soleil dancers to shame. Of course, they were both Ante-Fae, as well. As I watched, cheering for them before I remembered to pull myself back to pay attention to the energy around me, I realized that Vixen knew what they were up to. The club was quirky, kinky, and designed to make the outliers feel right at home.

      I texted Rake that I had to go to the restroom, and as I slipped out of my seat, he unobtrusively followed me and stood outside the door, waiting for me. As I washed my hands and touched up my makeup, I thought about him. If I was honest with myself, I wanted him. I wanted to fuck him, to draw chi off of him, to feel him inside me even as I drew his breath into my lungs. Deciding to take him up on his invitation, if he was actually interested, I straightened and pushed out the door. Rake was leaning against the wall right outside.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, his forked tongue slithering out. His voice had a rasp to it, a lot like Brian Johnson from AC/DC, which gave me the shivers.

      I nodded. “Yeah, so far nothing unusual.”

      “The floor’s opened up to dancing. Would you like to turn around the room? You might pick up on any unusual energy signatures if we do.” He curled his arm protectively around me.

      I shivered again, his touch igniting sparks through my entire body. “I’d like that.”

      He drew me onto the dance floor. David Bowie’s “Golden Years” was echoing from the DJ’s turntable now and Rake took hold of my hand as I spun out away from him, then coiled back toward him. He caught me in his arms and we began to whirl our way around the dance floor.

      My breasts were pressed against his chest, which was hard to ignore, but I managed to focus my attention on the dancers around us as we danced our way in circles around the edge of the dance floor. I caught fleeting glimpses of hunger and desire, of passion and jealousy—someone was insecure about their partner, and someone else was consumed with envy.

      As the music changed to the Eels’s “Souljacker,” Rake let go of me and we began to thrash our way into the music. I could dance with the best of them. I knew my body, I knew how to move it, and I knew how to draw the music into myself and let it race through my arms and legs.

      Rake wasn’t any slouch in the dance department either, and suddenly I realized that everyone had backed off, leaving us to dance in the spotlight. Rake held out his hands and I ran, grabbing hold of them as he boosted me over his head, spinning with me holding onto his hands, my legs split like an ice skater in a lift.

      As he brought me down, I readied myself and he tossed me. I landed in a crouch, coming up to end the song with my arms overhead.

      People began to cheer as another song started, and everyone moved back onto the dance floor. Rake and I moved right into the rhythm again—this time it was a song from Camouflage Nights, and the beat throbbed through my arms and legs, through my breasts and pelvis. My leather pants were flexible enough to make me look damned good, I knew that much, and yet—

      I froze, then forced myself to move again. Something had shifted out of place. I could feel someone aching with hunger, but not for sex or booze or anything that should be normal fare for the club. Whoever this was, he was starving, desperate to reach out and take what he needed. It was a hunger so deep that it almost knocked me to my knees.

      A headache flickered on the outskirts of my mind and I motioned to Rake, dancing my way through the crowd, trying to pinpoint the hunter, who was seething now. Then, there was a sudden disconnection.

      I looked around, frantic. If it was our killer, he had sensed me following him and cloaked himself.

      Head aching, I elbowed my way through the crowd, which had swelled, and finally reached the door. Rake was on my tail as I pushed open the exit door and raced into the back parking lot. Shading my eyes in the darkness, I tried to make out any movement. The parking lot was filled to capacity. I reached out, but could no longer feel the hunter. Moving into a clearing, I looked around, trying to spot any movement. Rake was at my back and Wendy raced to our side. He must have texted her.

      “What you got?”

      “I think it may be our suspect.” I shaded my eyes. “He was hungry—so hungry, but I think he sensed that I was aware of him and he ran out. There!”

      One of the cars three lanes away screeched out from a parking spot. Rake lunged forward, and the next moment he became a blur, racing on powerful legs toward the car. He was running so fast I couldn’t quite comprehend it. Wendy and I stood, staring as he skidded to a halt as the car spun out of the parking lot.

      “Good gods, how fast can he run?” I whispered.

      Wendy shook her head. “What the hell is he?”

      “I don’t know—Vixen said he’s Ante-Fae, but that covers a broad spectrum of possibilities.”

      “He certainly can move,” Wendy said. “I noticed you two were making it work on the dance floor. You move well together.”

      I tried to suppress a grin. “Yeah, we do. I wouldn’t mind exploring that—” I stopped as Rake returned to us, at a normal gait this time.

      “I couldn’t catch him, but I did get his license plate. I’ll text it to you.”

      Wendy turned to me. “Do you think he was the gollywypper?”

      “Yeah, I do. Same feeling and I think if he would have sensed me first, he would have started trying to snare me in.” I stared at the road, wondering where he was going. He was so hungry, I had no doubt that he’d be trolling for victims somewhere else close.

      “Did he try to attack you?” Rake asked.

      I shook my head. “No. But I sensed his hunger. Whoever he was, he was on the hunt for energy.” I shivered. The night was chilly and the wind had picked up. Overhead, a long shriek echoed through the air and I quickly looked up. Dragons, on the move again. I squinted. There were at least four of them flying overhead, to the north. “Where are they going?” I moved closer to Wendy.

      “Probably to their amusement park they’ve been trying to peddle to the locals. It never went over well, though. They attacked before they could win people’s trust, so pretty much it was a bust of an idea. I imagine they’re gathering there.”

      “The dragons are sure acting strange,” Rake said. “I wonder what it’s all about.”

      I realized that he didn’t know about the fact that they were now mortal. I wasn’t sure if it had been broken on the news, yet. So I wasn’t sure if I should tell him.

      “I’m not sure,” I murmured. “But Wendy and I should get back to the office to look up that license plate.” I turned to Rake, holding out my hand. “It was good working with you, and thank you.”

      Rake paused, holding the tips of my fingers. He scanned my face. “Is it possible that I might see you again?” He brushed the top of my hand with his lips and I could feel his forked tongue fluttering against my skin.

      I thought about it for a moment. I liked him, I was hot for him, but was I ready? Just how much did he want? If it was just a good time and a friendship, I was game, but I couldn’t handle a full-blown relationship right now. Finally I said, “I have your number. I’ll call. We’ll talk.”

      His eyes never leaving my face, Rake excused himself. Wendy and I walked to our car, but when I glanced over my shoulder, he was watching, keeping an eye out to make sure we made it safely.

      As we settled in the car, I leaned back against the seat and texted Vixen that we were headed home for the night and that Yutani would be in touch with them tomorrow. I also texted that Rake had been a huge help.

      After that, I texted Yutani the license plate and told him we were on our way back and that Wendy would drop me off at his house. I leaned back and stared out the window, but my thoughts went to Rake, rather than the gollywypper or the dragons. Just what was I getting myself into? Before Kilnakarn, I had been betrothed for years to Colin, a prince among my people. But that had led to the worst period in my life.
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      I was walking in the forest next to the edge of the Shannon Estuary, still angry over the fight I’d just had with Colin. We had been having a perfectly lovely picnic in the forest when he had to bring up marriage again.

      “I don’t understand why you are so insistent on waiting!” He was gorgeous, with long brown hair that reached his shoulders and dark yellow eyes. He was pale and strong, but like all males in our people, he was a little too eager to settle down.

      Being of royal blood didn’t help either one of us. We were expected to birth heirs, and all of his brothers had been successfully married off around the isles with children forthcoming. They had secured their legacy, and their prowess as men, once their wives had given the children the stamp of authenticity—meaning they acknowledged the fathers’ blood rights.

      “I’m not asking that long. A few more years, perhaps. Maybe less. I’m just not ready to settle down to House yet.” That meant letting go of a lot of freedom, especially since I’d be responsible for bringing home the extra chi with which to feed the children before they were old enough to know how to draw off of a chi-nurse without killing him.

      “Do you even want to marry me?” Colin asked, staring at the ground with sullen eyes. “Our marriage was arranged. Is there anyone else?”

      I turned to him. “If that were the case, I could find someone a lot less problematic,” I said. “You know I suggested you to my great-great grandmother. Otherwise, she would have chosen someone else to be my mate. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      He smoldered. “Do you regret your choice?” The man was so insecure it drove me nuts. And it was only because I loved him that I hadn’t broke it off.

      “Don’t tempt me,” I said. “Listen. I love you—I’ve told you that over and over again. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to settle into House with you. If I regretted my choice, it would be a simple process to ask my great-great grandmother to dissolve the match and choose someone else. She doesn’t like you all that much. But have I done that?”

      He worried his lip, shaking his head. “No.”

      “Have I ever said I want to back out of our match?” Trying to keep my temper, I jumped up from the picnic cloth spread on the ground.

      “No. Where are you going?” Colin looked stricken now. “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t apologize. Just let me cool off. I’m going for a walk. You eat lunch, and I’ll be back shortly.” I paused, letting out a long sigh. “When I get back, we’ll discuss the dates again. Maybe we can have a summer wedding instead of a winter one.”

      Relief spread through his eyes, and he grabbed for my hand. “Thank you. If you want a winter wedding, I’ll wait. I’m sorry I’m so anxious.”

      I leaned down to give him a kiss on the lips. While I wasn’t anxious to start a family anytime soon, I’d have to, in order to please my great-great grandmother, and Colin was the best of the lot. I didn’t love him passionately, not in the way most people thought of passion, but I was fond of him and he would make a good husband. We were good friends, and worse matches had been made on lesser foundations.

      “I’ll be back in a while,” I said, turning toward the wood. “I’m going down by the estuary.” As I headed through the nearby thicket, I thought about Colin and what our lives would be like.

      As I had told him, I had never questioned my choice of mates, and if I had to wed, there was no one else who suited me better. Or at least, no one I liked who my great-great grandmother would have approved of. I had met one or two artists along the way I had fallen for, but they weren’t Light Fae, nor were they Leannan Sidhe. And since I was royalty, both of those factors would have destroyed any chance for marriage. My great-great grandmother would have had a fit and married me off to the first dandy she found who wouldn’t embarrass the family.

      As I came out of the thicket, I found myself on the edge of mudflats that led out to the hundred-kilometer estuary. Over the years, the humans living in the area had managed to turn it into a sustainable natural resource, yet it still had that haunting feel that hearkened back to days long before cars and modern technology ruled the world. I had seen it, perhaps not in its prime, but before the humans controlled the area. Two hundred years or so had made a huge difference in the world.

      I walked to the edge of the water, crossing the mudflats as the fog rolled past. If I’d been human and not attuned to the water’s magic, I would have sunk knee-deep in the mud and gotten stuck. I closed my eyes, holding my arms wide as the wind gusted past. But a sudden murmuring from the water caught my attention.

      I shaded my eyes, trying to pinpoint what was amiss. The elementals were whispering warnings, but I couldn’t quite see what was wrong. But then I blinked and saw a boat on the water. Where it had come from, I wasn’t sure. I could have missed it, being so preoccupied with the argument, but I was positive that it hadn’t been there when I first broke through the trees.

      I squinted, trying to read the name on it. Barges and boats traveled through the estuary up to Limerick, but this boat didn’t look like the ones I was used to. It was flickering, as though it was phasing in and out, and a moment later it shifted course, heading toward the edge of the mudflats. It was then that I saw a flag hanging off the bow, and on the flag was a green horse, rearing up.

      Oh crap, Kelpies!

      I turned to run, but the mud under my feet rose up, taking the form of a mud golem. The magical creature blocked my path, its massive arms opening wide to prevent me from getting past it.

      “Fuck!” I darted to the left, trying to angle my way back to the shore, but the golem shifted with me, moving to keep pace. I could run with the best of them, and I could run even faster over the mud and sand at the water’s edge, but this creature was more than my match.

      The sound of laughter flared behind me, and I turned to see a tall, muscled man walking across the flats. He, too, had no problem navigating them. His hair was blowing in the wind and it was darker than jet, darker than peat. His eyes flared, glowing green under the afternoon sun that was trying to break through the clouds.

      I backed away. Kelpies were dangerous to everyone but themselves. They wouldn’t care that I, also, was one of the Water Fae. They were brutal and they enjoyed delivering pain. My own people were dangerous, but Kelpies were far worse. He felt downright evil, feral with a vicious aura that cloaked him like a nimbus.

      “Leave me be!” Once again, I tried to dart around the golem. I wanted to scream for Colin, but he wasn’t built for fighting. I was far better trained than he was and if he tried to help, he’d be killed. With every ounce of restraint, I tried to keep from screaming so I wouldn’t put him in danger. “Who are you?”

      “The lady wants to know who I am,” the man said, and at first I wondered who he was talking to, but then four other men emerged out of the fog. They had a similar look to him, though they seemed to be waiting for his orders.

      “Maybe you should tell her,” one of the men said, laughing.

      “Maybe I should show her,” the man said, his voice too eager.

      I had almost reached the edge of the mudflats. I knew that if I just took off running, the golem would catch me before I hit the shore, but the minute I had grass under my feet, I could let fly and I might be able to outrun them and hide in the woods.

      But the man took a leap forward, and the mud golem slid around behind me. Caught between the pair, I made a desperate leap for the grass. I was almost there, but a few feet short of leaving the mudflats, the golem sent a wave of mud rolling my way and I tripped, faceplanting onto the beach. I rolled to the side, coming up in a crouch, but by then the man grabbed my arm and roughly yanked me to my feet. He swung me into his arms, a look of delight on his face. But there was no soul behind his joy—only the promise of pain.

      I could feel his energy now, the danger and the hunger for power. I struggled against him, but he was stronger than the men I was used to. His hair wound into ropes around my wrists, holding my arms still.

      My stomach lurched. Kelpies were strong and they rode the backwaters on boats cloaked in the fog. They were power hungry, and lived to terrorize others. One of the few Water Fae societies ruled by men, they took what they wanted, and never regretted the consequences.

      “So, pretty wench, you think you can get away from me?” His eyes widened as he sniffed me. “Royal. You’re one of the royals. Well, well, what rare treat have I found?”

      “Let me go. My great-great-grandmother will pay a ransom for my release,” I said, knowing in my gut that it was my only chance. “I’m Princess Lyrical Muirín, and my great-great-grandmother—”

      He laughed then, his voice raw and lusty. “I know who your great-great-grandmother is. I have no need for jewels, woman. I’m rich far beyond your great-great-grandmother’s dreams. But you…so I’ve netted myself a princess? And one who is prepared and able to give me a good fight. I consider that lucky fishing indeed.”

      He turned to his men. “Make the boat ready to sail home. We must go while the fog still remains to cloak us.” And then, before I could scream, he carried me back to the boat, weaving an incantation as I struggled against him. The magic began to seep into me, stilling my tongue. And then it stilled my body, and I slumped into his arms, unable to move, unable to fight, as the Kelpie locked me in a cabin aboard his boat, forever changing my life.

      All I could think about was how at least they hadn’t found Colin. They would have killed him. But I had a dim inkling of what waited in store for me. As the boat began to move, with me lying on my bed, unable to move, I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream for help, or just to let someone know where I was. But there was nothing I could do. I was helpless, in the clutches of an enemy, headed away from my home to an unknown destination.
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      As I woke up, my body was covered with sweat, with a high-pitched whimper echoing out of my throat. Someone had hold of my shoulders and I acted out of instinct, landing a gut punch on my captor. He went down as I started to shake out of my confusion.

      Crap. I’d decked Yutani right in the balls. He was curled up on the floor, his robe akimbo. He was wearing boxers, his hands over his groin.

      I scrambled out of bed, ignoring the fact I was naked, and knelt beside him.

      “I’m sorry! Are you all right? What can I do?” I tried to help him sit up. He groaned. I could feel the pain rippling through his body. When he spoke, his voice wasn’t exactly a falsetto, but it wasn’t its usual depth, either.

      “You pack quite a punch,” he managed to squeak out. “I’m sorry—it was my fault. I should have known better than to try to shake you awake.”

      I offered to help him up on my bed, but he was still down for the count, so I decided to do what I could to help.

      “I’ll get you an ice pack,” I said, grabbing on a sleep shirt I kept on the bottom of the bed. It hung to my thighs, so at least it covered all my private parts, though right now me being naked was probably the last thing on his mind.

      “Frozen peas,” he wheezed out.

      “What?”

      “Frozen peas are softer.”

      I turned on the light and ran to the kitchen where I found a bag of frozen peas in the freezer. I hurried back to my bedroom, kneeling beside him as I entered the room. He placed the peas against his groin, wincing again as he did so.

      Settling down beside him, I crossed my legs and pulled a throw from the bed to wrap around my shoulders. “Thank you—I take it you heard me dreaming?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, you sounded terrified so I thought I should wake you up.”

      I let out a sigh, taking a swig from the water bottle on my nightstand. “I was dreaming about when Kilnakarn kidnapped me. Reliving it. That happens more often than I care to admit.” I didn’t know why, but I felt comfortable talking to Yutani. It was as though we understood each other.

      “I kind of figured that might be it,” he said, trying to roll up to a sitting position. I helped him and he leaned back against the bed, the peas still on his groin. After a moment, he added, “It was really bad, wasn’t it? You sounded like you were dying.”

      I paused, then nodded. “Bad doesn’t even begin to describe those two years. I can’t even count how many times he raped me. And then the torture. Oh, he didn’t ever leave marks—he was always cautious about that. He didn’t like damaging his toys visibly. But Kilnakarn knew how to deliver pain. It didn’t take me long to understand that I had to learn how to handle his sadism. I spent all my time when I wasn’t serving him doing my best to build my inner and outer strength. I spent hours in meditation learning to divorce myself from my body.” I stared at the throw, knotting it in my hands.

      “You do what you have to do,” he said. “Did you have any friends there?”

      I shrugged. “Acquaintances. Another lesson I learned early on is that you can’t count on people who are in the same position as you. He offered another prisoner a promotion, so to speak, if she would rat me out when I was trying to escape. That taught me to never trust anybody who could be used as a weapon against you.”

      Yutani took a deep breath and attempted to stand. I quickly jumped up to help him. Then, easing him onto the bed, I asked, “How are you?”

      “Swollen and aching, but I’ll live. I think you glanced off to the side, because my thigh hurts too, but that’s probably a saving grace.” He leaned back, laying on the bed. “I hope you know you can trust us at the agency. We won’t ever turn on you.”

      I scooted up to rest my back against the headboard, huddling under the blanket. “I do trust you. I’m still cautious, at this point, but Morgana vouched for you and she’s the only one I trust completely right now. Also, I appreciate the work. Trying to cash in on those coyote shifters wasn’t a light decision. But they had money and I needed money. Morgana had promised to find me something, but I didn’t know when she’d come through. I suppose I could have told her that I was going hungry—at least for food—but she had already pulled my butt out of the fire and I didn’t want to be a bother.”

      Yutani yawned and I followed suit. After a moment, he managed to sit up. “You’ve got one hell of a punch on you.”

      “I thought you were Kilnakarn,” I said, staring at my hands. “If he were standing here today, I swear, I’d be able to take him down and strangle him. I’d drain him of chi first, till he was almost dead, and then I’d strangle him the rest of the way, forcing him to look in my eyes until he was dead.”

      “Okay, well, I’m going to try to make it back to bed. At least we can sleep in.” He cautiously stood, shuffling out. “I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      As he shut the door behind him, I still felt bad about sucker-punching him. It occurred to me that nobody had ever come to check on me before when I had a nightmare. Not even when I was young enough to have a nanny.

      Warmed by the thought, I set my alarm so I could get up and make breakfast for Yutani. Barely five minutes later, I drifted off into a dreamless sleep until the alarm blared at nine.
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      I had made four waffles, the bacon was sizzling, and I had just set the eggs to poach by the time Yutani joined me in the kitchen. He was walking better than the night before, I was glad to see, though he still looked a little green around the gills. I turned on the espresso machine and began removing the bacon from the griddle.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” Yutani said. He began opening cupboards to retrieve the plates for our breakfast.

      “Seriously, dude, I did. Consider it an apology. How are you feeling?” I placed two waffles on each plate and set the batter to the side. There was enough for more, if we wanted.

      As he pulled shots for our lattes, Yutani snickered. “Well, I’m not going to be doing much in the bedroom for a few days, but I’m all right. The frozen peas ensured that the swelling went down, and I’m just left with the residual bruise. I wasn’t kidding when I said you packed a punch. At least I know I can count on you if we get into a fight with some monster. Having you on my side is a good thing.”

      He laughed as I blushed.

      I carried the plates to the table, then returned for the maple syrup and butter. Yutani carried our freshly made lattes in while I returned once more for the bacon and eggs. As we settled down, I realized how comfortable I was becoming here. I didn’t think of myself as roommate material, but Yutani and I seemed to get along, and we seemed to have an innate understanding between us. Even though I found him attractive, I knew I could control myself around him. We were on different wavelengths when it came to sex, and I knew better than to cross those boundaries. I had the feeling he knew better as well. Besides, I could tell he was still hung up on whoever this Raven chick was, and I didn’t go for rebound flings.

      I drowned my waffles in butter and syrup, while Yutani set up his tablet and brought up a news site. The banner read breaking news, this time coming out of Chicago.

      “In breaking news today, we have reports from several areas of the United States. In three separate incidents, we have reports that several dragons have been killed. It was previously believed that the Dragonni are immortal, and while dracoentologists insist they are, it appears that something has changed.

      “Regardless of whether the Dragonni were lying, or whether something has changed to end their immortality, we don’t know. But as of this morning, four dragon carcasses have been claimed by the government, who have carted them away for study.”

      “Well, the word is out now,” Yutani said.

      “Yeah, and I wonder what the fallout will be.”

      The news anchor continued. “In retaliation, the city of Grandham, Switzerland, has been confirmed to have been razed to the ground by an unknown number of Dragonni and all four hundred inhabitants are presumed dead. Several small cities around the United States have been attacked, as well.

      “Once it was apparent that the dragons can be killed, the United Coalition has put forth a statement that, if dragon attacks do not cease, they will authorize use of the Indy-Annihilator. Heads of state from around the world are meeting at this moment in an undisclosed location, while scores of dragons have been seen heading through portals in the sky. It is assumed they are returning to the Forgotten Kingdom. We will keep you apprised of other breaking news as it occurs, and tonight, at five p.m., our own Maria Jacoby will present an in-depth analysis of what is happening. She’ll be interviewing several of the top dracoentologists to discuss what we might expect in the future.”

      The reporter shifted position, and put her hand to the speaker in her ear. A moment later she added, “Citizens are encouraged to steer clear of all Dragonni, and to stay home as much as possible over the next few days. The United Council has issued a statement that its member organizations are doing their best to figure out what’s happening and how to deal with it.”

      “Well, with the threat of bombs, I’m not surprised that the dragons are returning home,” I started to say, but the screen switched back to our local news anchor.

      “In other news, in Southern California, where the years-long drought has reached critical conditions, rain is being reported for the first time in months. Meteorologists report a previously undeveloped weather system moving in from offshore and is expected to hit Los Angeles soon. Meanwhile, in Washington state, in the Cascades, rain has turned to snow and is rebuilding the melting snow pack. In addition, NOAA is reporting a system in the Atlantic that could become the earliest hurricane of the season since 1908, when an unnamed hurricane developed on March 6. Meteorologists are keeping a close eye on the system, and will have updates as it progresses. And now in other news…”

      Yutani turned down the volume. “Well, here we go. What do you want to bet that the shifts in weather are fallout from Gaia’s interference?”

      “I’m not going to argue that. It also sounds like the dragons are heading back to the Forgotten Kingdom. That would be the best end to this situation. When I was freed from Kilnakarn, and Morgana told me about what had happened in the world since I’d been imprisoned, I was terrified. Dragons have always been frightening. I don’t care if some of them are supposedly good natured. They’re all arrogant.” I polished off my second waffle. “Would you like more? I do.”

      Yutani nodded. “I could go for another. Would you like me to make them?”

      I shook my head. “Let me. I want to pull my weight around here while I’m staying. When the first pay period comes around, I can start looking for a place of my own and get out of your hair.”

      I thought I detected a frown. But Yutani just shrugged. “Whatever you want. Don’t feel like you have to rush. It’s kind of nice having someone around the place. Everything has been so haphazard and tumultuous lately ever since the dragons arrived, and since Ember decided to run off and marry Herne.”

      “Are you against their match?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. It’s just that you get used to someone, and then when it changes, you suddenly realize just how integrated they were in your life. As I said, I’m not sure I’m the best choice to lead the Wild Hunt, but I’ll do my best since Herne trusts me. I’m glad Viktor’s back, though, and I wish Sheila would agree to move back. Maybe if the dragons leave, she will. Except…” His voice fell.

      “Except what?” I asked.

      “Her throat was slit by a tweaker. She doesn’t feel safe in Seattle anymore.”

      “I don’t think I’d feel safe either. Was he hopped up or was he after her specifically?”

      “No, he was just hopped up. She was at the bus stop, in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He joined me in the kitchen as I poured the batter into the waffle iron and waited. He leaned against the wall, reaching back to braid his hair. “Listen, you’ve told me a lot about your secrets. About what happened to you. I know that you’re worried about confiding in the wrong person. I’d like to tell you a little about myself, so that you feel more comfortable.”

      I slowly turned to him, meeting his gaze. “You don’t have to, but I appreciate the thought. To be honest, at first I didn’t think I’d like you very much. But I do. I think we could be good friends, given time.”

      “I agree,” he said. “When I was young, I didn’t know that my father was the Great Coyote. I bring chaos with me, Lyrical. That’s something you have to be aware of, for your own safety. I don’t mean to, but it dogs my heels. It’s my nature. But back when I was a little boy, I didn’t realize this.”

      “And something happened?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Because of the chaos that follows me, a fire swept through my village, a village of coyote shifters, killing a lot of people and destroying a lot of homes. The village elders knew about me. I hadn’t deliberately started it, but I was responsible. They exiled me from the village. I was, what…five? Six? Something like that.”

      “What happened?”

      “My mother left, taking me and my aunt with her. We wandered from town to town. Life wasn’t easy, although we always seemed to have enough money to eat and a place to live. I didn’t realize that my father was making sure we were okay. He had met her when she was out washing clothes in the river one day. He slept with her and she got pregnant with me. He couldn’t stay around, but he kept an eye on us from a distance.”

      I popped the waffle out of the iron and poured enough batter for another one in the griddle, then closed the lid. “You must have had a rough childhood.”

      “I did. But my mother was good to me, and my aunt loves me dearly. Anyway, my mother became an alcoholic. One day when I was around twelve, my aunt woke me up and told me we needed to take a trip. She told me my mother knew about it. So Celia and I left on the next train. Far enough that by the time we reached the little town in New Mexico, I wasn’t sure how far we come.”

      “Let me guess—she took you away from your mother to protect you?”

      “That’s right. Celia found a small apartment and took a job at the general store. I was able to finally attend school and I caught up quickly and learned enough that one of the local carpenters put me to work. I was always good with measuring things and figuring out how to make things work. A few months later, I asked my aunt when my mother was coming to join us. Finally, she told me that my mother had tried to kill me in my sleep. She was drunk and blamed me for all of the things that had happened in her life. So Celia took me with her and ran away. That was the last time I ever saw my mother.”

      The other waffle was finished by then, and we carried our plates back to the table, where we finished breakfast in silence. I was thinking about Yutani’s life, and I began to see why he was the way he was. We had just finished breakfast when the doorbell rang, and he went to answer it. As I was starting to clear the table he returned, with a wild-looking couple behind him. They were striking in a way that caught your attention and held it.

      “Lyrical, I’d like you to meet Raven and Kipa.”

      Before I could say anything, Raven lunged forward and quickly took the plates out of my hand, putting them on the table again. She took my hands in hers. “I’m so happy to meet you,” she said, a wide smile spreading across her face. “We’re going to have so much fun working together.”

      Her enthusiasm was infectious, and all I could do was nod.
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      Raven and Kipa entered the dining room and sat down at the table. Raven stared at our plates. “Do you have any waffles left?”

      Yutani laughed. “I don’t know if there’s any waffle batter left, but I know I have some doughnuts and we can cook you up some eggs.”

      I motioned for him to stay seated. “I can bake up some more waffles and I know we have more bacon and eggs. Allow me.” Before he could say anything, I headed to the kitchen. A moment later, Raven joined me.

      “I wanted a chance to say hello,” she said. “Let me help you.”

      As I stirred up the waffle batter, she pulled a carton of eggs out of the fridge. I could tell she was Ante-Fae just by looking at her. Oh, she didn’t have two heads or six arms or anything like that, but there was an edge to her unlike anything I had felt before. She was strong with her magic, which I could tell was fire-based. But there was more to it than that. A dark shroud seemed to surround her but it wasn’t frightening, just…cold and deep.

      Raven was dressed in a purple satin frock that reminded me of the 1950s, with a black leather waist cincher laced up the front, and she was wearing at least two petticoats beneath the skirt, fluffing it out. Beneath the dress she was wearing white and yellow–striped leggings, and a pair of Doc Martens. Her hair was long and coiling down her back, a deep brunette striped with purple. She was plump, or rather buxom, but she also seemed young to me. Not childlike, but like young woman just coming of age.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” I said, glancing her way. “People seem to miss you a lot.”

      Raven paused, then glanced toward the wall separating the kitchen from the dining room. “I take it you’re talking about Yutani?”

      I hesitated, then gave her a short nod. “Him, yes, and others too.”

      “So what’s the news about the dragons?” she said. “We’ve been on the move for the past eight hours, without any contact. Has Gaia—?”

      I nodded. “Yesterday. Things have taken quite a turn since then. Apparently several dragons have been killed, and now the United Council knows they are no longer immortal. They’re threatening the dragons with strike missiles—Indy-Annihilators—if they continue to attack. A number of dragons have been spotted flying back through a portal, presumably to the Forgotten Kingdom. Also, the weather patterns have shifted. Most likely due to Gaia.”

      Raven let out a long sigh, shaking her head. “Things are going to get worse before they get better. And we’re all going to have to be very careful because the Dragonni know that the Wild Hunt has been keeping an eye on them. They’ll put it together that we’re partly responsible for this. There’s one dragon in particular you have to watch out for. His name is Gyell.”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t heard of him.”

      “He’s a shadow dragon, and he nearly killed Angel, Ember, and me. He’s powerful, and deadly and he loathes humanity.”

      I bit my lip, staring at the waffle maker. “I feel like I’m jumping into a wasps’ nest. Seriously, I just started work two days ago and all of a sudden I am neck-deep in chaos.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it. I can tell you’re a fighter.” She held out two plates and I put waffles on both of them. As she set them on the counter, I took the bowl of eggs she’d whipped up and poured them in the pan. The bacon was almost done, as well.

      “Can I ask you something?” I said.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “The others mentioned something about…Pandora? That she did something to you?”

      Raven’s eyes darkened. “Yeah. Pandora made sure I’ll forever wish she were mortal and could be killed. When she finds out what’s happened about the dragons she’s going to be furious. And when Pandora’s angry, everyone’s in danger.” She shuddered.

      “So, you stumbled into her path?” I decided to be blunt.

      Raven met my gaze. She looked steady, but I detected a tremor in her shoulders when she spoke. “Pandora knows how to hurt people.”

      I nodded. “I never encountered a god or goddess in that manner, but I know what it’s like to be in the hands of a sadist.” I returned her gaze, opening up so some of my vulnerability seeped through. I wasn’t sure whether she was an empath or not, but she seemed to acknowledge my statement.

      “Then you’ll know enough to avoid her. I mean it. At all costs, stay out of her way.”

      “I will. I promise.” Then, because I didn’t want to end the conversation on a down note, I asked, “We’ve been trying to help your friend Vixen.”

      A worried look skittered across Raven’s face. “Vixen? What’s wrong? Are they okay?”

      “Vixen is fine, but there have been three murders at their club, and we think they’re related to a string of murders in Seattle. I’m not sure if you are familiar with the gollywyppers, but I encountered one not long ago and that particular sub-Fae fits the profile of the assailant. We’re examining everything now.”

      The eggs and bacon were done, so I portioned them out. Raven carried the plates into the dining room and handed one to Kipa, who flashed us both a bright grin.

      “Yutani was just telling me what went down with the dragons,” he said to Raven. “They’re going to need our help.”

      “Well, we better get Raj over here if we’re going to stay for a while. I assume we’ll be staying in Ember’s house.”

      “That was what Herne suggested, given they’re still using your house for office space.”

      Raven rolled her eyes, but shrugged. “Sounds good to me. So, give us the rundown on everything and don’t leave anything out.”

      While they ate, Yutani and I filled them in, and I found myself strangely relieved that they were here. It felt like we could rely on them. Both were sturdy and strong, and I had the feeling that they would do anything they could to help a friend. I realized that I trusted them, and that was a rare blessing.
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      Wager called half an hour later, with good news. Yutani spoke to him for a few minutes and then hung up. “Yes! We have an actual, tangible lead. Wager was able to track down the license plate you gave me. We have something to go on.”

      “We have Rake to thank,” I said. “He’s the one who was able to catch sight of it.”

      “Well, he did us one hell of a favor, I’ll tell you that.” He paused when his phone rang again. “Hold on a second.”

      As Yutani moved away from the sofa, I turned back to Raven and Kipa. They were a striking couple, and that was the mildest way of describing them. Kipa was feral, with a tempestuous feel to his energy. I could see why Raven had fallen for him, and I could see why he had fallen for her. I felt bad for Yutani, given I knew he was still carrying a torch for her, but the truth was they would have made a horrible couple. He would never have been able to tame her and if he had, both of them would have been miserable. She was too intense, and he would have dimmed her fire. I had a feeling that Raven and I would really hit it off as friends.

      “So, what do you think will happen with the dragons? Are you glad to get back to working for the Wild Hunt?”

      Raven shook her head. “I’ve never worked for the Wild Hunt, except on a consultant basis. And Kipa technically works for Mielikki’s Arrow, the Finnish version of the Wild Hunt. As for the dragons, I don’t think they’re going to give in all that easily.”

      Kipa shrugged. “It’s impossible to tell right now. The Dragonni are unpredictable and there’s no good way to anticipate their actions. As far as the Wild Hunt goes, I feel bad moving back here because it cuts Raven’s studies short, but Yutani’s going to need our help. As much as I like him, he’s not going to be able to handle this on his own.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Yutani halfway down the hall, talking on the phone. I turned back to Raven and Kipa. “You’re right about that. And I don’t think that he would disagree.” I didn’t feel like I was spilling Yutani’s secrets, because he himself had said it. In fact, I had the feeling everybody saw it but Herne. I wondered why Herne was so oblivious to the fact.

      Raven answered my unspoken question. She leaned forward. “Herne wants so bad for Yutani to come into his own. When we found out that the Great Coyote was Yutani’s father, it threw everything into a tailspin. Especially since Herne and Yutani’s aunt already suspected it. They didn’t tell him their suspicions, and when he found out they had kept it quiet from him, he went off the deep end. I think Herne’s trying to make it up to him, but this isn’t the right way. Yutani needs to be behind the computer, or out on the investigation. He doesn’t need to be administrating.”

      I wondered whether somebody should tell Herne. It wasn’t our business, not really. But since Yutani was leading the organization now, anything to do with it was our business since we worked for him.

      “So, how did you two first meet Herne?”

      Raven licked her lips. “I first met Herne and Ember when I came to them about my fiancé, Ulstair, who was missing. Turned out he’d been killed by a serial killer. I was on the trail with them when we found him. Herne got a teensy-bit upset with me when I blew up the man.”

      That took me aback. “You blew up the killer?”

      “I don’t believe that justice always works out. I had the chance, we knew he had killed a number of people including Ulstair. I didn’t want him to get away. He had made a bomb. I had access to the detonator… So I decided to take the matter into my own hands. Herne thinks I’m a loose cannon, and he’s right. It’s just who I am.” She said it as though she were reading off a recipe, with a broad grin. The woman knew who she was.

      “I work for Mielikki’s Arrow, a sister organization to the Wild Hunt. But I was sent packing when I put the make on Mielikki herself. I’ve been accepted back into the fold, although I only go in for special assignments. Herne is like a distant cousin to me. We go way back, and we’ve reconciled our differences.” Kipa’s eyes sparkled, making me wonder just what differences they had.

      “I suppose that’s a good thing,” I said, pausing as Yutani returned from the hallway.

      “That was the mayor of Seattle,” he said. “I really wish Herne was here because he always had a better rapport with the government than I did. There was another murder last night, on the Eastside. It was close to the club, shortly after you came home.”

      “Since he couldn’t capture someone from the club, he found his mark elsewhere. You say it was close to the Burlesque A Go-Go?” I asked.

      Yutani nodded. “Four blocks away. And it happened after midnight, so it happened after you chased him off from the club.”

      “Damn,” I said. “I thought we were saving somebody from the club, and he just went somewhere else to find another victim. Light Fae again?”

      “Yep. Looks like he’s got a definite focus on them. Do you think it’s just one? From what you know about them?”

      “If there’s more than one, we may have to take them one at a time because gollywyppers won’t rat each other out,” I said. “If we catch him and you tried to question him, he’ll keep his mouth shut. Even under torture. The gollywyppers are a dangerous race.”

      “Well, that doesn’t bode well. How will we know if there are more in the area? I mean, once we catch this guy, how long before we know if there are more around?”

      “Not long, I think. But there’s no real way to know. So if there are more around and we have the first one in custody, I’m sorry to say we’ll have to wait for more deaths. But it’s important not just to focus on Light Fae victims. Gollywyppers will go after any source that offers them life energy. Even though the Light Fae are their meals of choice, so to speak, they’re perfectly happy draining energy off humans or shifters or anybody else.” I reached down to check the laces on my boots. They were still laced up, but one was untied so I retied the bow.

      “Who’s the victim this time?” Raven asked.

      Yutani consulted his phone. “It looks like a victim is Light Fae, male, young—he would be in his early twenties if he were human. When he didn’t report back from his shift, his sergeant became worried. They scoured his route, and found Hanover—the guy’s name – outside the back of a bakery that he had been checking out. It looks like he had been on his way back to the car, so the ME thinks he died shortly after midnight.”

      “Sergeant?” Raven asked, scowling.

      “Yeah,” Yutani said. “Hanover was a cop. Now the whole force is up in arms and demanding that something be done. If we don’t find the killer soon, you know some vigilante will go out and drum up someone who they think fits the bill,” Yutani said. “The mayor confided in me that Light Fae officers are calling in sick. They’re afraid. Névé has actually had to put out an order that all police officers calling in sick must report to a doctor for a note, because she’s had complaints.”

      I let out a sigh. “May he rest with his ancestors. Is there anything to tie Hanover with the club?”

      “No, but the bakery is near the location where one of the first victims was found.”

      “It can’t be coincidence,” I said. “Not when the deaths are so similar. So we either have a gollywypper who travels between Seattle and the Eastside, or we have more than one trolling the area.” Pausing, I thought for a moment. “You say you gave Wager the license of the car we saw at the club?”

      “Yeah. He, Talia, and Wendy are on the way in. They’ll be here shortly. We’ll go check out the address associated with the car.” Yutani turned to Raven and Kipa. “Want to go with us?”

      Raven nodded. “Sure, we can help. It’s been quite awhile since I’ve dived into a case.”

      Kipa stood. “Shall we get over to Raven’s house—” He stopped. “I mean, the office?”

      As we gathered our things and prepared to leave, I hoped that we weren’t heading out on a wild goose chase. The last thing we needed was the local politicians and the police department breathing down our back.
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      By the time we got to the office, Wager, Wendy, and Talia were there. Wager and Talia went into a flurry of hugs with Kipa and Raven, while Wendy started a pot of coffee and I set out the box of doughnuts we had stopped to buy.

      When we were all gathered around the table, Raven looked around wistfully. “I love Kalevala,” she said, “but I do miss my house. And Raj misses his television.”

      “The new office building is almost done, so you can have your house back soon,” Yutani said. “So Herne asked you to move back for a while?”

      “Well, he asked Kipa. But we don’t want to long-distance the relationship. So, I’m taking a leave of absence from my studies and we’ll come back until we see how things shake out because of the dragons. Hopefully, I won’t be sidelined too long. I’m learning so much,” she said.

      I wasn’t clear on what they were talking about but figured that she would fill me in later. We needed to keep all eyes on the goal right now.

      Wager pulled out his tablet and brought up a file. “Okay, everybody sync your tablets. I’m going to drop you the information I found.” He waited until we were all open to receiving files, then pressed a few buttons and boom, the files transferred via Bluetooth.

      As we opened them up, I stared at the picture of the Harbor Villa Marina. There were a number of boats in the slips. It was up on the north end of Lake Washington, near Lake Forest Park, halfway between the Eastside and Seattle. A small parking lot sat next to the marina, and several cars were parked there.

      “A marina?” Yutani asked.

      “Yeah, see the car in the far right corner? That’s the car connected with the license plate. It’s registered to one…let’s see…Jaimie Fairdrake. Ever heard of him?” Wager asked.

      None of us knew the name.

      “Well, I looked him up and turns out he originally lived in Navane. He’s Light Fae, but he left the city to live on the water. He has no close family—they all live in the original Navane over in Annwn. The thing is, nobody’s heard from him in about four months. I dug into the guy’s info, and it looks like he’s being reported to credit agencies for not paying his bills. The power got turned off to his houseboat. I haven’t had much time to dig deep, though.”

      “What about the marina slip for his boat? Is he behind on rent?” Yutani asked.

      Wager shook his head. “I called the manager before coming over here. When he moved in eight months ago, Jaimie paid for an entire year. However, the manager did say he hadn’t seen Jaimie around for a few months. He did try to check on him when the power bill reverted to the marina’s account, and he left a message. The next day there was money to cover the arrears, and the electricity had been turned back on in Jaimie’s name. So Warrant—the manager—assumed that everything was fine.”

      “So let’s say four months ago something happened to Jaimie. If he hasn’t been heard from since then—” Yutani started to say, but Talia was right on his heels.

      “I’m already looking up the dates of the murders, both in Seattle and on the Eastside.” She scrolled through the information on her screen. “Here we go. The first murder was in Seattle, and it occurred back in early January. About a month after Jaimie was last seen.”

      “So what if the gollywypper killed Jaimie first, then set up camp in his houseboat? He’s parked between Seattle and the Eastside, so he can go in either direction.” I tried to remember everything I knew about the creatures. “They aren’t necessarily diurnal or nocturnal, which accounts for the murders taking place at varying times of the day, but at night it’s easier to keep cover. Darkness makes for a good cloak.”

      “Shall we head out there and take a look?” Yutani asked.

      “I’ll stay here to field things,” Talia said, standing. “Meanwhile, let’s check the news about the dragons.” She held out the remote to the wall-mounted television and turned it on.

      The local news anchor looked like she hadn’t slept in a couple of days. She was in midsentence when Talia turned up the volume.

      “This morning there was a report about another dragon attack near Mount Rainier. Two gold dragons took down a search and rescue helicopter with four men aboard. The crew was searching for a hiker lost in Mount Rainier National Park. It appears the Dragonni were hiding out in the area near where the search and rescue team was hunting for the lost hiker. They attacked the helicopter from midair. All four men aboard are presumed dead, and their names are being withheld until their families are notified. Reports say one of the dragons perished in the attack as well. Pierce County officials are calling it a tragic accident. The other dragon escaped. While helicopters don’t usually have black boxes, this one reportedly did, and until searchers find it, we won’t know the actual order of events.”

      The screen showed the wreckage—from a distance—of the helicopter. The great dragon’s body was lying near it, twisted and crumpled. It was about two times larger than the helicopter, and judging by the scorch marks on the ground and the burned-out shell of the copter, it looked like more than gasoline had been at play.

      “That’s bad,” Talia said, slowly setting down the remote.

      “You can say that again,” Yutani said. “Worse and worse. How many dragons do you think have returned to the Forgotten Kingdom? And will they stay there? They have to be in shock given they’ve just found out they can be killed after all. And will they mount some sort of retaliation against Gaia?”

      “Good luck to them,” Kipa said. “Nobody can do anything to Gaia. Well, they can weaken her by pummeling the planet, as humanity has done for the past…how many thousand years? But even then, the planet lives on and adapts. Species may come and go, humans will eventually die out, but until the sun turns into a red giant, the planet will continue to exist. We’re talking billions of years. Gaia will change and evolve too, as her actual body does, by extension, but nobody can really touch her.”

      “So it’s useless for them to attack Gaia, and they can’t kill the gods since the gods are still immortal, but the dragons are not. That means, they may come back with a vengeance if they decide to place the blame on humans,” Raven said.

      “I don’t think they will—Typhon and Echidna are both in stasis. The dragons have made themselves unwelcome. At first people were delighted for the novelty, but then they began forcing their way onto the United Council and destroying buildings and that wore out their welcome very fast.” Kipa stood, pacing around the room. “I know there’s nothing we can do about it now, but I’d suggest that we—the Wild Hunt, that is—disassociate itself with the dragons sooner rather than later. I know you like Ashera but—”

      “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that,” Talia said. “Ashera disassociated herself with us tout de suite. She was appalled that we knew about the plan and supported it.”

      “I feel kind of bad about that,” Raven said. “She did save my life when Pandora had me trussed up like a hog on butchering day.” She pressed her lips together. “Does this mean Pandora will be on the road to war, as well?”

      “That’s hard to say,” Yutani said, watching as Kipa moved to wrap his arm around Raven’s shoulders. She leaned against the gorgeous god’s shoulder, and I could feel the energy crackle between them. Oh yeah, they were a bonded pair, all right. And their energy was delicious—I could practically taste their passion from where I sat. It made me want to drink chi off both of them.

      “Shall we adjourn and head over to check out Jaimie’s houseboat?” Wager said. “Should we all go?”

      “I think so,” Yutani said. “Talia can run things from here. Where’s Viktor, by the way?” He looked around, frowning.

      Talia laughed. “I almost forgot he was back. Let me check.” She pulled out her phone and texted him. A moment later, she snorted. “As I suspected. He went out with a couple of his old buddies last night and got hammered. He’ll be in this afternoon.”

      “No, tell him to wait for tomorrow. I don’t want a drunken half-ogre lurching around,” Yutani said, but I could tell he was happy to have his buddy back.

      We headed out to Yutani’s Ford Expedition. Raven stared at it, shaking her head.

      “This really brings it home that Ember and Herne are over in Annwn. I remember riding around in Herne’s car toward all sorts of dangers.” She shrugged, looking wistful. “I’m going to miss them.”

      Yutani glanced at her. “Did you hear the news yet? She’s pregnant with triplets.”

      And with that livening up the conversation, we piled into the car, Wendy and Wager in the back, Kipa and Raven in the second row of seats, and I rode shotgun with Yutani.
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      The drive to the Harbor Villa Marina didn’t take long, given it was Sunday morning and early enough that most people were still sleeping or eating brunch. We took Juanita Drive north to where it turned into 68th Avenue NE. From there, we turned west onto NE 175th Street, and that led directly to the marina, which was on a sideroad still considered part of 175th.

      The traffic was light, and the morning had dawned clear and chilly. The weather here was reminiscent of the weather back in Foynes, so it wasn’t much of a system shock. I stared out the window as we sped along, thinking about how much my life had changed in the past few months. In the past few years, really, but all of a sudden, it had gone from bleak to sunny again. We turned left, driving through the parking lot toward the marina.

      “Should we park a little ways away? We don’t want to be seen all heading toward the boat—not if he’s still in there. And let’s look through the parking lot to find the car, first.” Raven glanced at me. “What do you think?”

      “That’s a good idea,” I said. “The last thing we want is for him to spot us. Gollywyppers are fast, and there are so many buildings and trees around the area that he could easily escape without us being able to find him.”

      We found the car, so we decided we’d have to move in fast and strong, in order to prevent the gollywypper from escaping.

      The parking lot led to a pier that was easily three blocks long. It ran east–west, and along the south edge, Lake Washington took over. Four long docks stretched out into the lake off of the pier, each containing two rows of slips, one on each side of each dock. Each row of slips could contain fifteen boats, for a total of 120 boats in the marina.

      “Which dock and slip is Jaimie’s houseboat in?” Kipa asked.

      “Dock 3, Slip 15—so the end one on the third dock,” Wager said.

      I was near enough to Wager that I sensed another energy riding below that of fear and adrenaline. It was akin to the regret I’d felt from Yutani when he talked about Raven. Puzzled, I glanced over at Raven, who was keeping pace with me, wondering whether Wager also had a case of unrequited longing. But the next moment, I returned my gaze to the dock when Yutani quickly turned onto the third dock and began racing toward the end boat.

      “Lyrical, you stay outside. We don’t want him to be able to feed on you,” Yutani said over his shoulder.

      I obliged and dropped to the back of the pack.

      As we approached the boat, Yutani and Kipa sped up, leaving the rest of us in their dust. I stopped, decided to watch the water in case—oh hell.

      Sure enough, as they neared the houseboat, there was a splash behind it. Without thinking, I shed my leather jacket and boots and took a running nosedive off the edge of the dock, swimming toward the sounds of splashing. I could swim like a dream and when I was younger, I had even trained for combat in the water. By the time I got to where I’d heard the noise, the gollywypper was only halfway to the next dock. So that was his plan, huh?

      I sped up, slicing through the icy water with my strong strokes. As I began to catch up to him, I heard sounds from the docks and saw that half of the team was headed toward the opposite dock to catch him as he came out of the water.

      Trouble was, gollywyppers were also good swimmers, and he could easily bypass the next pier for the one after that. I knew he wasn’t strong enough to make it deep into the lake, which was one factor to our favor. I poured on the effort, keeping him in my sight. The icy waters were taking their toll on me, but I was far less affected than a human, or any other type of Fae save for my own: the Water Fae who were born to depths and had an affinity for the element.

      He knew I was after him—he kept glancing over his shoulder as I began to gain traction. A moment later, I was within reach of him. I knew only one way to keep him from escaping. I loosened my dagger Harmony and carrying it between my teeth, kicked myself close enough to reach his legs.

      I didn’t waste any time, I pulled the dagger out of my teeth with one hand as I grabbed his foot with the other and landed a clean, long gash through his jeans, along his hamstring. He screamed as blood poured into the water. I kept hold of his leg as he tried to kick me away. But the gash was long enough and deep enough that he couldn’t do much but flounder.

      At that moment, Kipa dove into the water and grabbed him under the arms, dragging him to the edge of the pier where the others helped to pull our gollywypper onto the deck. I recognized him as the man who had been following Talia and me in the parking lot, and his energy signature matched the one I’d felt in the club.

      “This is him,” I said.

      As Yutani helped me scramble my way onto the deck, Raven put a temporary stop to the blood flowing from the man’s leg. I shivered in the cold. While I could handle cold water for a while, the chill did eventually affect me.

      We were about to head back to the parking lot when a terrible screech echoed overhead.

      As I turned, I spotted a pair of dragons near the parking lot, circling each other in the air. One was blue—one of the Celestial Wanderers—and the other was red—one of the Luminous Warriors. The red dragon was attacking the blue, and they were wing-beating the hell out of each other.

      “Oh crap,” Yutani said. “I don’t think any of us thought about this.”

      “What do you mean?” Raven asked, staring up at the fray.

      “The dragons turning on each other. But it makes sense. The Luminous Warriors would love to eliminate the Mountain Dreamers and the Celestial Wanderers, who try to keep them from pillaging and looting.”

      “We need to get to our car now and get the hell out of here,” Kipa said. “I’ll carry the prisoner. Run!”

      He began to race along the dock, the gollywypper slung over his shoulder. Yutani had slapped a pair of handcuffs on him, so he couldn’t do much damage with his hands, and Kipa was strong enough to keep him in check.

      As we sped up, following Kipa, I kept my focus on the dragons overhead. They were going at it fang and claw, speeding through the air as easily as I had swum through the water. They were playing for keeps, because the blue dragon landed a long rake on the side of the red, and scales and blood began to sputter down through the air to splatter in the parking lot.

      The red dragon let out a roar that almost deafened me. By now people were emerging from nearby buildings to watch in wonder and fear. I could hear sirens in the distance. We were nearly to our car, keeping our eyes on the skies so that we wouldn’t end up as roadkill or caught in a flame strike. Our car wasn’t directly under the pair, but we weren’t far away.

      As we reached the Expedition, there was another loud shriek from above. I glanced up in time to see the blue dragon bite its opponent, catching the front left leg. Blue bit right through the cartilage and bone of Red, severing the leg.

      Red floundered, and blood began to froth out, pouring down in earnest. Another moment, and the massive dragon began to spiral down, slowly at first.

      “Oh crap, it’s going to land on us!” I yelled, yanking open the nearest car door. “Everybody in.”

      We scrambled. Wager and Wendy leaped into the back of the SUV and Kipa tossed the gollywypper on their laps. He then raced around to slide into the second row of seats, along with Raven. Yutani and I slammed shut our doors and he put the SUV in gear. As we peeled back out of the parking slot, turning to the left, the red dragon continued to fall. Yutani slammed on the gas and we lurched forward, peeling rubber as the dragon slammed into the pavement, sending a shockwave to shake the entire lot.

      It let out a massive growl, flailing, as the blue dragon nosedived down, flame raging out of its mouth. We had barely spun out of the way when Blue flamed Red, scorching the fallen dragon all along one side. As the red dragon continued to struggle, we managed to make it to the entrance. The cops were headed in and Yutani waved one of them over, quickly explaining what was going on back there.

      They nodded, waving for us to go, and we were once again back on the street, this time headed home with our captive and one scary-ass memory.

      So dragons were now fighting against dragons. I could only imagine the damage that would ensue if the gods had inadvertently created a civil war. Leaning back against my seat, I closed my eyes, just wanting to be somewhere safe, in a quiet place.
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      On the way back to the office, Yutani handed me his phone and asked me to call Herne. “They need to know what’s going on with the dragons—holy crap!” He swerved, skidding left as a long flame strafed the road to our right.

      “Two white dragons after a green one!” Raven stuck her head out the window, then quickly pulled it back in again as one of the whites flew low enough to rock the roof of the Expedition. I glanced up, shocked to see a long claw gash open the metal before the dragon flew up and ahead, chasing down the green with his partner.

      “He’s speed dial 3—hit pound twice, then the number three,” Yutani said, trying to steady the car.

      “One of the cars behind us got hit,” Wendy called up. “Damned white dragon sent it rolling. We should go back and see if they need help.”

      “Damn it,” Yutani mumbled under his breath, making a U-turn in the middle of the road and heading back to the overturned car. He pulled off onto the shoulder as I waited for someone to pick up.

      “Hello?” Herne answered. “What’s going on?”

      “This is Lyrical, Yutani asked me to call. We’ve got trouble here with the dragons. Now that they can attack each other, they’re going to town.” I quickly described what had happened.

      “I’ll meet you at the office,” he said, hanging up.

      I scrambled out of the car. Wendy and Wager stayed in the back to keep a watch on the now-unconscious gollywypper. His leg was wrapped tight but I could see the blood staining the bandage.

      As Yutani, Raven, Kipa, and I ran toward the overturned car, I kept an eye out for more dragons. Thank gods, the ones who had attacked us had moved on. Yutani dropped to his knees beside the car, peering in. I immediately put in a call to 911.

      “Crap, we’ve got kids in the car,” he said. “Kipa, can you help me turn it right side up?”

      They worked together, god and demi-god, managing to set the car back on its tires. I ran around to open the back left door and saw two children inside. They were strapped into booster seats, and both were crying. The adults in the front were silent and I could detect the faint scent of death. I could also smell gas.

      “We have to get the kids out now—the gas is leaking.” I quickly unbuckled the seatbelt holding the little girl in and bundled her in my arms, handing her to Raven. Kipa got the little boy out and handed him to me before going to help Yutani with the two adults. They gently dragged them out of their seats, pulling them away from the car a moment before the gas tank caught fire. We hurried to get everyone away in case it decided to blow, Kipa and Yutani carrying the two adults as Raven and I carried the children.

      We managed to make it to a reasonable distance away before the car actually caught fire. By then, we were hearing sirens coming down the freeway. An ambulance and two fire trucks were headed our way. As we waited, Kipa and Yutani examined the adults. They looked up with sober eyes, both shaking their heads. I glanced at the little boy in my arms. He couldn’t be more than two years old, and his sister seem to be a little older. They were going to grow up without their parents thanks to the dragons.

      The police were following the ambulances, and as the paramedics burst out of their truck, Raven and I handed over the children to them. We moved off to join Kipa and Yutani, who were talking to the cops.

      “It was two white dragons chasing a green. This is the second fight we witnessed between dragons today.” Yutani shrugged. “I have no clue what’s going on.”

      “The dragons have figured out that they are no longer immortal, and this means they can kill each other. What used to keep the peace—their immortality—has now been removed, so any impediments to war between the dragons are gone. A great mass of them took off over the past eight hours, leaving for the Forgotten Kingdom. But a number have stayed, and I think we’re going to have trouble with all of them, even the ones who are more peaceful.” The cop let out a sigh. “Unfortunately, we seem to be living in interesting times.”

      “Well, both parents are dead,” one of the medics said, as he walked up to our group. “The children are okay except for some bumps and bruises, and whatever trauma they’ll retain from this. You said that a dragon rolled their car?”

      Yutani nodded. “Yes, and they tried to do the same to ours except that I didn’t give them the chance to finish. By the way,” he added, “we have the individual who’s been killing the Light Fae.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward our car. “He’s in the back. I’d appreciate it if you take him off our hands so that we can focus on other things.” He held out his arm, showing them the tattoo, which brought an instant recognition to their faces.

      “We can do that. You say that’s our serial killer?”

      Yutani nodded. “Yes, though there may be more of them. They prefer to feed off the energy of Light Fae, but they’ll feed on others too, if they’re hungry enough.”

      The cops hauled him out of the back of her car, noting the gash on his leg. “Who did this?”

      I raised my hand. “He was trying to swim away. I was chasing him and I didn’t want him to get away.”

      “Does she work with you?” The cop nodded at me, asking Yutani.

      “She’s our newest recruit,” Yutani said. “She had no choice if we didn’t want to lose him.”

      “Well, many thanks to you. Do you know if there was only one killer? Or are we still looking for another?”

      “That I can’t tell you.” Yutani glanced overhead. “We should get home. We need to tell Herne and Ember about this.”

      The officer gestured toward our vehicle. “It looks like you took damage as well? Can you still drive it?”

      “Yeah, though it’s not pretty.”

      As we separated, the cops going back to their car, the medics going back to the ambulance, and us back to the Expedition, it occurred to me that we were all in trouble. With the dragons at odds with each other, they wouldn’t stop to think about the human collateral damage that might occur. It reinforced my feelings that we couldn’t trust any of them, even the ones who claimed to be on our side.

      As we drove away, watching the ambulance speed the children to the hospital, I felt an odd wistfulness. We’d never know what happened to those kids. We never find out how they adapted to their loss. There were so many people in this world whose lives we touched, and whose lives we just as quickly walked away from, and all of those people had stories of their own, tragedies and victories, successes and failures. And most of the time we’d never know anything about them. Quite often, even their names.

      As we settled back in the car, I stared at the gash in the ceiling. The claw that had caused it had been sharp enough to slice through the metal. I couldn’t imagine what it would do to bone and flesh and sinew. I looked away, not wanting to think about how easily these creatures could destroy the rest of us. Even when they weren’t immortal, they were dangerous and deadly.

      All the way back to the office, none of us said much of anything.
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      By the time we got back to the office, Herne and Morgana were there. There were also a dozen messages from the mayor of Seattle.

      “I’m not sure exactly what happened, but the mayor’s up in arms. Although she did say thank you for catching the cop killer.” Talia raised her eyebrows. “I’ve been watching reports all day about dragons turning on each other. It’s dangerous to be outside right now. Or inside, for that matter. In New Jersey, two dragons who were fighting overhead came tumbling down on a house, killing everybody inside and wounding both dragons severely. Since nobody knows how to heal them, they’re just lying there in the rubble of the house, covering up the corpses of the family while authorities try to figure out what to do about them.”

      Herne rubbed his head, groaning as he slipped into a chair. Morgana paled, following suit.

      “We were almost run off the road by fighting dragons today. And we saw a car overturned and a couple killed, thanks to a dragon fight. By the way, Herne, I’m afraid that the Expedition needs a new roof. One of the dragons ripped a hole in it.

      “The Luminous Warriors are going up against the Celestial Wanderers and the Mountain Dreamers. I guess now that they know they can kill each other, they’re making up for lost time. We also witnessed another dragon attack when we caught the gollywypper.”

      “I don’t think anybody foresaw this. Granted, we know that the Luminous Warriors don’t get along with the other two factions, but I don’t think any of us ever foresaw that the dragons would turn on each other instead of just turning on humans.” Herne leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared at the floor. “By the way, Eiru spoke to Gaia. The climate shift is real. Gaia’s not happy about climate change and she’s trying to move things back, but she admitted that she may have gone too far the other way. So expect massive shifts in weather. The good news is that she’s used up a tremendous amount of energy and she’s going back to sleep for a while. So we are on our own dealing with the dragons and the weather.”

      “Oh wonderful,” Raven said. “By the way, where’s Ember?”

      “Good to see you too,” Herne said with a smile. “She’s at home. She’s on bed rest for now. Ferosyn said that since she’s carrying triplets, she has to be cautious. I tell you that she’s really unhappy about the bed rest part. Angel’s keeping her company, but Ember’s champing at the bit to help out. I promised I’d tell her what’s going down as soon as I found out. This is just going to make it harder to keep her in check.”

      “Well, you have nobody to blame but yourself. Nobody else planted those babies in her.” Yutani grinned at Herne.

      Herne snorted. “I’m grateful for that. But Ember deserves some of the credit. She decided it would be good to get pregnancy over with all at once. I think she willed those triplets into existence. She’s keen on having children, but not thrilled about the whole process of childbirth and pregnancy.”

      “Back to the dragons,” Viktor said, entering the room. He still looked like he had a bit of a hangover, but he was walking steadily. “I heard what you are talking about while I was in the other office. What the hell are we going to do about corralling all this chaos?”

      “I don’t know,” Herne said. He turned to Morgana. “Do you have any ideas, Mother?”

      Morgana paced as she thought. “Are the dragons afraid of anybody else? And if so, has that changed since they were stripped of their immortality? We need to find who—or what—they fear the most.”

      “Don’t you think it would just be death? They’ve never had to experience that before.” I shrugged. “It makes sense to me.”

      She cocked her head, then shook it. “I don’t think they fully realize what death means. When you never have to deal with it, you lose sight of what it actually entails. I was mortal at one time, so I have a much better comprehension of the reality surrounding death than do the other gods. I think with dragons it’s going to be similar. We need to find someone who can go up against them easily—who can scare them into acting right. If they stay in our world, they can’t just keep terrorizing everyone. Especially if the government’s threatening to use missiles on them.”

      “I guess that’s going to call for research,” Herne said. “Yutani, Wager, Talia—the three of you dive in and see what you can find. Meanwhile, we have to be ready to go if we’re called out on a case where dragons are involved. To that end, Brighid came through. Tomorrow, I’ll be bringing over literally hundreds of ilithiniam arrows. That’s a good first step.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” I asked.

      “Yeah, start practicing with the bow and arrow now. I suggest a handheld crossbow. It’s easier and quicker and you can learn faster on it.”

      As the others began to discuss various ways to take down a dragon, I started to tune them out. What had seemed a simple idea at first—joining the Wild Hunt—now seemed fraught with danger.

      Sure, we had found the gollywypper. That had been a lucky coincidence, in my opinion. If I hadn’t been attacked by him at the store, we might not have figured it out. But I had, and we did. But this—this whole dragon fiasco—was something entirely different. I hadn’t realized how many dragons had entered the world. But when I saw storm after storm of dragons flying by, I realized that they had come out in full force.

      Raven joined me as I stared out the window. The others were discussing various strategies, but it didn’t sound like they were coming to much of a consensus, so I didn’t feel like I was missing valuable information.

      “Are you sorry you came back?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Not really, although I’ll be happy to move back into my house as long as we’re going to stay here for a while. And I’ll need to bring Raj over.”

      “Raj?”

      “My gargoyle. He’s young, and he was severely injured when he was a baby. A demon cut off his wings. So I put a forget spell on him so that he wouldn’t remember having them and so he wouldn’t miss them. He’s rather childlike. At first I thought it was because he was young. But it’s more than that, Väinämöinen, my mentor, told me. Väinämöinen’s part of the Force Majeure.”

      I knew about the Force Majeure. “And what did he say?”

      “Raj is actually very much a teenager when it comes to his actual age. However, on an intellectual level, he’s the equivalent to about three years old. Maybe four. He’s developmentally disabled and that probably comes from being underfed when the demon first had him. Also, the trauma of having his wings cut off contributed to stunting his abilities. So he’ll always be with me. I don’t think he’ll ever be able to take care of himself. He’s a sweetheart, though, and funny as hell.”

      “Do you have any other pets?” Then, I realized I might have insulted her and Raj. “Not that Raj is a pet. I didn’t mean that.”

      “It’s all right, I know what you meant. No, I don’t have any pets, per se. But I’m the guardian for three ferrets who are human spirits trapped in ferret form thanks to a curse. They’re losing their humanity, though, and I’m desperately trying to find a cure for them. Väinämöinen says he may be able to help, but so far all our attempts have run amok. So I not only take care of Raj but also three ferrets.”

      Her answers startled me in silence. She seemed so young, young enough to almost be jailbait, even though I knew she wasn’t. But when she spoke, she sounded like an adult, fully aware of what her capabilities were and what her place in the world was.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the crowd. “They all seem like good people.”

      “They’re the best you’ll ever find. Don’t ever take your friendships with them for granted, because I’ve been alone before. And I know how good it feels to have someone to talk to, to discuss subjects that nobody else would understand. Just hang in there, and they’ll all be here for you. Including Kipa and me.”

      I nodded, a smile on my lips. I started to thank her but she shook her head.

      “I’m serious. Don’t ever forget we’re just a phone call away.”

      As she rejoined the others, I looked out the window again. Outside the day seemed bleak, but inside at least there was light and laughter and camaraderie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      One week later…

      I was typing up a clear description of what gollywyppers were for the police department—and for our files—when Yutani summoned us for a meeting. So far, there had been no more new deaths and even though the cops put out a bounty on any more of the creatures, nobody moved to claim it. It looked like we might be out of the woods on that score.

      As we gathered around the table, the TV was on. We were keeping it on all day now, for breaking news. I got tired of the parade of bad news rampaging across the screen, but it was better to be informed than ignorant.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      Talia glanced at the screen. “The United Council has moved that all dragons are to vacate the cities. They can live in the mountains, oceans, or deserts, but they cannot settle within a hundred miles of a city or town with a population of 50,000 or over. If they do, the National Guard has license to hunt them down. It’s causing a ruckus, of course, but so many people have died in collateral damage the past week that they had to do something.”

      “That’s not going to set well,” I said.

      “No, but now they can be killed, and while guns and nukes don’t break a sweat against creatures like demons, dragons can be killed by bombs and missiles. Even a large elephant gun can do a lot of damage to them,” Yutani said. “But that’s not the reason for the meeting.”

      Raven settled in at the table, along with Kipa. They were seldom on time, but they always managed to get here. Viktor had gotten his temporary housing sorted out as well. He was staying with Raven and Kipa in Ember’s old house that she shared with Angel, and he would continue to stay there once we were in the revamped office building and Raven moved back into her house.

      “Névé called me. She’s worried that with Gaia’s interference in the weather, Saílle will have a leg up on her because she rules the Dark Fae Court. Also known as the ‘Winter Court,’ in ancient days. As the weather retreats from the growing heat, Saílle will grow stronger.” The look on Yutani’s face said it all.

      “But…hasn’t Névé’s powers been growing with the warming of the planet?” I asked.

      “Exactly. And now the pendulum is swinging and Névé is convinced that Saílle will use this to gain an advantage. She’s convinced that Saílle is hatching some plan to disrupt the Light Fae who serve on the police department.” He yawned. “It’s ridiculous—paranoia. But we have to check it out, so we need to go to parley with both of them. I hate this—I hated it when Herne ran the parleys and I’ll hate it even more now that I have to run them. Lyrical, you’ll get to meet both Fae Queens, so we’ll need to teach you how to act and what to say around them.”

      I grumbled. I’d heard enough about the legendary fights between the two that my patience was already worn thin.

      “Great,” I said. “I’m so excited.”

      “Hmm. Another thing—now that things have settled a bit, it’s time for you to get your tattoo marking you as one of us.” He texted me an address. “You have an appointment tomorrow afternoon.”

      I took another look at the address. “Hey, that’s right here.”

      “Yes, it is,” Talia said. “I’m a licensed tattooist and I do all our tattoos in-house. So be sure to have your butt in the chair tomorrow at two.” Her grin was infectious. “We’re claiming you.”

      I nodded, thinking what an odd road I had traveled. If my mother had known I’d be meeting the Queen of the Light Court, she would have fallen all over me, trying to dress me properly and drilling me in decorum. In a sudden spurt of homesickness, I jumped up and retreated to the bathroom. I sat on the edge of the tub and then, feeling like I’d probably regret my choice, I called my family. It was six p.m. in Ireland, so my mother should be up.

      The voice that answered was familiar, but it wasn’t my mother. “Lyra…what’s up? Why are you calling?” It was my sister, Teralyn.

      “I…” I wasn’t sure what to say. “I missed you, and Ma-May and Da-Der.” Our pet names for our parents came from childhood, which was quite a long ways behind me, but the nicknames slipped out before I could even think. “Can you put Mother on? I’d like to talk to her. I want to tell her what I’m doing now.”

      Teralyn hesitated—I could feel her reluctance through the phone. “Lyra, I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      I took a deep breath. Had something happened to our mother? “What’s wrong? Is she okay?”

      “Yes, yes, she’s fine. So is Da.” The reluctance felt like it was growing.

      “What’s wrong? Tell me.” I knew—in my gut—that I didn’t want to know whatever it was she was going to tell me, but it was like a bandage. If you just ripped it off, the pain was sharp but over quickly.

      “All right,” Tera said. “She handed me the phone to answer when she saw your name on the caller ID. Neither she nor Da, nor Great-Great Grandmother, will speak to you again. When you left the court, they told us that you were persona non grata. I’m the only one in the family who’s been given permission to speak to you. In fact, they called for volunteers and…I’m the only one who volunteered.”

      I stared at my phone for a moment, swallowing hard. Then, I said, “Then, I’m completely cut out of the family because…”

      “Because of Kilnakarn. He’s Dark Fae. You lived with him for two years—”

      “I was fucking kidnapped and raped for two years! He beat me, he kept me locked up. I did not live with him. I was his prisoner! How screwed up is their fucking mindset?” It took everything I had to keep from screaming, but my voice still rose. “I’m being punished for being a victim!”

      “I know,” Teralyn said, her voice softening. “I’m so sorry. I don’t agree with them—that’s why I volunteered to be the official go-between. They’re wrong and you and I both know it. Maybe one day they’ll see the truth.”

      “It’s too late,” I said, a strange wash of numbness sweeping over me. “I have a job, and friends, and they care about me more than anyone in our family. Do me a favor?”

      “Anything, if I can.” My sister sounded like she was about to cry.

      “Tell them I officially disown them. I disown everyone in the family, except for you. I want nothing to do with them. They can take my tiara and shove it up their fucking assholes—and I hope it cuts them as deeply as they’ve cut me. They’re dead to me.” I waited to see if she’d turn away from me, too. But I was surprised.

      “I’ll tell them exactly what you said,” Tera said. “Lyrical, I might be thinking of…” There was a noise in the background. “I have to go. But I’ll call you when I can without being seen. Love you, sister.” And then all I heard was silence.
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      As I emerged from the bathroom, I could hear the others laughing and joking over something. They sounded so comfortable, even though events were tumultuous. I was about to join them when my text messages alerted me. I glanced down to find a message from Rake.

      i thought i’d ask you if you might like to go out to dinner and a movie? i’ve been out of town for a few days but now i’m back.

      I stared at the words, realizing that I was happy to see his name. I bit my lip, then quickly texted back: i’d love to. friday night okay?

      sure. think of where you’d like to eat and what movie you want to see. text me your address and when to pick you up.

      My spirits lifting, I slid my phone in the cradle of my bra and headed back to the others. Talia motioned for me to come stand beside her while everyone was placing bets on whether the dragons would obey the UC’s orders or not.

      I grinned at Yutani, who grinned back. We had agreed to make the roommate situation permanent for the time being, and that way I could feed off him without hurting anybody else. He was good with it, and so was I.

      Feeling full of chi, and ready to rumble, I pulled out a ten-dollar bill and joined in the betting pool, leaving thoughts of my family long behind. I had a new family now, and they accepted me for who I was, regardless of my past, and they were helping me find my way into the future.
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      If you enjoyed Tattered Thorns, then keep your eyes peeled for the next Night Queen book, which will be Shattered Spells. And if you want to read the Wild Hunt Series, where the world of this book began, start with The Silver Stag, which you can read for free.

      If you like ooo-spooky fiction with an older female lead, check out Starlight Web. January Jaxson returns to the quirky town of Moonshadow Bay after her husband dumps her and steals their business, and within days she’s working for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and exploring the potential of her hot new neighbor. Five books are currently available, and you can preorder Weaver’s Web and Crystal Web now! If you join my newsletter, you can get Starlight Web for free!

      Return with me to Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. Begin with Autumn Thorns, and join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance with some steamy vampire-witch action, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a magical island. Start with book one of the series: Bewitching Bedlam, which you can read for free. This series is complete.

      I invite you to visit Fury’s world. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Books one through five are available now in the Fury Unbound Series. Begin with Fury Rising. This series is complete.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of the Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. Begin with Night Myst. This series is complete.

      If you like paranormal mysteries/paranormal women’s fiction, try my Chintz ‘n China paranormal mysteries. Begin with Ghost of a Chance, which you can read for free. This series is complete.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases AND the first three Wild Hunt books for free. And, you’re welcome to join my YouTube Channel community.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my website so they may be corrected. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wild Hunt & Family:

      
        	Lyrical Willow Muirín: Light Fae, and one of the Leannan Sidhe, Lyrical was a princess in Ireland until she was abducted by a Kelpie. Rescued by Morgana, turned away by her family, she now lives in Seattle and works with the Wild Hunt Agency.

        	Talia: A harpy who long ago lost her powers, Talia is a top-notch researcher for the agency, and a longtime friend of Herne’s.

        	Wager Chance: Half-Dark Fae, half-human PI, he formerly owned his own firm and now works for the Wild Hunt. He has connections with the vampires.

        	Wendy Fierce-Womyn: An Amazon who formerly worked at Ginty’s Waystation Bar & Grill, Wendy is now a member of the Wild Hunt Agency.

        	Yutani: A coyote shifter whose father is the Great Coyote, Yutani was driven out of his village over two hundred years before. He walks in the shadow of the trickster, and now runs the Wild Hunt Agency.

        	Members Emeritus:

        	Angel Jackson: Ember’s best friend, a human empath, Angel is a whiz in both the office and the kitchen, and loyal to the core, Angel is an integral part of Ember’s life.

        	Charlie Darren: A vampire who was turned at 19. Math major, baker, and all-around gofer.

        	Rafé Forrester: Brother to Ulstair, Raven’s late fiancé; Angel’s boyfriend. Was an actor/fast-food worker, then worked as a clerk for the Wild Hunt. Dark Fae. Deceased.

        	Viktor: Viktor is half-ogre, half-human. Rejected by his father’s people (the ogres), he came to work for Herne some decades back and now works in Annwn as head of the guard for Herne.

      

      Friends, Family, & Enemies of The Wild Hunt:

      
        	Aoife: A priestess of Morgana who guards the Seattle portal to the goddess’s realm.

        	Celia: Yutani’s aunt.

        	Danielle: Herne’s daughter, born to an Amazon named Myrna.

        	DJ Jackson: Angel’s little half-brother, DJ is half Wulfine—wolf shifter. He now lives with a foster family for his own protection and they all live in Annwn.

        	Erica: A Dark Fae police officer, friend of Viktor’s.

        	Elatha: Fomorian King; enemy of the Fae race.

        	George Shipman: Puma shifter. Member of the White Peak Puma Pride.

        	Ginty McClintlock: A dwarf. Owner of Ginty’s Waystation Bar & Grill.

        	Gunnar: One of Kipa’s SuVahta Elitvartijat—elite guards.

        	Jordan Roberts: Tiger shifter. Llewellyn’s husband. Owns A Taste of Latte coffee shop.

        	Llewellyn Roberts: One of the magic-born, owns the Sun & Moon Apothecary.

        	Louhia: Witch of Pohjola.

        	Marilee: A priestess of Morgana, Ember’s mentor. Possibly human—unknown.

        	Meadow O’Ceallaigh: Member of the magic-born; member of LOCK. Twin sister of Trefoil.

        	Moira Ness: Human. Was one of Raven’s regular clients for readings.

        	Myrna: An Amazon who had a fling with Herne many years back, which resulted in their daughter Danielle.

        	Neil Johansson: One of the magic-born. A priest of Thor.

        	Sheila: Viktor’s wife. A kitchen witch and one of the magic-born, she now lives in Annwn.

        	Trefoil O’Ceallaigh: Member of the magic-born; member of LOCK. Twin brother of Meadow.

        	Unkai: Leader of the Orhanakai clan in the forest of Y’Bain. Dark Fae—Autumn’s Bane.

      

      Raven & the Ante-Fae:

      The Ante-Fae are creatures predating the Fae. They are the wellspring from which all Fae descended, unique beings who rule their own realms. All Ante-Fae are dangerous, but some are more deadly than others.

      
        	Apollo: The Golden Boy. Vixen’s boytoy. Weaver of Wings. Dancer.

        	Arachana: The Spider Queen. She has almost transformed into one of the Luo’henkah.

        	Blackthorn, the King of Thorns: Ruler of the blackthorn trees and all thorn-bearing plants. Cunning and wily, he feeds on pain and desire.

        	Curikan, the Black Dog of Hanging Hills: Raven’s father, one of the infamous Black Dogs. The first time someone meets him, they find good fortune. If they should ever see him again, they meet tragedy.

        	Elise, Gordon, and Templeton: Raven’s ferret-bound spirit friends she rescued years ago and now protects until she can find out the secret to breaking the curse on them.

        	Phasmoria: Queen of the Bean Sidhe. Raven’s mother.

        	Raj: Gargoyle companion of Raven. Wing-clipped, he’s been with Raven for a number of years.

        	Raven, the Daughter of Bones: (also: Raven BoneTalker) A bone witch, Raven is young, as far as the Ante-Fae go, and she works with the dead. She’s also a fortune-teller, and a necromancer.

        	Straff: Blackthorn’s son, who suffers from a wasting disease requiring him to feed off others’ life energies and blood.

        	Trinity: The Keeper of Keys. The Lord of Persuasion. One of the Ante-Fae, and part incubus. Mysterious and unknown agent of chaos. His mother was Deeantha, the Rainbow Runner, and his soul father was Maximus, a minor lord of the incubi.

        	Vixen: The Mistress/Master of Mayhem. Gender-fluid Ante-Fae who owns the Burlesque A Go-Go nightclub.

        	The Vulture Sisters: Triplet sisters, predatory.

      

      The Gods, the Luo’henkah, the Elemental Spirits, & Their Courts:

      
        	Arawn: Lord of the Dead. Lord of the Underworld.

        	Arianrhod: The Goddess of the Silver Wheel; Lady of Reincarnation and the Stars

        	Brighid: Goddess of Healing, Inspiration, and Smithery. The Lady of the Fiery Arrows, “Exalted One.”

        	The Cailleach: One of the Luo’henkah, the heart and spirit of winter.

        	Cerridwen: Goddess of the Cauldron of Rebirth. Dark harvest mother goddess.

        	Cernunnos: Lord of the Hunt, god of the Forest and King Stag of the Woods. Together with Morgana, Cernunnos originated the Wild Hunt and negotiated the covenant treaty with both the Light and the Dark Fae. Herne’s father.

        	Corra: Ancient Scottish serpent goddess. Oracle to the gods.

        	Coyote, also: Great Coyote: Native American trickster spirit/god.

        	Danu: Mother of the Pantheon. Leader of the Tuatha de Dannan.

        	Ember (Kearney): Caught between the world of Light and Dark Fae, Ember is now a goddess of the Fae and the Sea.

        	Ferosyn: Chief healer in Cernunnos’s Court.

        	Herne the Hunter: Herne is the son of the Lord of the Hunt, Cernunnos, and Morgana, goddess of the Fae and the Sea. A demigod—given his mother’s mortal beginnings—he’s a lusty, protective god and one hell of a good boss. Former owner of the Wild Hunt Agency.

        	Isella: One of the Luo’henkah. The Daughter of Ice (daughter of the Cailleach).

        	Kuippana (also: Kipa): Lord of the Wolves. Elemental forest spirit; Herne’s distant cousin. Trickster. Leader of the SuVahta, a group of divine elemental wolf shifters.

        	Lugh the Long Handed: Celtic Lord of the Sun.

        	Mielikki: Lady of Tapiola. Finnish goddess of the Hunt and the Fae. Mother of the Bear, Mother of Bees, Queen of the Forest.

        	Morgana: Goddess of the Fae and the Sea, she was originally human but Cernunnos lifted her to deityhood. She agreed to watch over the Fae who did not return across the Great Sea. Torn by her loyalty to her people and her loyalty to Cernunnos, she at times finds herself conflicted about the Wild Hunt. Herne’s mother.

        	The Morrígan: Goddess of Death and Phantoms. Goddess of the battlefield.

        	Pandora: Daughter of Zeus, Emissary of Typhon, the Father of Dragons.

        	Sejun: A counselor in Cernunnos’s employ. Raven’s therapist. Elven.

        	Tapio: Lord of Tapiola. Mielikki’s Consort. Lord of the Woodlands. Master of Game.

      

      The Fae Courts:

      
        	Navane: The court of the Light Fae, both across the Great Sea and on the east side of Seattle, the latter ruled by Névé.

        	TirNaNog: The court of the Dark Fae, both across the Great Sea and on the east side of Seattle, the latter ruled by Saílle.

      

      The Force Majeure:

      A group of legendary magicians, sorcerers, and witches. They are not human, but magic-born. There are twenty-one at any given time and the only way into the group is to be hand chosen, and the only exit from the group is death.

      
        	Merlin, The: Morgana’s father. Magician of ancient Celtic fame.

        	Taliesin: The first Celtic bard. Son of Cerridwen, originally a servant who underwent magical transformation and finally was reborn through Cerridwen as the first bard.

        	Ranna: Powerful sorceress. Elatha’s mistress.

        	Rasputin: The Russian sorcerer and mystic.

        	Väinämöinen: The most famous Finnish bard.

      

      The Dragonni—the Dragon Shifters:

      
        	The Celestial Wanders (Blue, Silver, and Gold Dragons)

        	The Mountain Dreamers (Green and Black Dragons)

        	The Luminous Warriors (White, Red, and Shadow Dragons)

        	Ashera: A blue dragon

        	Aso: White dragon, bound to Pandora, twin of Variance

        	Echidna: The Mother of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

        	Gyell: Shadow dragon, working with Aso and Variance to bring chaos to Seattle

        	Typhon: The Father of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

        	Variance: White dragon, bound to Pandora, twin of Aso
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      I often write to music, and Tattered Thorns was no exception. Here’s the playlist I used for this book.

      
        	A.J. Roach: Devil May Dance

        	Adam Lambert: Mad World

        	After the Fire: Der Kommissar

        	Air: Napalm Love; Playground Love

        	Alanis Morissette: You Oughta Know

        	Alice in Chains: Man in the Box; Sunshine

        	Android Lust: Here and Now; Saint Over

        	Animotion: Obsession

        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere to Go

        	AWOLNATION: Sail

        	Band of Skulls: I Know What I Am

        	Billy Idol: White Wedding

        	The Black Angels: Don’t Play With Guns; Always Maybe

        	Black Mountain: Queens Will Play

        	Black Rebel Motorcycle Club: Feel It Now

        	Boom! Bap! Pow!: Suit

        	The Bravery: Believe

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Camouflage Nights: (It Could Be) Love

        	Celtic Woman: Newgrange

        	Chris Isaak: Wicked Game

        	Cobra Verde: Play with Fire

        	Cream: Sunshine of Your Love; Strange Brew

        	Creedence Clearwater Revival: Green River; Fortunate Son; Run Through the Jungle: Born on the Bayou

        	Crosby, Stills & Nash: Woodstock; Guinnevere

        	David Bowie: Fame; Golden Years; I’m Afraid of Americans

        	Death Cab For Cutie: I Will Possess Your Heart

        	Dizzi: Dizzi Jig; Dance of the Unicorns

        	Don Henley: Dirty Laundry; Sunset Grill; The Garden of Allah; Everybody Knows

        	Donovan: Sunshine Superman; Season of the Witch

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being (Original Edit)

        	Eels: Souljacker Part 1

        	Elektrisk Gonner: Uknowhatiwant

        	FC Kahuna: Hayling

        	The Feeling: Sewn

        	Finger Eleven: Paralyzer

        	Fleetwood Mac: Gold Dust Woman; The Chain; Tusk

        	Fluke: Absurd

        	Foster the People: Pumped Up Kicks

        	Garbage: Queer; Only Happy When It Rains; #1 Crush; Push It

        	Gary Numan: Cars; I Assassin; The Gift; Saints And Liars: My Shadow in Vain; Soul Protection; My World Storm; Outland; Icehouse; Down in the Park; My Breathing; The Sleeproom

        	Gorillaz: Kids With Guns; Every Planet We Reach Is Dead; Dare; Demon Days; Hongkongaton; Rockit; Clint Eastwood; Stylo

        	The Gospel Whiskey Runners: Muddy Waters

        	Guess Who: No Sugar Tonight/New Mother Nature

        	Hanni El Khatib: Come Alive

        	Harvey Danger: Sad Sweetheart of the Rodeo

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	In Strict Confidence: Silver Bullets; Snow White; Tiefer

        	John Fogerty: The Old Man Down the Road

        	Julian Cope: Charlotte Anne

        	Justin Timberlake: SexyBack

        	Lady Gaga: 911; Paparazzi; Poker Face; The Fame; I Like it Rough; Teeth

        	Larry Tee & Princess Superstar: Licky

        	Lord of the Lost: Sex on Legs

        	Lorde: Yellow Flicker Beat; Royals

        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half Light

        	Madonna: Beautiful Stranger; 4 Minutes

        	Mai Lan: Pumper

        	Marilyn Manson: Personal Jesus; Tainted Love

        	Masked Wolf: Astronaut in the Ocean

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Nik Ammar & Marla Altschuler: Hollywood

        	Nine Inch Nails: Closer; Sin

        	Nirvana: Heart Shaped Box; Come As You Are; Lake of Fire; Lithium; You Know You’re Right

        	The Offspring: The Kids Aren’t Alright; Come Out and Play; Self Esteem

        	Oingo Boingo: Dead Man’s Party; Elevator Man

        	Orgy: Social Enemies; Blue Monday

        	Outasight: The Boogie; Fire it Up; The Bounce

        	Pati Yang: All That Is Thirst

        	People in Planes: Vampire

        	The Pierces: Secret

        	Puddle of Mudd: Psycho

        	The Pussycat Dolls: Buttons; When I Grow Up; Don’t Cha

        	Rob Zombie: Living Dead Girl; Never Gonna Stop

        	Robert Palmer: Addicted to Love; Simply Irresistible

        	Robin Schulz: Sugar

        	Roisin Murphy: Ramalama (Bang Bang)

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know

        	Shocking Blue: Venus

        	Simple Minds: Don’t You

        	St. Vincent: Pay Your Way in Pain; Down; Down and Out Downtown; Los Ageless; Sugarboy

        	Steppenwolf: Born to Be Wild; Magic Carpet Ride

        	Sweet Talk Radio: We All Fall Down

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s in a Pool

        	Thompson Twins: The Gap

        	Toadies: Possum Kingdom

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Tori Amos: Blood Roses; Professional Widow; Caught a Lite Sneeze; Muhammad My Friend

        	Traffic: The Low Spark of High Heeled Boys

        	Transplants: Diamonds and Guns

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	Valen: Cold Blood

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Yoko Kanno: Lithium Flower

        	Zayde Wolf: Gladiator

        	Zero Seven: In the Waiting Line

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BIOGRAPHY

          

        

      

    

    
      New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of over eighty books, including the Wild Hunt Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the Bewitching Bedlam Series, the Indigo Court Series, and the Otherworld Series, among others. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine. Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her website at Galenorn.com. You can find all her links at her LinkTree.

      

      Indie Releases Currently Available:

      

      Moonshadow Bay Series:

      Starlight Web

      Midnight Web

      Conjure Web

      Harvest Web

      Shadow Web

      Weaver’s Web

      Crystal Web

      

      Night Queen Series:

      Tattered Thorns

      Shattered Spells

      

      Hedge Dragon Series:

      The Poisoned Forest

      The Tangled Sky

      

      The Wild Hunt Series:

      The Silver Stag

      Oak & Thorns

      Iron Bones

      A Shadow of Crows

      The Hallowed Hunt

      The Silver Mist

      Witching Hour

      Witching Bones

      A Sacred Magic

      The Eternal Return

      Sun Broken

      Witching Moon

      Autumn’s Bane

      Witching Time

      Hunter’s Moon

      Witching Fire

      Veil of Stars

      Antlered Crown

      

      Lily Bound Series

      Soul jacker

      

      Chintz ‘n China Series:

      Ghost of a Chance

      Legend of the Jade Dragon

      Murder Under a Mystic Moon

      A Harvest of Bones

      One Hex of a Wedding

      Holiday Spirits

      Well of Secrets

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 1 – 3: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under A Mystic Moon

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 4-6: A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, Holiday Spirits

      

      Whisper Hollow Series:

      Autumn Thorns

      Shadow Silence

      The Phantom Queen

      

      Bewitching Bedlam Series:

      Bewitching Bedlam

      Maudlin’s Mayhem

      Siren’s Song

      Witches Wild

      Casting Curses

      Demon’s Delight

      Bedlam Calling: A Bewitching Bedlam Anthology

      The Wish Factor (a prequel short story)

      Blood Music (a prequel novella)

      Blood Vengeance (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      Tiger Tails (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      

      Fury Unbound Series:

      Fury Rising

      Fury’s Magic

      Fury Awakened

      Fury Calling

      Fury’s Mantle

      

      Indigo Court Series:

      Night Myst

      Night Veil

      Night Seeker

      Night Vision

      Night’s End

      Night Shivers

      Indigo Court Books, 1-3: Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker (Boxed Set)

      Indigo Court Books, 4-6: Night Vision, Night’s End, Night Shivers (Boxed Set)

      

      Otherworld Series:

      Moon Shimmers

      Harvest Song

      Blood Bonds

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 1

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 2

      For the rest of the Otherworld Series, see website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Bath and Body Series (originally under the name India Ink):

      Scent to Her Grave

      A Blush With Death

      Glossed and Found

      

      Misc. Short Stories/Anthologies:

      Once Upon a Kiss (short story: Princess Charming)

      Once Upon a Curse (short story: Bones)

      Once Upon a Ghost (short story: Rapunzel Dreaming)

      The Longest Night (A Pagan Romance Novella)

      

      Magickal Nonfiction: A Witch’s Guide Series.

      Embracing the Moon

      Tarot Journeys

      Totem Magick

    

  

OEBPS/images/nightqueenlogo-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/nightqueenlogo.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/tattered-thorns.jpg
@YASMIN

AAAAAAAA





