
  
    [image: Changeling]
  


  
    
      CHANGELING

      
        OTHERWORLD SERIES

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        YASMINE GALENORN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Nightqueen Enterprises LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      A Nightqueen Enterprises LLC Publication

      Published by Yasmine Galenorn

      PO Box 2037, Kirkland WA 98083-2037

      CHANGELING

      An Otherworld Novel

      First Copyright: 2007 by Yasmine Galenorn

      Copyright © 2025 by Yasmine Galenorn

      Second Electronic Printing: 2025 Nightqueen Enterprises LLC

      Second Print Edition: 2025 Nightqueen Enterprises

      Cover Art & Design: Carol Marques

      Art Copyright: Yasmine Galenorn

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED No part of this book may be reproduced or distributed in any format, be it print or electronic or audio, without permission. Please prevent piracy by purchasing only authorized versions of this book.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, or places is entirely coincidental and not to be construed as representative or an endorsement of any living/ existing group, person, place, or business.

      A Nightqueen Enterprises LLC Publication

      Published in the United States of America

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        The Silver Stag (Book 1 of the Wild Hunt Series)

      

    

    
      
        Playlist

      

      
        Biography

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to my husband Samwise, who has helped make my life so much easier and so much more wonderful. To my assistants Jenn and Andria.

      To our cats—all our lovely furbabies.

      To my spiritual guardians and guides: Ukko, Rauni, Mielikki, Tapio, and the Lady Brighid.

      You can find me through my website at Galenorn.com and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to keep updated on all my latest releases! You can join me for special content not found elsewhere on my Patreon. You can find my advice on writing, discussions about the books, and general ramblings on my YouTube channel. If you liked this book, I’d be grateful if you’d leave a review—it helps more than you can think.

      October 2025

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The moon was high overhead, rounded and full like one of those snow globes human children like to play with at Christmastime. I could barely see her up there watching over me as I slipped through the thick grass, padding lightly on the frost-shrouded ground. The night was clear but bitterly cold, and my breath formed little puffs of air as it spiraled out of my mouth.

      I was freezing, but it was better than staying inside where Maggie could get hold of me and slobber her kisses all over my fur, or where Iris could trap me into that stupid cat bag and forcibly clip my claws. Her manicures always left me with stubby nails the next day. And nobody but nobody was going to ruin the French manicure that I’d just paid fifty bucks for down at the local salon.

      As I rounded the gazebo near the path leading to Birch-water Pond, a movement from within the trees alerted me, and I paused midstep, listening. The noise repeated itself: a ruffling of leaves, the snapping of brittle twigs on the forest floor. Oh great Bast…please don’t let it be Speedo, the neighbor’s dog. That little pisser was the most tenacious basset hound I’d ever met. The only basset hound I’d ever met, to be honest. He delighted in chasing me whenever I showed up on all fours, baying like a drunken troglodyte. While I could easily outrun the mutt, I didn’t trust him. Of course, to be fair, he wasn’t a Were, just a regular old dog. Probably a good thing, now that I thought about it, considering that he was shy a few bolts in the bucket, but still…I glanced around, looking for the nearest tall tree. It never hurt to be prepared.

      When Speedo didn’t break through the undergrowth but the noises continued, I reconsidered. Possum, maybe. Or skunk. Skunk would be bad, but this time I’d fight my instincts and leave it alone. Skunk me once, shame on the skunk. Skunk me twice, and I’d be the butt of my sisters’ jokes for weeks.

      As I searched my gut, something told me that my stalker wasn’t an animal. At least not your everyday furble running through the woods. I might not be a witch like my sister Camille, but I had my own set of instincts, and they were whispering loud and clear that somebody was out there. I raised my head and sniffed, inhaling deeply. There. The faint scent of big cat, but behind that, something stronger. And then I knew what it was that I sensed: cat magic.

      Cautiously, I made my way to the gazebo and loped up the stairs. I didn’t want to be caught in the grass unarmed. There wasn’t much I could do in this state if a demon happened to pop out of the woods to attack me. Turn into a ball of fur and razor blades, maybe, but considering my size, fighting back promised a quick and painful end to my existence. Once I was in the gazebo, I’d be able to scramble up on the railing, which would give me a better vantage point from which to observe.

      I lowered myself into a pouncing position and wiggled my butt, preparing for the pounce and leap, but as I sailed into the air toward the third step, my big old fluffy tail decided to play tease and tickle with a patch of spiny cockleburs that were growing near the edge of the gazebo. Oh shit! I thought as I went thudding to the ground, belly first, feet splayed out like some cartoon cat from Tweety and Sylvester.

      I blinked as my dignity took a direct hit. As I shook my head and pushed myself to all four feet, I found—much to my dismay—that the tufts of my tail fur were knotted up in the prickly plants. I let out a little growl of frustration. Why did I have to have such long fur? Granted, I was the prettiest golden tabby around, but sometimes looks were overrated. I tugged, trying to free myself, but no luck. The fur was stuck and not coming loose.

      An insect that hadn’t bitten the dust during the cold snap buzzed around my head, and I twitched my ears, resisting the urge to bat at it. Nope, leave it alone, I thought. I’ve got bigger concerns than a flutterbug. Like getting loose from this fucking plant. When I was in cat form, it was always harder to control my urges. Beetles distracted me, and spiders…leaves flying in the wind, a dandelion going to seed…oh yeah, I was a sucker for anything that promised to offer a good chase.

      I tugged again, but a sharp pain at the base of my tail told me that maybe that wasn’t the best idea in the world. Now what? I couldn’t transform back while the moon was full, not until morning. And with Camille off racing with the Hunt as it streaked through the night woods, and Menolly in town at a Vamps Anonymous meeting, my family sure wasn’t going to come to my rescue.

      With a little huff, I tried again and almost ripped out a wad of fur. Well, shit. Frustrated, I crouched, trying to avoid getting any more entangled than I already was. This night was just getting better and better.

      First, I had to miss my late-night fix of trash TV, and a night without Jerry Springer was a night without a chance to force Menolly to sit and visit with me. We did our nails, I ate tons of popcorn, and we gossiped about Camille and her lovers until it was time for Menolly to go to work.

      And then I’d been all set to take out a mouse that was gnawing at Camille’s comfrey plant. I had the rodent down, under my paw, when she began spieling out a sob story about a litter of munchkins at home. Camille always said I was too softhearted, and I guess she was right. I let the mouse go, albeit with a grumpy “Get out of here before you’re toast.”

      My sisters didn’t know that I could talk to animals when I was in my Were form. This was my own special world, one they couldn’t enter. Camille had her connection with the Moon Mother, and Menolly had her bloodlusts…although that was a rather recent addition to her life—the Elwing Blood Clan had turned her into a vampire against her will. It wasn’t like she’d asked to be turned into a bloodsucker. But all my life, I’d kept my ability a secret. It was all mine, and I didn’t feel like sharing.

      After the mouse ran off, I stopped to groom, and damned if I didn’t find that I’d picked up a thriving patch of fleas. Now I’d need a flea dip or some Advantage, and both clashed with my tea rose perfume and left me with dry skin and a mild rash.

      Which brought me to the present: host to a flea circus, stuck to a cocklebur plant, with an unknown intruder watching me from the woods who was packing a butt load of cat magic. We were having some big fun now! Big whoop. It pissed me off that a lot of people assumed that all of us Weres spent the nights of the full moon partying hearty and getting down with our bad selves. If this was party central, give me a good book and a mug of hot milk any day.

      Another crackle from the woods caught my attention. Whatever I was going to do, I’d better get on with it. I gingerly tested the burrs again. Nope, the prickly heads were holding me prisoner. It would hurt like a son of a bitch, but I’d have to yank myself free. I couldn’t risk hoping whoever was lurking in the woods was friendly. I closed my eyes, steeling myself for the rip, when a noise to my left startled me. Nerves jangled, I whipped around.

      There, illuminated in the light of the moon, sat the mouse that I’d released. She rose up on her hindquarters, her nose and whiskers twitching as she stared at me. I swallowed every instinct in the world urging me to bat her a good one and tried to exert a pleasant, how-you-doin’ smile.

      “You need help?” she squeaked.

      “What do you think? Do I look like I need help?” I said.

      She gave me a pained look. “I don’t have time for this. My children are hungry. Do you need help, or don’t you?”

      Oh Great Mother, the gods save me now. It was bad enough I’d been softhearted enough to let her go, but to be forced into accepting a favor from an entrée? “Beggars can’t be choosers, I guess,” I muttered, ego shot to hell.

      A twinkle raced through her eyes, and she tittered and puffed up her chest. “Say it, then.”

      “Say what?”

      “Mice rule, cats drool.”

      I huffed. “What? You expect me to—wait!”

      She turned tail at my outburst and was sauntering off.

      “Come back. Please!”

      “You going to say it?” she asked over her shoulder.

      I squirmed. With no choice, I hung my head and hoped to hell nobody ever caught wind of this. “Mice rule, cats drool.” That was it. Utter humiliation. My night was complete.

      She sniffed, satisfied, then slowly examined my tail. A nibble here, a nibble there, and she broke through the twigs attached to the cockleburs entangled in my fur. I swished my tail back and forth. The weight of the burrs threw off my balance a little, but I was free, and that’s all that mattered. I grudgingly thanked the mouse as she skittered away.

      Another shuffle from the woods, and I made tracks, too. I had the suspicion there might be a Were hiding in the forest, but I also knew some demons had the ability to use cat magic, so I wasn’t about to count on whatever was stalking me to be feline-friendly. Taking a deep breath, I loped across the lawn toward the house.

      The back door on the porch was locked, but I’d installed a cat door. Camille had warded it to match my aura, so the alarms would be set off by anybody who crept through except me.

      Once inside the enclosed back porch, I scratched at the kitchen door until Iris opened it. She picked me up and chucked me under the chin, and I gave in without a fight. Iris loved cats and treated me like her personal puss. The Talon-haltija was short and stocky, milkmaid pretty, with a smile that would melt a glacier. She’d been bound to a family in Finland until they all died out, and then the house sprite joined the OIA—the Otherworld Intelligence Agency—for which my sisters and I worked. They assigned her to remain Earthside as our assistant.

      At first, she just worked in Camille’s store, but after a nasty encounter with the demon Bad Ass Luke, Iris moved in with us. She took care of the house and helped us out when we needed it. It was kind of like having our favorite aunt around.

      “Poor puss. You have a rough night?” she asked, examining my fur. “What do we have here? A tail full of stickers? And fleas?” She wrinkled her nose. “What have you been doing, girl? Come on, Delilah, we’d better get you cleaned up. I’ll have to cut these burrs out before you shift back, but I think you’ll still end up with one seriously sore ass.”

      I squirmed, wanting to tell her about the presence I’d felt, but she couldn’t understand me. I could hear and understand both the Fae and humans while in Were form, but we hadn’t been able to figure out a way to make the communication a two-way street.

      As she carried me over to the counter and held up the scissors, I quieted down. As long as she didn’t try to clip my claws, she could pamper me all she wanted. When Camille or Menolly returned, they might be able to pick up a bead on whatever it was I’d been sensing and do something about it before the magical signature faded away.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the moon went to bed, I was curled up by the fire, purring heavily as I drifted in and out of my nap. I’d tried to wait up for Camille and Menolly, but the pull from the flames was too strong. The minute I snuggled up in my cushioned slumber ball Camille had bought for my birthday, I slid right into the arms of Morpheus. Which is why I woke up with one paw still furry and the other rapidly shifting into a hand.

      Nobody ever believed me when I told them it wasn’t painful. Oh, it might be if you weren’t a Were but had a shape-shifting spell cast on you, but for us, it was as simple as changing clothes. Speaking of clothes, my collar had disappeared and was just as quickly transforming back into my sweatpants and tank top. And Iris had been right. My butt hurt.

      “Seems my Kitten is back from her journey.” Menolly’s voice echoed in my ears as I rolled off the slumber ball and thudded to the floor, fully transformed as the last whisker vanished.

      I blinked, squinting at the window. First light was about an hour away. “Cutting it thin, aren’t you?” I said, my throat a little raw. My stomach rumbled, and I discovered that I was a little queasy. What had I eaten during the night? Definitely not Miss House Mouse. A little less engaged in the feline mind-set, I decided to drop off some cheese nips where I knew the mouse and her family lived. Poor thing. I must have given her a good scare, even if she had taken advantage of my situation.

      “You don’t look so hot,” Menolly said. She was sitting on the sofa with Maggie in her lap. The baby Crypto was slurping away at the contents of the bowl of cream, cinnamon, sugar, and sage that Menolly held.

      The pair had become inseparable since Camille had first rescued the calico gargoyle from a demon’s lunch box, and they had bonded in one of the strangest friendships I’d ever seen. It would be years before we knew whether Maggie would develop past the stage of a smart cat or a slow dolphin, but that didn’t matter to us. She was a rambunctious little sweetheart, and we all adored her.

      “I’ve got a good excuse,” I said, rubbing my backside. “I ended up with a butt full of thorns last night.”

      “Delightful. I didn’t fare much better. No bellyful of blood here, and I’m hungry.” I grimaced, but she waved away my protest. “At least I’m always beautiful,” she said, looking over my bedraggled state. “Even after a hunt. But you look like something the cat dragged in.”

      I shot her a nasty glare.

      “What’s the matter? Your sense of humor vanish overnight?”

      “Give me a break.” My stomach rumbled. Yeah, I needed food, all right. “I’m hungry, I stink to high heaven, and Iris had to cut off a pile of fur when I came home.” I was never a pretty sight the morning after the full moon, and usually I just wanted to head upstairs for a shower and spend the day in my Hello Kitty pajamas. “I’ll bet you aren’t all that pretty to your victims,” I added, feeling snarky.

      Giving me a wicked grin, Menolly said, “Most of my meals are so enthralled, they come on demand. Trust me, they love it.” Even though Camille had convinced her to join Vampires Anonymous, Menolly’s cutting sarcasm had remained intact. Sister or not, Menolly was one scary badass chick. Gorgeous, but she could be a real freak show when she wanted to.

      “Yeah, they love it till they realize you sucked them dry.” I shook my head, reaching for the doughnut box sitting on the coffee table. Chase, who fancied himself my boyfriend because we had sex once a week, had sent them to me. When the box of thirty-two gourmet doughnuts had been delivered along with a dozen red roses and a catnip toy, a little thrill ran through my heart. He really did understand me.

      “So what happened? No pervs out last night?” I winced as I stretched. My muscles needed a good workout. I’d head down to the gym toward evening. They loved me there and had given me a free lifetime membership because men signed up just to watch me work out. Being half-Faerie in a world enchanted with our presence had its perks.

      “Not that I could find. I drank a little, then wiped the guy’s memory and sent him on his way. I only took enough to stave off the worst of my thirst, but I’m going to need a real hunt in a few nights.” Her frost-blue eyes flashed against the copper of her Bo Derek braids. As she shook her head, the ivory beads she’d had woven into the braids clattered like the bones of a dancing skeleton. Menolly made no noise, except when she chose to. The beads reminded her that she had once been alive. That she hadn’t always been a vampire.

      “You mean a full kill,” I said. The phone rang, but it stopped after one ring. Iris must have picked up.

      “You nailed it.” Menolly shrugged, but I could hear the craving in her voice. A young vampire, she still needed to drink deep and often.

      Looking at her, it was hard to believe my sister was a vamp, except for that Butoh dancer complexion. Petite, she barely made five three, if that, but she could toss a dead demon over one shoulder and carry him like a child, and she could drain a person of blood without blinking. She was the youngest, but sometimes she felt old as the hills to me.

      Camille, the oldest, was a buxom and curvy five foot seven witch. Long waves of curly black hair cascaded down her back, and her eyes were violet with silver flecks. She was the practical one, although you wouldn’t know it by the way she dressed, which was one step shy of a fetish bar.

      And me? I was the middle child, though both Camille and Menolly annoyed the hell out of me by treating me like the baby. At least I had them both beat in the height department. I topped six one, and my body was muscled and lean. No couch potato kitty for me, except during my late-night TV binges. My hair would have been called flaxen by a poet, and until recently had fallen almost to my waist. Tired of the constant upkeep, I’d marched into a salon and asked for a layered shag that barely skimmed my shoulders.

      The three of us looked about as much like sisters as we did like goblins. Our mother had been human, and our father was one of the Sidhe. We fell at odd points along the spectrum. Unfortunately, our half-breed status upset the status quo with Father’s relatives. Worse, it upset our internal balance.

      Camille’s magic proved chaotic and was as erratic as her choice in men. Menolly could climb a hundred-foot tree, but she fell off a simple perch when spying on a rogue clan of vampires. They, in turn, tortured and turned her into one of them.

      As for me…my shape-shifting was unpredictable, and I couldn’t always control it. And even though I was a Were, no gorgeous lioness appeared when I transformed. Just a golden, long-haired tabby, whose tail occasionally got stuck in the briar bush and who ended up with fleas. Damn it. I smelled like Advantage and the beginning of a rash was climbing up my back. It seemed Iris had dosed me a good one. I needed to take a shower before I broke out in hives.

      “Where’s Camille? I have to talk to her about something I felt out in the woods last night.” I glanced around, looking for signs that she might be home. No stilettos, no corsets lying around, no stench of sulfur from misfired magic.

      “She said she was stopping off at Morio’s before coming home,” Menolly said.

      Just then Iris appeared in the doorway. “Camille just called. She’s on her way home. I’m going to take off for the store. She should rest for a while before coming in,” the house sprite said. “Tell her I’ll expect her in around one?”

      I nodded, watching as Iris bustled off. Camille ostensibly owned the Indigo Crescent, a bookstore in downtown Belles-Faire, a grimy suburb of Seattle. In truth, it was a front for the OIA—the Otherworld Intelligence Agency—for which we worked. They’d sent us Earthside because, bluntly, they thought we were a bunch of bumbling bimbos. Klutzes we might be, but a pack of vacuous T & A? Never. We had brains! We had looks! We had…the worst record in the service. However, thanks to the bureaucracy, instead of getting us out of the way, the OIA had put us right on the fast track to Hell.
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        * * *

      

      A few months ago, we’d had a nasty bit of business with a Degath Squad, a trio of demons from the Subterranean Realms who were on a scouting mission. They were looking for the spirit seals—ancient artifacts that, when joined together, would open the portals and allow Shadow Wing and his minions to take over both Earth and Otherworld.

      We’d barely managed to squeak through the assault alive.

      When we returned to Otherworld to prove that things weren’t so hunky-dory back on Earth, we found our home city in an uproar with a full-scale civil war going on. We reconsidered our options and showed up on the doorstep of the Elfin Queen.

      When we dropped the dead demons and other assorted goodies at her feet, Queen Asteria promptly proclaimed that, like it or not, as of that moment we were now working for her. Oh, and one other thing—a little thing, really—just don’t tell the OIA about this arrangement. When a millennia-old magic-wielding queen tells you to do something, you don’t argue.

      One thing we knew for sure: Where there was one demon, there were bound to be more. Where there was one Degath Squad, other Hell Scouts would follow, and eventually, with an army to back them up. And even with the help of Camille’s boyfriends, Trillian and Morio, a gorgeous hunk of dragon flesh we knew only by the name of Smoky, and my boyfriend Chase Johnson, we were a pale wall of defense.
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        * * *

      

      The door opened, and Camille blew through. She was in full getup: flowing plum chiffon skirt, black lace bustier, black PVC boots that laced up her calves, their heels a mile high. Her eyes sparkled with silver. She’d been running magic, all right. Her glamour was so strong that I was amazed she didn’t have a pack of men following her home.

      Of the three of us, she had the most appeal to full-blooded humans. Her very scent invited them to come play, and her voluptuous curves left little to the imagination.

      Camille had another side, though. She’d taken care of us after our mother died. Menolly was off in her own little world by then, though not yet a vampire, but Camille held it together for our father and for the three of us.

      “Something tripped the wards,” she said. “I can feel it. Anything happen tonight I should know about?”

      I jumped up. “I’ve been waiting for you to get home.” I glanced out the window. First light was only moments away. “I want you to come out back with me. I smelled cat magic last night, and I think we might have a Were prowling around, but I’m not positive. I was in cat form, and the full moon can cloud my senses.”

      She ruffled my hair, a habit that I both loved and hated. “Let’s go check it out, sweetie.” With a glance at Menolly, she added, “You need to get downstairs. The sky’s clear, and the sun will be up soon. I’m surprised you aren’t already feeling the pull.”

      Menolly brushed her eyes. “I am, actually. I’ll put Maggie in her box and go to bed.” Unlike most vampires, Menolly slept in an actual bed, and her nest—very Martha Stewart—was hidden in the basement behind a secret entrance we’d fashioned to keep out intruders. No one else but Iris knew that the bookshelves in the kitchen actually opened up to reveal the staircase leading to Menolly’s apartment.

      Camille followed me out to the backyard. I grabbed a trowel on the way. Everything looked so different from this height, but the minute I saw the cockleburs, I felt my dander rise. I stopped, kneeling down to root them out.

      “What are you doing?” Camille asked.

      I grunted. “These suckers got stuck in my tail last night. I’m going to hire a gardener to come in and clear the yard of thistles and thorns and other nasty crap like this.” Managing to get the point of the trowel under the root, I levered the plant out and tossed it in the compost pile.

      “Oh yes, that’s going to do the trick. The seeds will just spring up again, you goober. Just make sure you don’t get rid of my belladonna or wolfsbane,” she said, choking back a snort as I led her to the path where I’d sensed the intruder. “I take it your butt’s sore?”

      “Worse than diaper rash,” I said. “So are the wards sounding an alarm, or were they just tripped by accident?” They were Camille’s spell, and she was the only one who’d be able to sort through the variances of disruption that happened when they’d been detonated.

      She closed her eyes. “No demons at play, but that doesn’t mean much, considering how Bad Ass Luke conned Wisteria into working with them.” Stopping suddenly, she blinked and said, “Did you know that Trillian is going to be staying with Chase until he can find an apartment? He moved in with him last night.”

      I blinked. Chase hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort the last time I’d talked to him. “No. And just how long do you think that arrangement will last?”

      Trillian was a Svartan, one of the elves’ darker-souled cousins, and he’d been stringing Camille along for years. They were lovers, though at times she wasn’t sure if she even liked him.

      “I don’t know, but it’s better than what Menolly suggested,” Camille said, shuddering. Our lovely troublemaker of a sister had put forth the idea that Trillian might want to room with Morio, which would have been the mother of all disasters. Of course, she’d been sporting a smirk when she made the suggestion, but both Camille and I knew that Menolly had a hankering for havoc. Her idea of fun was a rousing fight down at the Wayfarer.

      “I think I’ve been forcing her to watch too much Jerry Springer with me,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Morio, a youkai-kitsune from Japan—a fox demon–slash–nature spirit—was Camille’s other lover. They had hooked up when they accidentally tripped a lust spell out near Mount Rainier, and that was all it took for the two of them to start hitting the sheets. Camille had a weakness for bad boys.

      Trillian and Morio kept a cautious truce because of their shared interest in Camille, but they were clear rivals for her affection. It was a good thing that the Fae weren’t monogamous by nature, or there would have been bloodshed by now, considering the amount of testosterone involved.

      “Well, he isn’t likely to kill Chase, since Chase is my boyfriend, but still…I hope for both their sakes—and ours—that Trillian finds an apartment soon.” With a wicked grin, I added, “Bet you the arrangement lasts less than two weeks,” I said, fishing a twenty out of my pocket and waving it at her.

      “You’re on.” Camille snorted. “I’ll give it three at the most.” She suddenly stopped and raised her head.

      “Hold on, there’s something here. It’s faint…but definite…”

      She plunged into the bushes and knelt near the base of a large oak that watched over the wooded acreage that spread out next to our land. As she examined the tree, I scouted around the path, finding a line of footprints. The night had been clear with no rain to wash them away. They led up to the tree, then away from it again and disappeared in the middle of the tangle of huckleberry, brambles, Oregon grape, and fern.

      Just then, a Steller’s jay dive-bombed me from the branches of a fir, scolding at the top of its lungs. Little bugger, I thought as I waved it away. It could smell the cat on me. I wrinkled my nose and let out a little hiss, and it screeched even louder. Another jay joined it on the branch, and both perched there, eyeballing me.

      “Don’t you dare, unless you want to become my breakfast,” I muttered.

      “Delilah!” Camille’s voice brought me out of my sparring match. Her expression was a mixture of disbelief and wariness. “I know what was here.”

      “What? What was it?” I leaned against the oak, waiting. Not a demon. Please don’t let it be a demon, I thought. I was tired of demons. While I could kick ass with the best, I didn’t like conflict. When my sisters got into arguments, the stress turned me into a pussycat.

      “You were right, there was a Were around here,” she said, her eyes flashing with silver. “And unless I’m off my game, I think he’s a werepuma.” She looked up at me. “He’s marked the tree.”

      “Eww…” I wrinkled my nose, hoping he’d been in Were-form when he’d taken his territorial piss.

      A werepuma? I stared at the trunk, then at our house, which you could just barely see from this vantage point. Why had he marked the tree? He didn’t own this land, we did. Was he in league with Shadow Wing and the demons? Or was he a free agent? And if he wasn’t aligned with our hellion friends, just what did he want?
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      My sisters and I lived in a funky three-story Victorian in the suburb of Belles-Faire, one of Seattle’s seediest districts. Sure, it was a crummy neighborhood, but we had the necessary acreage to provide us with the privacy needed for our work. Menolly’s apartment was in the basement, Camille had the second story, I had the third, and we shared the main floor as a common living area. We’d given Iris a spare room near the kitchen. It was small, but so was she, and we let her live there rent free in exchange for her help around the house.

      A couple days after the full moon, I was putting the finishing touches on a three-cheese omelet when Camille sashayed into the room.

      “Food ready?” she asked, her eyes lighting up.

      I nodded. We took turns with Iris making breakfast. “Omelet. Toast is on the table.” I divided the eggs and dished them out onto the waiting plates.

      “That smells good,” Camille said. She was dressed to the hilt in a crimson halter dress with a low V-neck. A silver belt slung low across her hips, and she was wearing fuck-me pumps to die for. I gave her the once-over.

      “New guy?” I asked, grinning.

      She laughed. “As if I didn’t have trouble enough with the two I’ve already got. No. If you want to know, the Faerie Watchers Club is meeting at the store today. I play it up for them when they come in. They like the show, and it gives me a chance to dress up.”

      I could never pull off the outfits that Camille wore, even if I wanted to. My closet of choice included plenty of low-rise jeans, camis, turtlenecks, and sweaters. Ostensibly, my cover for the OIA was that of a private eye, and since I took on real cases, I had to be able to move. Sneaking through bushes and climbing fire escapes in a tight silk dress just wouldn’t cut it. Not to mention that, at six one—a good six inches taller than Camille—I didn’t need stilettos, though I owned a few pairs. My taste in footwear ran to motorcycle boots.

      Iris joined us at the table, and I pointed to her plate. “Food’s on.”

      She scrambled up on the barstool that allowed her to easily reach the table. At barely four feet, she didn’t look intimidating, but she packed a wallop that could take down a grown man. Or beast. A pissed-off house sprite was nobody to mess around with.

      “What do you need me to do today?” she asked.

      Camille flipped open her Day-Timer. “I’ll need you at the store this afternoon while the FWC members are there. They’re coming in around three, so if you could show up around two forty-five, I’d appreciate it.”

      “No problem.” Iris had a photographic memory, not only for visuals but for conversations. “What else?”

      “Would you take Maggie outside to play for a while this morning? I think she needs some fresh air,” I said. “But be careful. Whoever that strange Were is, he’s still hanging around the borders of the property, so stay close to the house.”

      “Done,” she said. “By the way, Delilah, I don’t mean to complain, but you haven’t cleaned your litter box yet.”

      “I noticed that, too,” Camille said. “Remember, no maids, so we clean up after ourselves.” She ruffled my hair.

      I grabbed her hand and gently bit her thumb, leaving a mild impression from my fangs. She yelped, and I grinned.

      “I didn’t even leave a mark, so don’t try to play me for sympathy. You mess up my hair every time you do that. Anyway, I’m sorry about the box. I can’t believe I forgot. I’ll get to it first thing when I get home.”

      When we’d been unceremoniously dumped Earthside by the OIA, we’d made a pact. Without servants to look after us, we agreed to clean up after our own messy lifestyles. Thinking about the number of hunts Menolly had been on, I was secretly grateful that I only had to contend with kitty litter. I glanced at the bookcase that was hiding the entrance to Menolly’s lair. The last thing I wanted was to clean up her blood room where she hosed herself off after feeding. Washing the love stains off Camille’s ridiculously expensive sheets was child’s play next to the mess Menolly left. I resolved to do better in keeping up my end of the bargain.

      Camille snorted. “I can tell what you’re thinking. I’m glad I don’t have to clean her lair either, though I have a better stomach for it than you do.”

      “Hey, you said it. I didn’t.” I was still working on accepting Menolly’s transformation, while Camille had managed to overcome any revulsion she might have had. I didn’t like being squeamish, but I couldn’t help it.

      I jerked my head toward the door. “Let’s head out. Iris, have a good day. You know where to call us if anything happens.” I scooped up Maggie from where she was playing in the corner and gave her a big smooch on her fuzzy forehead. Camille crowded in, and after a moment, Iris had to wrestle the gargoyle away from us.

      “Get moving, you two. I’ll take care of the little one here,” she said, tucking Maggie back in her playpen.

      Camille shrugged into a flowing black opera coat and marched out the door into the frostbitten morning. I slipped on my leather jacket and checked to make sure my long silver knife was safely snapped inside my boot sheath. I’d carried a gun for a while, but the iron had proven too much for me, even what little there had been in the specially formatted Glock that Chase had bought for me. I’d never had to shoot it, and it wouldn’t work on demons anyway.

      Chase, on the other hand, had special bullets made for his gun. Some were embedded with iron in the center for taking down rogue Fae who might be breaking the law. Others included silver and would kill lycanthropes, the only type of Were affected by the metal.

      The December morning was overcast as I clattered down the porch steps, the clouds glimmering with a luminous sheen that warned of impending snow. While Seattle wasn’t exactly the winter wonderland of the world, on occasion we received a coating of the white stuff.

      Camille blew me a kiss, then jumped in her Lexus and headed down the driveway. I crunched my way across the frost-covered grass to climb into my Jeep Wrangler. As I warmed up the engine, my thoughts went back to the Were who’d been stalking our land. Since we’d discovered his tracks, the three of us had walked the borders of our acreage each night. We could still smell cat magic, but neither Menolly nor Camille could sense demon energy. Just because we couldn’t smell it didn’t mean it wasn’t there, though.

      With Shadow Wing on the rampage and most likely pissed out of his mind, my optimism had been tempered by brutal reality. Maybe this was what growing up meant. I couldn’t play Bubbles on The Powerpuff Girls anymore. The trouble with life was that it always interrupted our best-laid fantasies.
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        * * *

      

      The Indigo Crescent sat smack in the middle of the Belles-Faire business district. My office suite was in the same building on the second floor, and from there I played private eye in between assignments from the OIA. An outside stairwell provided an alternative entrance, so clients could come and go after bookstore hours.

      I managed to find a parking space a block away, but the air was so cold it sucked the breath out of my lungs as I jogged down the street. Camille’s Lexus was parked smack in front of the store, as usual. I knew her secret though, and it wasn’t dumb luck. She had some nasty dirt on the parking gods, and they never failed to give her a good place. I’d been after her to make me a charm for the past month, but she kept putting it off. I was beginning to think she was holding out on purpose.

      As I strode into the store, my breath still visible, I was greeted by the sight of Erin Mathews, president of the Faerie Watchers Club, and her friend Cleo Blanco. I broke into a wide grin. Cleo and Erin were two of the coolest humans we knew, and I loved hanging out with them. Especially Cleo.

      Erin owned The Scarlet Harlot, a lingerie store a couple blocks away. Cleo was a female impersonator–slash–drag queen. In his alter ego, he was Tim Winthrop, genius computer student and the father of a young daughter with whom he spent every weekend, no matter what else he had on his plate.

      Erin and Cleo were complete opposites. Despite owning a lingerie shop, Erin dressed in jeans, flannel shirts, and hiking boots, which matched her down-to-earth personality. On the other hand, Cleo’s tastes—and his nature—ran to the flamboyant when he was out in drag.

      Nearly my height, he teetered in five-inch platform PVC boots, fire-engine red and almost hugging his crotch. They clashed in full Yuletide splendor with his hunter green butt-cupping leggings and striped sweater tunic. Beneath the sweater he was either wearing a massively padded bra or he’d recently gotten implants. Cleo’s wig was bleached blond, and he sported Tammy Faye eyelashes.

      Camille was discussing something with Erin, so I parked my butt on the counter next to Cleo and high-fived him.

      “What’s shakin’, babe? Besides that rack of yours?” I pointed to his chest and grinned. “Where on earth did those come from? Boobs R Us? Are they real, or is there a whole lot of stuffing going on?”

      “Well, if it isn’t Delilah the Dick.” He arched his back and shimmied his shoulders. “You can thank Erin for my make-over. She whipped up this little number for me. I’m trying it out before the show tonight.”

      Erin turned at the sound of her name, and Cleo winked at her. “Just giving you credit for my lovely cleavage.” He turned back to me. “By the way, did I ever tell you how much I love your teeth? They are so hot. I bet the boys flock for miles to get a love bite from you.”

      My fangs were permanently visible, unlike Menolly’s, which retracted in standard vampire fashion. “All part of my nature, dude. Although they can be a hassle if I get too excited. I’ve punctured my tongue a couple of times.”

      I didn’t mention that I’d also punctured Chase’s tongue once or twice. And after one disastrous attempt, I’d decided that giving him a good blow job was out of the question, and he hadn’t been in a hurry to suggest another try. That little escapade had cost us two weeks of unhappy—and for him, painful—celibacy. Unlike Camille, I’d been a virgin, except for when I was in cat form. But after a rocky start to my sex life, I’d finally discovered what all the hoopla was about. Now it was getting harder for me to hold my hormones in check.

      Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I focused on Cleo’s chest again. “Erin did you proud. I’d grade the girls at least an F.”

      “Meow. Do I detect a hint of envy, Cat Woman?” Cleo grinned to show he was joking. He still wasn’t used to us, but I had to hand it to him. He had more guts than most of the humans we met.

      I snorted. “Trust me, if I was jealous of anybody’s boobs, it would be Camille’s. They’re the real thing, and they’re double-D.”

      “Hey, I heard that.” Camille sauntered up and slid her arm around Cleo’s waist.

      He gave her a lecherous grin and bent over to flick his tongue along her neck. “Well hello, little Miss Witch. You know, I might think about making an exception to my no-chicks rule just for you, girlfriend.”

      “Don’t turn in your queer card yet, babe,” Camille said, stretching to plant a kiss on his chin. “My bed overfloweth.”

      Cleo laughed, a rich and throaty sound that made me smile. “Jason would kick my butt anyway. He’s delightfully possessive.”

      “He’s also gorgeous, my dear,” I said.

      Jason was Cleo’s boyfriend, and they made quite a striking couple. As dark as Cleo was fair, Jason owned his own car repair shop and had more business than he could handle. The pair seemed to have a bright future in front of them.

      “Any chance we’ll be hearing wedding bells soon?” I pointed to the hunk of ice Cleo was sporting on his left finger.

      He winked. “You never know.”

      Camille glanced at the clock. “Okay, time to open shop. Delilah, are you going upstairs to work, or do you want to hang here for a bit?” She had that look in her eye that told me she’d put me to work if I opted for the latter.

      “I’m going, I’m going.” I slid off the counter, reluctant to leave the warmth of the shop for the upper regions of my office. “It’s so damned cold up there. The heat never makes it upstairs.” I’d been reduced to using space heaters to take the edge off the chilly suite. Luckily, the OIA footed the bill. Considering how pissed we were at them, I took a perverse delight in sticking it to them any way I could.

      “You could stay down here and help me shelve books.” Camille thrust a stack in my direction, but I shook my head.

      “I’d better get to work. I’ve got an appointment with a new client in ten minutes. If he comes through the store, send him up.”

      “Later, babe.” Camille waved as I took the stairs two at a time.

      At the top of the steps, a short hall led to three doors: a bathroom, a janitor’s closet where we kept our cleaning supplies, and my suite. The OIA wasn’t about to spring for a custodian, and we couldn’t take a chance hiring an outside service to clean, so we’d lucked out when Iris volunteered to play maid. We paid her by the hour, and she came in once a week to mop floors and dust and take out the garbage. I dreaded the day she met somebody, got married, and settled down to raise a house full of little sprites.

      I opened the main door leading into my office and glanced around before entering. Caution didn’t run in the family, but I’d lucked out and picked up the habit somewhere. Someday, that fraction of a second might come in handy and save my life.

      My waiting room was sparsely furnished with an old sofa, two chairs, and a table on which rested a handful of magazines, a lamp, and a bell. I flipped the sign that I posted on the main door from Closed to Open—Please Ring the Bell for Service. As I glanced around the grimy room, I thought once again about how lonely I felt at times, being stuck Earthside. Sure, I solved the occasional case, ferreted out secrets for heartbroken wives and cuckolded husbands, but was that really helping anybody?

      If we were back in OW…Hell, when I thought about it, I had no idea what we’d be doing if we were back in OW. With civil war on the horizon, most likely we’d be pressed into military service. Especially considering our track record. At least we knew how to fight and live to tell about it.

      I opened the door to my office and slipped off my jacket, then turned on the heater. A large oak desk that I’d found at a thrift shop filled the room, along with a leather chair patched with duct tape and two padded folding chairs for clients.

      The one thing my office was abundant in was plants. Plants that could survive chilly weather and shade. They made me feel like I could breathe. A huge print of a forest glade on one wall reminded me of home, and Iris had managed to find enough knickknacks to provide a little sparkle here and there. She’d also polished the one window in my office to a high shine. At least I could see the sky in this brick-and-mortar jungle.

      I paused by a side table where a statue of the Egyptian goddess Bast sat on a gold and green cloth. Around the statue I’d arranged a necklace of turquoise beads, a vase of fresh flowers, a sistrum, and a cobalt-blue glass pyramid. A bronze candle holder held a tall green taper, and I let out a long breath as I lit the candle.

      “Lady Bast, guide my feet. Guard my path. Know my heart resides with you.” The simple prayer was one I offered up every morning and every evening. She guarded all of catkind and was, to me, what the Moon Mother was to Camille.

      Somewhat comforted, I slid into my chair and flipped through my mail. A couple bills. An invitation to a seminar on police procedure and the private eye, a reminder that my Jeep was due for servicing…nothing important. As I tossed them on the desk, the bell in my waiting room chimed.

      Shaking off my growing depression, I glanced at the clock. My new client—potential client, rather—was right on time. I was totally unprepared for the wave of dizziness that slammed through me as I headed for the door dividing my office from the waiting room. What the hell? I blinked and tried to focus as I opened the door.

      The man in the waiting room stood a good four inches taller than me. Trim in the waist, he was wearing a leather jacket adorned with studs, and I could tell that his shoulders were broad and his arms muscled. Golden hair grazed his collar. As I looked into those luminous topaz eyes, I knew what he was.

      He held out one hand and tilted his head ever so slightly. “Zachary Lyonnesse at your service.”

      I caught my breath at the touch of his fingers on mine. The warmth of his body heat sent a crackle of cat magic racing up my arm, and a familiar scent told me everything I needed to know. Well, maybe not everything, but enough to start with. I straightened my shoulders and motioned him in.

      “Delilah D’Artigo. So, Zachary Lyonnesse, perhaps you’d care to tell me what the hell you’ve been doing spying around my property?”

      He leaned his head back and let out a short laugh. “I knew you’d finger me. I told Venus the Moon Child that you would, but he wasn’t so sure.” He dropped his voice as he said, “I’m glad that I didn’t underestimate you.”

      Well, at least he’d admitted that it had been him. I cleared my throat. “So, are you going to answer my question, puma-boy?”

      As I heard the challenge ringing in my voice, I knew I was in trouble. I circled him, instinct urging me to let loose and transform, to teach him whose territory he was in. Thank the gods I managed to retain enough control to know that a golden tabby was no match for a puma.

      The light in Zachary’s eyes flared, and the corner of his lip flickered into the tiniest smile. “Don’t fluff your tail at me, girl. I’m not here to hurt you, and regardless of what you might think, I’m not a voyeur. You want to know why I was watching you? Because I want to hire you. But first, I had to get a feel for the situation. I’m not sure who to trust anymore, and right now, trust means everything.”

      I licked the tips of my fangs. His arrogance irritated me, but he was bigger and more dangerous than I, at least in Were-form. And I recognized hierarchy. “What do you want?”

      Zachary let out a sigh, his shoulders dropping along with his cavalier attitude. “I’m from the Rainier Puma Pride. We need an investigator at our compound. Someone who can understand our special…situation. This is a delicate matter. We heard about you and your sisters through the Sub-Cult network. I know you’re half-Fae, and a Were. It only made sense to ask another shifter for help.” He pressed his hand to his forehead, squinting.

      “You have a headache? Would you like some aspirin?” I wasn’t about to let down my guard when it came to an unknown Supe, but he looked so worried that I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. “Why don’t you sit down?” I reached for his arm and guided him to the chair opposite my desk.

      That did it. The light faded from his eyes, replaced by a dark and shadowed look, and he slumped into the chair. “Someone is killing off members of our pride,” he whispered.

      Hell, no wonder the guy looked so upset. I moved to my desk, motioning for him to continue. “Tell me about it.”

      Zachary rubbed his chin, and it flashed through my mind that the five o’clock shadow he had going looked pretty good on him.

      “We need to know who’s killing our people. We’ve tried investigating on our own, but nothing…We’re always too late, always a step behind. Five of our members have been murdered in the past few weeks, and I don’t mind telling you, we’re running scared.”

      “Have you gone to the police?” I asked but already knew the answer.

      “This isn’t a police matter. They have no idea how to handle affairs of this nature. The victims weren’t killed by any human, that I can tell you.” He stared at the floor and scuffed the carpet with the toe of his boot.

      It occurred to me that Chase’s Faerie-Human CSI Squad might be able to help out. I scribbled a memo on my notepad to ask him if he could do anything.

      “Would you like some tea?” I asked. I kept a microwave on a table along with a variety of zap-and-eat noodle dishes, teas, hot cocoa, and other treats. I popped two mugs of water in the oven and nuked them for two minutes.

      “Thanks,” he said, struggling to cover up a sudden yawn. “I feel like I haven’t slept in days, and I probably look it, too.”

      I flashed him a quick smile. “You look just fine,” I said, dropping the tea bags in the mugs of steaming water. “Here, let this steep for a few minutes. The mint should help perk you up.” Returning to my desk, I picked up my pen. I’d type up notes on my laptop later. “Tell me everything, and don’t leave anything out, no matter how minute.”

      Zachary picked up his cup and held it to his nose, letting the steam rise to fill his lungs. He let out a long, slow breath and relaxed into the chair. “The first murder happened last month. Sheila didn’t come home the morning after the full moon.”

      “Sheila?” I asked. “She have a last name?”

      “No. I’ll explain in a minute,” he said. “At first we thought she’d just fallen asleep out in the woods, but by noon, we started to worry. We sent out a search party, and they found her next to a stream. She was still in puma form and very dead.”

      “That means she was killed before sunrise.”

      “Right.” He leaned forward, his voice cracking. “Her blood had been drained and…everything was gone—inside. She was dry as a bone. But it also looked like her heart had been ripped out. We never did find it.”

      I winced. What could you say to a story like that? I’m sorry wasn’t going to cut it. I opted for a question. “Do you have any idea who killed her? And how did you explain her disappearance to authorities?”

      Zachary shrugged. “Not a clue. None of the victims had any real enemies. All were well-liked in our community. As for the police, some of our pride still live outside the confines of society. They keep to the compound while others—like me—have Social Security cards, get jobs, pay taxes. We finance the land and supplies. Those who choose not to pass in society contribute in other ways. Sheila had no birth certificate, no Social Security card. She’s not listed in any computer anywhere, so who’s going to miss her?” He rubbed his temples. “Except those of us who loved her.”

      I jotted down a few notes. This was far more serious than anything I’d run up against before. And it was the first time an Earthside Supe had approached me for help. “Give me the names of all the victims, please.”

      “Well, I told you about Sheila. Her parents came down from the mountains years ago and joined our clan. They’re both still alive. Then there were Darrin and Anna Jackson, newlyweds. They vanished while they were camping.”

      “Camping? At this time of year?” I asked, glancing out the window that overlooked the back alley. The clouds shone silver, and the temperature was hovering around thirty-three degrees.

      “Werepumas are strong. We’re the Rainier Puma Pride.” There was a sense of self-esteem in his voice that made me want to sit up and salute.

      “We’re used to cold weather,” he continued. “So camping this time of year doesn’t bother us. Anyway, we found their bodies near where we found Sheila’s—near an old mining arrastra by Pinnacle Rock.”

      “What’s an arrastra?” I wasn’t familiar with the term.

      “The prospectors used mills that were usually built in a stream to grind the ore down enough so they could pan it for gold. You’ll see, if you come out to take a look around.” Zachary looked like he could be a prospector himself; he was rugged enough. I found my mind wandering from the problem at hand to the muscle under his jacket. Just how buff was he, anyway?

      Hastily reining in my thoughts—they were rapidly veering in a direction I wasn’t prepared for—I asked, “So, were all of the bodies found near the stream?”

      He nodded. “The creek flows alongside the hill. And Todd Veshkam disappeared while he was out cutting deadwood for kindling. Again, we found him near the arrastra. The bodies were all in the same condition: dry as a bone, hearts missing.”

      “Sheila, Darrin, Anna, Todd…you said there were five victims?” I paused, my pen poised above the notepad.

      He closed his eyes. “Yes. The last was Hattie…Hattie Lyonnesse.”

      As he spoke, I felt the rush of anger in his voice. I jerked my head up and looked into his eyes. They glittered, dangerous and feral. “Lyonnesse? Isn’t that your last name?”

      Zachary nodded. “Hattie was my sister. And I want you to find the bastard who killed her so I can put an end to his miserable life.”
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      “Your sister?” I set down my pen, feeling terrible. Instinctively, I leaned forward, reaching for his hand. “Oh, Zachary, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize⁠—”

      He stared at my outstretched palm for a moment, then lightly brushed my fingers with his. “Don’t. Please don’t. There’s nothing you can say. She’s gone, beyond our help. What you can do is find the son of a bitch who did this. Closure isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, but it’s all my family can hope for.”

      Unsure of what to say, I cleared my throat. “What was she like? Hattie? Tell me about her.”

      He smiled then—just a glimmer—but enough to break through the dark shadows crowding his face. “Hattie was one of those women born to be a mother. You know the type? She didn’t have kids of her own yet, but everybody who knew her knew that she’d settle down and raise a litter. Hattie lived with our mom. Father’s dead. He was shot by some idiot on a full moon three years ago. The best we can figure is that the stupid ass got between Dad and a good meal and probably thought my father was coming after him. He shot him with three bullets. Dad managed to run into the bushes, where he hid until he died. No doubt the guy didn’t look back, just ran off, probably thinking he escaped with his life.”

      “Who found your father?” I asked, staring at the desk. It seemed that life was harsh everywhere. I’d thought it bad back in OW, but here, even with more societal rules, the art of living was pretty damned rough.

      “Hattie and I did, the next morning. He’d bled to death.” Zachary let out a long sigh. “Anyway, Hattie stayed on with our mother after his death. She was dating one of the compound boys. Nathan Joliet’s his name. Nate’s never learned to pass, either, and I don’t think he wants to. He takes care of repair work for a lot of the folks around the compound, and they give him food and supplies…whatever he needs.”

      “So she was engaged,” I murmured.

      “Yeah. Hattie never aspired to anything grand. She was content with a simple life. She was proud of who she was. A member of the Rainier Puma Pride. And she was dedicated to preserving bloodline and heritage.” He stood and crossed to the window, staring down on the back alley. “She was due to get married next month, but then the murders started. Sheila was first, then Darrin and Anna. And then Todd.”

      “And then Hattie died, and you decided that whatever’s happening can’t go on any further.” I doodled a circle on the paper, wondering if he’d be sitting in my office if the latest victim hadn’t been a member of his family.

      He turned, a wounded expression creasing his face. “Is that what you think? That I’m only here because of my sister? That doesn’t say much for your opinion of me, does it?”

      Feeling about two inches high, I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” I had, but I wasn’t going to admit it. A lot of selfish people had crossed my threshold, and it was easy enough to make a wrong assumption.

      Zachary grimaced. “I didn’t mean to jump down your throat. I’m just so tense the past few weeks. I know you didn’t mean it that way. Anyway, the answer to your question is no. I wanted to come to you right after we found Anna and Darrin and realized that Sheila’s murder wasn’t an isolated incident. The elders overruled me. I took over my father’s spot on the Council after he died, and while I have some input, they still consider me too young to take seriously.”

      Ah. The hierarchy again. Zachary was low cat on the totem pole, and he’d have to work his way up the ladder by claw and fang.

      “When Todd died,” he continued, “they began talking about bringing in somebody from the outside. And then Hattie went out for a walk one day and never came back. That’s when the Council finally agreed that we need help. Somebody’s murdering our people, and we have to find out who’s doing it and stop them. It’s too late for Hattie, damn it,” he said, slamming his hand against the oak desktop, “but maybe it’s not too late for the next victim.”

      I leaned back in my chair and swiveled, propping my feet on the edge of the windowsill. “You need someone with experience. What makes you think I’m the best choice? I have to tell you, I’m still a little green in the business.”

      Zachary gave me a soft, slow grin. “I think your business goes further back than you let on. I doubt that you spend all your time chasing wayward spouses. I’ve heard rumors that a skinwalker took a nose dive somewhere near your house. And demon scent was tracked to your door, but no demons ever came out again. I’ve been watching the three of you. You don’t go as unnoticed as you think. Tell your sister Camille that her wards are working fine, though. Our shaman can’t negate them.”

      Holding my breath, I wondered who’d spilled the beans. But then again, it was hard to hide the deaths of a harpy, a Psycho Babbler, and a demon like Bad Ass Luke. Especially over here, Earthside. We were on the A-list of tabloids. The Fae were hot, and we fit the bill.

      He seemed to take my silence for assent. “So, will you at least come have a look?”

      I sighed. A gnawing pit in my gut told me this case ran deeper than a local hunter out to nab himself some mountain lions. For one thing, serial killers usually worked to an MO, and that sure seemed to be the case here. All the victims were found in one area, and all had been destroyed in a bizarre fashion. From the condition of the corpses, there had to be something at work beyond just a simple murderer gone over the edge. Perhaps a rogue Corpse Talker? The missing hearts would line up with that idea.

      “All right. I’ll come have a look, but I’m not promising results.” Now came the hard part. I had trouble asking for money, especially when it came to other Supes. But Zachary stepped in before I could hem and haw my way toward settling a price.

      “Will a five-hundred-dollar retainer do for a start? You come out and take a look. If you think you can do anything, then we negotiate the rest of the price. If not, then consider it a good-faith fee for your time today and for the visit.” He swept his bangs back from his face, and I caught my breath as a wave of his scent washed over me. Aroused, I swallowed as he tossed five bills on the desk.

      Managing to keep my cool, I said, “That works. Mind if I come out on Saturday? Say around sixish? I’m bringing my sisters, by the way.” If I set the time late enough, both Camille and Menolly could come with me. I wasn’t about to go without backup. This wasn’t just some ticked-off little pissant. Whoever was stalking the Puma Pride was dangerous and all too deadly.

      “No problem,” he said. “I’ll call with directions later. By the way,” he said, his voice throaty, “You can call me Zach.”

      As I wrote out a receipt, I kept one eye on him. He wasn’t wearing a ring, but that didn’t mean anything. I wasn’t sure how their clan handled relationships and marriages. Cats weren’t monogamous, but these were Earthside Supes who had lived near humans most of their lives, so who knew how they ran their interpersonal lives?

      As he reached for the receipt, he lingered, his index finger slowly stroking the top of my hand. Shaken, feeling sucked under in a whirlpool of emotions I hadn’t planned for, I glanced up, my Fae glamour shining through before I could stop it. He caught his breath and leaned forward. As my lips parted, he paused, his face hovering an inch above my own.
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