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        Stranger Danger

      

      

      

      Fate is one seriously twisted witch! Dread, darker than any of the snow-laden clouds above followed Tierney as she hunkered over her shiny new motorcycle and raced down the highway. Rural Washington was generally filled with greenery, but at this time of year, it was dismal. Just like her mood. A faint mist made the road slick and perilous, but Tierney didn’t care, at least not until she sensed the presence of life. She eased up on the gas and scanned the forest, then grinned as a deer, startled by the roar of her engine, bounded deeper into the foliage.

      Satisfied there were no other four-footed creatures ready to leap in front of her, Tierney picked up speed until the forest was just a blur once again. The extravagant purchase of her new toy had been a vague attempt to take her mind off recent events. Though sadly, the rush of adrenaline wasn’t doing the trick tonight. No, escape from the haunting fear would never be that easy.

      Nausea churned, unrelenting, as images flashed through her mind on repeat. She’d been waiting so long to find out what other gifts she’d end up with, but her first-ever vision left her terrified. She clenched her teeth and tried to think of something else, anything but what she had seen. Her dad—a fallen angel—surrounded by black-robed figures. Their enemy, the Ilyium, a sect of druid witches bent on annihilating her kind.

      They’d finally been found.

      Gah! She should be used to the horrors life threw at a person. After all, that’s what brought them through a magical portal to Earth fourteen years ago when she was just seven.

      “Mind on the job, mind on the job.” She’d grown up helping her father who was a private investigator, and at eighteen got her own license. Which was the age for Washington State for unarmed licenses.

      Still, while the job never seemed to have any end to the work, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. Of course, it might have been different if they weren’t so successful. They didn’t need the money, but working kept them busy and appeased their supernatural drive to help others.

      It really was a lot of mundane stuff. Investigating cheating wives and husbands, business partners … But they also tracked missing spouses, runaway teens, and abducted kids. The satisfaction of finding and bringing home a child to frantic parents helped balance the more horrific cases that ate at them. The ones that drove sorrow into their souls and filled them with anger—the murderers and child molesters were the hardest to bear and sometimes made them second-guess their decision to do what they did.

      Tierney inhaled the scent of pine as she exited the highway to a tree-lined, rutted track. The sight of fresh tire tracks made her grin. Her hunch just might pay off. It’d be good to close another case.

      If Shay’s really here.

      Her grin faded as she rode under a canopy of foliage, which blocked the darkening sky. The eerie forest set her dragon senses crawling with unease.

      Born of a dracones and a fallen, she’d spent her life in her human form, with the dragon inside her itching to get out. Now that she’d finally turned twenty-one, she was due to go through her awakening. Well, sometime in the next twelve months. Hopefully, and if she survived.

      She pushed the fear of her transition aside and thought of shifting into her dragon form at will. Hopefully then she’d have better control of her abilities.

      As she often did, Tierney wondered what she’d be able to do after she survived her dragon. Was the detested vision a one-off, or would foresight become one of her gifts?

      Though after the terrifying glimpse she’d gotten into the future, she was no longer convinced it would be a gift. How had her mother handled it and not gone insane?

      Yeah, some gifts were definitely curses.

      Though not all.

      As far back as she could remember, Tierney possessed enhanced empathy. When she’d been little it had been very confusing, until her mother showed her how to use her ability to calm or soothe others. It had sure come in handy after the attack on their village.

      Memories of that day twisted her insides. Her friend Jaxsaron had been in such a dark place, and thankfully, she’d managed to pull him back into the light. Well, sort of.

      Just the thought of Jax set her on edge, and she wished for the days when they had been kids whose only care had been what to play next.

      Tierney’s senses detected life once again, only this was no wild animal. She slowed and searched both sides of the dense forest. Sure, she was immortal and healed extremely fast, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. Then she snorted and gave herself a mental shake when no one popped out of the shadows. Enough with the paranoia already.

      She let the rumble of her bike soothe her as the trees thinned out and she entered a spacious clearing. Huh, go figure. The green sedan she’d been looking for, along with an old blue pickup, sat in front of a faded, plank-board hunting shack.

      The door to the derelict building swung open as she stopped beside the two vehicles. Daniel, whom she recognized from the investigation files, stepped out onto the rickety porch. His eyes were wide with panic.

      Tierney set the kickstand and climbed off the bike.

      “Who are you? This is private property, you’re trespassing.” Daniel glared at her.

      Tierney shoved her annoyance aside. His short blond hair and sweet baby face made his attempt to appear menacing fail big time. It would have been comical if she’d hadn’t been in such a sour mood.

      The itch to pick a fight was strong, but now really wasn’t the time. She pulled off her helmet, pushed her long black hair out of her face, and strode forward. “Shay,” she called, ignoring baby face as she looked toward the door.

      “Leave her alone, go away.” Daniel shouted.

      “Chill, I just want to talk to her.” Though Tierney usually kept her mental shields up around humans—a precaution to prevent her from going crazy over their haphazard thoughts—she now lowered them and accessed her ability to read minds. How did this woman find us? I love Shay, I can’t lose her. Daniel’s thoughts screamed in her head. Tierney tuned him out and zeroed in on Shay inside the shack. Why can’t my parents leave me alone? “Shay, you need to come out and talk, or I’ll tell your parents where you are.”

      The door creaked open and a slender young woman with brown hair and doe eyes emerged.

      Tierney bit back a smile. The recent photo Shay’s parents had handed over of their daughter depicted a stylish, but shy female.

      Shay looked anything but stylish or shy. She wore a tight pink T-shirt, crisp blue jeans, and rubber mud boots a couple sizes too large. Her long hair had been cut into a shoulder-length bob with blond highlights, and there was an air of stubbornness to her.

      “Go back inside,” Daniel said.

      Shay ignored him. “Who are you? What do you want?” Her gaze darted around the clearing before coming back to Tierney. Is she alone? Are my parents here? How did she find me?

      Tierney fought the impulse to smile. “Yes, I’m alone. My name’s Tierney. Your parents hired me to find you.”

      Anger lit Shays face momentarily before a blank mask slid into place.

      Daniel glared at Tierney. Why can’t anyone leave us alone? I won’t let them take Shay. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “Right,” Shay said. “I-I won’t go back.” I always obey my parents. I do everything they want, but for once I want something they don’t. I’m not doing it, not this time.

      Tierney knew Shay had likely never defied her parents’ wishes, until now. “You need to talk to them.”

      “My dad arranged a marriage for me, and my mother is just going along with it even though she knows this isn’t what I want. Do you have any idea what that’s like, knowing you have no say in what happens to you?” Shay raised her chin. I refuse to marry the arrogant jerk they picked out. Geez, the guy thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Besides, I love Daniel.

      Tierney sighed. No, she really didn’t have any idea. Her father would never do such a thing, and her mother had died when she was seven, along with her little brother. But she didn’t say any of that. “Not my business, but, you’re twenty, right?”

      Shay nodded.

      “Aren’t you old enough to decide who you marry?”

      Shay nodded again.

      “So stand up to them, or not.” Tierney shrugged. “I’ll give you until noon tomorrow to contact them before I tell them I’ve found you.”

      “Ah, all right.” Shay blinked in surprise.

      Tierney narrowed her gaze on the couple and chose her words with care, mindful that certain words could bind her to them. “If you run again, I’ll find you, and I won’t be happy.”

      “I won’t,” Shay promised.

      Daniel pursed his lips but nodded as well.

      “Treat her well, Daniel.” Tierney shot the guy a warning look before walking back to her bike.

      “Thank you,” Shay called after her. I can do this.

      Tierney grinned at Shay’s resolve to fight for what she wanted. It may be her job to find people, but she couldn’t stand overbearing parents who ran their children’s lives for no other reason than to be controlling.

      Tierney climbed on her bike, and unable to help herself, checked her phone. No new calls or texts. She put on her helmet and started the bike, then with a last glance back at the now empty porch, headed back the way she’d come. Dad, where are you? It’s been seven days.

      Zander was supposed to be gone only two.

      She drove out of the clearing and absently scanned her surroundings. Her feeling of doom returned and she gasped when a sudden eerie cold claimed her. Then everything wavered. Chilled to the bone, Tierney braked hard, set her foot down, and looked around. A faint light circled the ground in front of her as if a flashlight were illuminating the way. What in the world? She looked up at the darkening clouds and blinked.

      Like a picture superimposed over another, a bright-blue sky appeared. Light, fluffy clouds floated past, along with the faint silhouette of a bird. The more Tierney focused, the clearer it became.

      A large black, ghostlike raven circled above her head once, twice, and a third time. Tierney shivered. The thing was watching her. Everything went dark again, then returned to normal—bird gone. Tierney shivered, though she was no longer cold. Fabulous, now I’m imagining things! With a scowl she gave the bike some gas and refocused on the dirt track.

      A male voice filled her head. Sami. “Tierney. Where are you?” One of her best friends, he was like a beloved brother.

      “Sorry, I’m on my way home. You hear anything from Dad or Jax?” She looked both ways before turning onto the highway.

      “Nothing on Dad, and Jax texted. He’s running late.”

      No surprise, wonder if he’ll even show. “All right, thanks, Sami.”

      Tierney cut the telepathic connection, then groaned when she ended up behind an old, rusty pickup truck. A steady stream of oncoming cars came toward her in the other lane. Finally, when the last vehicle went by, she pulled onto the road.

      Acid churned in her gut as she worried over her dad, Sami, and his brother, Jax.

      If the Ilyium really had found them, and after her vision she had no doubt, then they were all in danger.

      A thousand years their vicious enemy had pursued their kind on Tartaria, killing any and all dracones and fallen they could find, until their numbers had dwindled so substantially, they’d been forced to flee.

      There’d been many other worlds they could have gone to, but Tierney’s dad chose Earth for them.

      A world filled with humans, and a place where they had to zealously guard their secret.

      “Why can’t we tell anyone here about us?” Seven-year-old Tierney had asked when they had exited the portal to Earth.

      “The humans won’t react well if they find out what we are and what we can do. We don’t need any more enemies.”

      “Then why come here?” one of the other fallen had asked, gazing around suspiciously.

      Her dad hadn’t answered, but Tierney remembered a conversation she’d overheard between her parents. Her mother had said Earth was where they needed to go.

      It had all been good, until last month.

      Tierney thought about the two well-hidden, fallen males whose lives had recently been cut short. The count was now down to seventy-five fallen, and fifty-three dracones in this world, at least that her dad knew about. The recent murders stunned them.

      Then they found evidence at the scene that led them to believe either a fallen—or dracones—had betrayed them. He or she might even be helping the Ilyium. Why, they had no clue.

      When her dad said he needed to go to Olympia, Washington for a meeting, Tierney didn’t think much of it. It wasn’t far and he often went on business trips. But when Zander mentioned he was to meet someone claiming to have information about the traitor, dread filled her. Then everything went black.

      Tierney had found herself in a cave. Heart racing, she turned and spotted her dad. Zander was kneeling in a shiny dark pool of … she didn’t want to even think of what it might be.

      Fear gripped Tierney tight as black-robed figures, wielding swords, emerged from the walls to surround her father. No! No one heard her. Tierney watched, frozen, as their mortal enemy began to dance and sway, chanting their spells.

      As if he sensed her, Zander’s green eyes met Tierney’s. Filled with regret, he stared at her as the leader approached and raised his sharply bladed sword.

      Tierney screamed, and when the vision cleared, she found herself on the floor in her dad’s arms. Horrified, she pushed to her feet and faced her dad. “You can’t go!”

      Zander sighed, stood, and pulled her into a hug. “I love you, but until this traitor is caught, you’re not safe.”

      Tierney pulled away, spine stiffening in resolve. “Then I’ll go with you⁠—”

      “No.”

      “At least take one of us,” she insisted.

      “No.” End of discussion. “But I will be careful.”

      “You better,” Tierney said.

      With a last hug, Zander left.

      Filled with a steadily growing dread, Tierney couldn’t eat, and a recurring nightmare of her vision kept her from sleeping. When she did sleep, images of their enemy swinging his sword at her dad would startle Tierney awake.

      So she dove into all their current cases, but it didn’t help.

      The night Zander left, Tierney called his phone. He didn’t answer. Then she called the hotel in Olympia where he was supposed to be staying.

      Her dad never checked in.

      Sami tried to track Zander’s car, but the GPS on it was disabled.

      His cell went straight to voicemail.

      They filed a missing person report with the Olympia PD—whom they sometimes worked with, but Tierney wasn’t holding her breath. The Ilyium had her dad, and it wasn’t like she could tell the police that. Then she’d have to explain that the Ilyium were druid witches who hunted them because they were immortal beings with abilities.

      Tierney shoved thoughts of her dad away as her earlier unease, a sense of being spied upon, grew stronger. A quick glance in her side mirror showed a black Escalade hot on her tail. Jerks! Attention back on the road, she gunned the bike and shot forward.

      The black behemoth quickly caught up.

      Tierney growled. What’s this creep’s problem?

      A menacing voice drifted through her head. “Nice … bike.”

      A chill shot down Tierney’s spine, quickly followed by fury. “Who are you?” Instincts screaming at her to go, to get away, Tierney flat-out refused. She wasn’t a coward and would rather face any threats.

      “Someone who’s been waiting a long time for you.”
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      Jax clenched his jaw and struggled for control. It was useless. Inky darkness seeped from him—a furious entity bent on vengeance and directed at the six men in the alley. Their fear was palpable as they sought escape, but they brought this on themselves, and now it was too late.

      He’d thwarted their attempt to kidnap a young teen and they didn’t like that.

      They didn’t know he was a dracones but did recognize him as a supe. With evil grins plastered on their ugly mugs, they attacked.

      Jax moved, ready and welcoming the fight. He needed it.

      Fists flew and metal slashed. Jax grinned. Things were going well, but the kid was a problem.

      As the teen tried to run, one of the men grabbed him, which set off Jax’s rage. A cloud of black fog consumed him, and when it dissipated, the men all lay on the ground.

      Two weeks ago, he’d been shot in the leg when he caught two of the Ilyium abducting a couple of homeless old men. After a brief fight, he left the Ilyium unconscious, and put in an anonymous call to the authorities. He waited up on the roof for the police to arrive. When they did, they took statements from the homeless men and then carted the attempted kidnappers away.

      Yet two days later, Jax found the same monsters back on the streets. Gotta love the human justice system. And what do the Ilyium want with the homeless anyway?

      Jax ignored the shaking within and searched around for the kid.

      Movement. Beside the dumpster.

      Jax let out a breath of relief, then silently berated himself as the teenager cowered at the sight of him. “I won’t hurt you.” He backed off to give the kid a moment.

      It wasn’t long after they arrived in Washington state from Tartaria that they learned the Ilyium lived and hunted on Earth as well. They managed to avoid their enemy.

      But as he, Sami, and Tierney joined Zander in the family business, they noticed a spike in homeless people going missing. When the number continued to rise, Jax started to investigate and soon suspected their enemy. Turned out he was right.

      Jax glanced at the cut across his side and rolled his eyes. He should have healed by now, but he wasn’t so lucky. Instead he had to rely on protections spells.

      Yeah, and that worked so well—not!

      Two months shy of his twenty-second birthday—when the door would slam shut on any chance of going through his awakening—Jax had mixed feelings. As any dracones, he’d grown up eager for the day of his awakening, when he’d finally be able to shift into the dragon inside of him. But lately, his power had been growing stronger and was extremely unstable. Volatile. What would it be like if he were also a dragon?

      Zander tried to teach them how to use it, but ultimately, they needed to accept and become comfortable with their powers. Not an easy thing to do when you feared it spinning out of control.

      Jax faced the spooked teen and sighed. He’d have to alter the kid’s memories.

      With greasy, shoulder-length brown hair, the boy appeared to be around sixteen. His thin, long-sleeved shirt had once been green, and that, along with his torn and frayed jeans, told Jax he was likely homeless.

      “You all right?”

      The kid wiped his nose as he regarded Jax.

      “What’s your name?” Jax tried again, using his compulsion to add calm to his words.

      “Rory.” The shaking stopped, though he still appeared freaked.

      Jax amped up the compulsion. “It’s all right, Rory. You’re safe now. When you leave this alley, you won’t remember any of this.” Jax watched, satisfied as Rory’s fear slipped away.

      Jax picked up his enemy’s weapons from the ground. With one eye on Rory, he grabbed the tranquilizer gun. What were the Ilyium up to? With no time to waste, since the shots fired in the alley today would surely have been called in, Jax pulled his wallet from his pocket. He withdrew all the money he had and held it out. “Here, get something to eat and find somewhere to sleep. Inside, okay?”

      Rory hesitantly accepted the money.

      “Do you own any warm clothes?” Jax asked.

      “No.”

      Anger—never far from the surface—simmered and Jax remembered the fear he’d lived with for so long. After the Ilyium attacked their village, his and Sami’s father had grown even meaner. Marcius never really cared about his boys, so it hadn’t been a surprise when he let Zander bring Jax and Sami to Earth with him and Tierney.

      But it was a surprise—and a horrible one—when Marcius showed up a few years later in Washington and dragged Jax and Sami away from their newfound security.

      Even though he shouldn’t think such things, Jax couldn’t help wishing Marcius had died during the massacre of their village. But he hadn’t, and for reasons Jax never understood, Marcius hated him.

      The feelings Rory invoked made Jax grit his teeth. He unzipped his hoodie and pulled it off. Though not a coat, it would keep the kid a little warmer. Besides, there was a duffel bag of clothes in his car. “Here, put this on.”

      Rory blinked. “T-thanks.”

      “Stay out of dark alleys, okay?”

      Rory nodded and without another word, took off.

      Jax eyeballed the gruesome alley to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything, then pulled a simple cloaking spell around him.

      His power surged, then waned. He didn’t have much juice left.

      Not wanting anyone to see him, Jax quickly limped away.

      He had planned to go home last week, but his leg wound wasn’t healing as fast as he’d hoped. He suspected that his slow healing was due to his inability to get much sleep, a condition he developed after Marcius took him away. Regardless of the why, he couldn’t let Tierney or Sami find out he was hurt. Or fighting the Ilyium. If they saw the wound, they’d figure it out and freak. He so didn’t need that.

      Jax glanced at the time on his phone, and hastened his steps.

      Zander was still missing, and he’d been away long enough. Plus, he still needed to pick up his date. In his mind it seemed like a good idea, bring a date home and keep Tierney at a distance. Easy-peasy. Yet, he knew it wasn’t quite that cut and dried.

      At fifty feet from his car, the spell dissolved.

      Grateful no one was around, Jax hurried the last bit to his pride and joy—an old black Chevy Impala just like the one on his favorite TV show. Teeth gritted at the pain and weakness that threatened to take over, he popped the trunk and stowed the weapons. Then he grabbed a well broken-in brown leather jacket and slid it on.

      He breathed a sigh of relief as warmth encased him, though he wasn’t sure if it was just the jacket, or the lingering scent of Tierney from when she’d worn it not so long ago.

      Jax tried to shut it out as he closed the trunk, then quickly slid into the driver’s seat, locking himself in the car. He clenched his eyes shut as the familiar trembling started, then began to count, taking slow, easy breaths.

      The adrenaline rush wore off and nausea set in.
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      Unease slithered through Tierney. Who is this jerk? With an eye on the SUV following her, she tried to read the creep’s mind. She drew a blank. Not a single thought. Though she did discern three minds in the vehicle. Not human.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “You of course—what else?”

      Disgust filled her. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen!” Tierney torqued the throttle and flew past the line of cars in front of her. Adrenaline surged as she narrowly avoided an oncoming car before getting back in her own lane.

      Tierney shifted her focus between the road in front and the SUV behind her as he passed the same vehicles and caught up. “Who are you?” she repeated, growing even angrier.

      “I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      Tierney seethed at his tone. “Go ahead, spoil it, please.”

      “So feisty. I like a challenge. We’ll have great fun together.”

      There was something familiar about the guy, but Tierney couldn’t figure out what. She noticed a gas station up ahead at the next intersection.

      Maybe they’d pull over if she did. Though no longer sure she wanted to confront the guy anymore, Tierney really didn’t want him following her home either. “Let’s meet now.” She passed the intersection and eased off the gas.

      “I know you’re dying to meet me, but I’m not alone. Don’t worry, we’ll meet soon enough.”

      Ugh. Skin now crawling, Tierney shot into the parking lot and spun the bike around in a shower of dirt. She waited, pulse racing. The Escalade slowed. Maybe he changed his mind.

      Instead, the black behemoth turned at the intersection. “Until we meet again.”

      Tierney growled in frustration and had just decided to follow the SUV when Sami’s voice stopped her.

      “Tiern, how much longer you going to be?” he asked, sounding grouchy.

      “Sorry, Sami. I’ll be home soon.” Tierney sighed. She’d missed supper. With a scowl, she glared at the SUV’s fading taillights, gunned her bike, and shot back onto the road. What a major jerk!

      She felt like kicking herself over her lost chance. And what was up with Sami? He sure was cranky tonight. Short for Samarias, Sami was also twenty-one and shared the same birth date as Tierney’s. Her normally sweet friend had inherited his mother’s golden hair and emerald eyes, though tonight he sounded more like his prickly brother, Jaxsaron.

      Older than her and Sami by ten months, Jax’s dark brows often pulled into a scowl that matched his mood. As a kid, his shiny raven black hair was long and glorious, so incredibly soft to the touch. But when Marcus returned Jax and Sami back to Tierney and her dad, both boys were broken mentally and physically. Jax more so than Sami.

      She’d never forget the sound of Jax screaming in the midst of a nightmare. He then locked himself in the bathroom. By the time they managed to convince him to open the door, Jax had hacked off most of his hair. He’d been eleven years old.

      He never said why he did it, but he’d kept it short ever since.

      Tierney might not know the details, but the haunted look in his blue eyes never failed to pierce her soul. She loved both brothers, but sometimes her fierce feelings terrified her.

      She often wondered how different life would have been if her dad hadn’t gone to that meeting with the other clan leaders on her and Sami’s seventh birthday. Would the Ilyium have still attacked their village?

      Surely with her dad and his guard there they’d have fought them off.

      But they hadn’t been, and no amount of wishing otherwise would change things.

      Most of the village was massacred. She’d lost her mother and little brother, while Sami and Jax lost their mother.

      The survivors had been devastated, and no matter how hard her dad tried to keep the clan together, it fell apart. Two weeks later, Zander led a group of them to Earth through a dimensional portal.

      Impatient, but almost home, Tierney slowed her bike as the turnoff to their driveway approached. She glanced at the little house across the highway. A soft-yellow glow shone through the windows, and a single sad strand of Christmas lights hung on the porch railing. A small, beat-up yellow car sat out front. It appeared that the mom and little girl were home, while the horrible husband wasn’t. After a domestic disturbance there four years ago, they all tried to keep an eye on the family.

      Tierney flicked on her signal and turned off the blacktop and onto a winding gravel road. Trees and foliage blurred past as she roared up the mountain. After a half-mile, she eased off the gas and exited to a large plateau, letting her eyes drink in the breathtaking sight of her home.

      Her dad brought them here after they left their world, and Tierney loved the immense log building that used to be a ritzy resort. Large enough to have housed their entire village, a balcony wrapped around three-quarters of the upper level, while a deck surrounded the main floor. Beneath all that were the underground parking and laundry facilities, while the pool and workout room opened onto a patio overlooking the lake. Two tall windows flanked a massive rock chimney at the front of the building and, to Tierney, always seemed as if they were reaching to the heavens. Mostly, she loved the view to the south.

      Forest surrounded them on three sides and nestled against the mountain were a bunch of small cabins interspersed between the trees. On the other side of their home and down a steep drop was the lake, with the valley stretching to the south and eventually the city of Spokane.

      An out-of-place whiff of something sharp caught Tierney’s attention. Burned ozone? There was no other way to describe the smell. Tierney scrutinized the yard. No one was around and as quickly as the scorching stench came, it disappeared. Weird. I must just be freaked at seeing Jax.

      He’d stolen her heart as a child and still owned it—though he didn’t have a clue. Her heart ached for him. Jax kept his shields high, guarding his pain.

      But as an empath, Tierney often caught glimpses of his suffering. She never let on—he’d be mortified if he knew.

      Her emotions twisted inside her at the idea of seeing him this evening.

      With a rumble, she rolled past the entrance to the underground parking, and pulled up to the side door. She set the kickstand and pushed the SUV out of her mind when a loud, echoing caw drew her eyes to a towering hemlock tree fifteen feet away.

      Tierney sat on her bike and searched for the bird, but she saw nothing. About to give up and head inside, she shivered when everything blurred and went gray again.

      What the heck was going on? She rubbed her eyes, but that didn’t help. Tierney scanned the yard through the dingy tint, then heard another caw. She looked back at the hemlock. Perched a quarter of the way up was a large, shiny raven. It was staring at her.

      Tierney’s skin started to crawl. Could this be the same bird as earlier?

      Intent on studying her feathered tormentor, she jumped, then chuckled when it dropped to a lower branch. Opening her mind, she tried to connect to the feathered being and received … nothing. Weirder and weirder! There were none of the basic eat or hunt instincts that she normally got from animals. Maybe I’m not paranoid, maybe I have a tumor.

      Without taking her eyes from the strange creature, Tierney climbed off her bike. She jumped again when an eerie shriek pierced the air.

      The raven toppled to the ground.

      What in all the universes. The bird lay still, and a sudden wind blew dirt and leaves around. The trees began to sway. Again, Tierney searched with her senses, but other than faint magic, she found nothing unusual. Wait, faint magic? So, someone had to be doing this, right?

      Tierney stalked over the crisp ground, slowing as goose bumps rose on her skin. Her breath misted in front of her. This feels wrong, I should get inside. Instead, she studied the trees and surrounding forest. Everything was still tinged with a colorless murky film. “This is probably a really bad idea,” she muttered and crouched down cautiously, then laid her hand on the bird’s chest, hoping for a heartbeat.

      Dread consumed her as ice began to travel up her arm.

      Tierney yanked her hand away.

      Tierney gasped when the raven flickered like a hologram and the face of a young, blond, golden-eyed boy appeared. “Blood Sky approaches. Please, unbind my soul from Val Je—” The whisper was cut off as it changed back to a bird.

      “What the—?” Tierney scrambled backward. Frosty mist rose in tendrils from the ground surrounding the raven, before it disintegrated into thin air. She shivered and stared at the empty spot. Not even an imprint showed where the bird had lain. Filled with unease, her gaze skittered everywhere. Everything looked normal again.

      Tierney raced into the house. “Sami!” She yanked her helmet off and shook out her tangled hair as she strode through the mudroom and into the kitchen. “Hey, the strangest thing just happened. This raven that wasn’t really a raven—” Her mouth dropped open at the sight of Sami. He looked like he’d crawled up from the bowels of hades.

      Hunched on a stool at the counter with a plate of food in front of him, Sami’s shaggy, golden hair stuck out everywhere. Which was normal. However, the lack of sparkle in his emerald eyes, now dull and bloodshot, along with his scowl, alarmed her.

      “What?” He growled.

      Sami might get annoyed, but he was rarely ever angry with her. In fact, he was the one who they could count on to be calm and mild-mannered. In fact, he was usually the happiest of them all.

      Though now that she thought of it, he had been quiet and withdrawn lately. She just figured it was due to Zander missing and Jax being gone. Now Tierney wondered, and decided to shelf her crazy story for the moment. “What’s wrong?” Her heart raced as she took a seat beside him.

      “Nothing.” Sami swigged straight from the bottle.

      Alarmed, Tierney sat down. “I’m sorry I missed supper.”

      Sami stood and shrugged, his brown tee and faded blue jeans showed off every well-defined muscle as he strode over to the oven. He pulled a plate out and set it in front of her along with some cutlery. “Eat.” His six-foot-five body towered over her five-five frame. Tierney obeyed.

      Sami settled back on his stool.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked again, worried.

      With a scowl, Sami averted his eyes. “I told you, nothing. Now eat.”

      Tierney studied him as she shoveled food into her mouth without tasting it. Sami’s mental shields were tight, preventing her from getting into his head. “Right, so anything new on Dad?”

      “No.” Sami took another bite of his food.

      “Dang.” Tierney set her fork down and blew out a breath while acid churned in her gut. It felt like everything was unraveling at sonic speed.

      Sami’s expression softened. “Sorry.”

      “Nothing new from Olympia PD?” she asked, grasping at straws.

      Sami shook his head.

      “And we still can’t track his car?”

      “I told you, I tried—” As their resident techie, Sami always found something on the computer to help in their search. Just not this time.

      “Yeah, I hoped it came back online or something.” Tierney absently pushed a messy strand of hair back behind her ear.

      “No, the GPS’s been disabled. Now eat.” He indicated her food.

      Scrunching up her face, Tierney picked up her fork and took a couple more bites before putting it down again. “And his phone?” Tierney knew she was testing his patience. She just couldn’t help it.

      “Nothing.”

      Tierney fought her panic. “Not good.”

      “I agree.” Sami grimaced before glancing up at the clock on the wall. “On a different note, Jax should be here soon.”

      “Right.” Tierney ran a hand through her tangled hair, anxiety gnawing at her.

      “I’m sure Zander’s okay. He’s gotten out of tougher situations before,” Sami said, then changed the subject. “Did you find Shay?”

      “I found her and Daniel at his dad’s hunting shack. I gave Shay until noon tomorrow to contact her parents.” Tierney pushed the plate away, unable to eat.

      “Well, good.” Sami ignored her unfinished meal and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “You look like utter crap. What’s going on?” Tierney pressed.

      Sami shook his head, and pushed his half eaten plate away as a car pulled up outside.

      “Jax’s here.” Sami said, getting up and grabbing both their plates.

      Thanks, Mr. Obvious! Tension radiated through Tierney at the familiar sound of Jax’s Impala. Gah! It had been six weeks since they fought. Six excruciating long weeks since Jax left to work out of their family apartment in Spokane.

      The fight had been so stupid. He’d been upset at her recklessness, which in turn
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