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      The Afterworld Chronicles

      “The writing style is innovative, the world is very interesting and provocative. It's a great story! I’s a bunch of crazy, but it's GOOD crazy, with some super vivid scenes and fascinating characters.”

      —Nocturnal Book Reviews

      

      “The story is fast-paced, with non-stop action. The plot is complex and intriguing with unpredictable twists.”

      —Sujitha Alexander

      

      “Chest of Bone was full of action, magic, suspense and deception. The magic was mysterious and intriguing, and the way it was described was beautiful. I highly recommend this book if you’re a lover of the fantastical with loads of mystery and lots of explosive kisses!”

      —Tiffany Roberts, author of Dustwalker and Isle of the Forgotten series

      

      The Tally Whyte series

      “This is an amazing thriller with action on almost every page. The paranormal elements fit right into the storyline… The heroine is strong, independent and sees things nobody else does… Vicki Stiefel writes a brilliant psychological thriller.”

      —Book Review.com

      

      “Tally is a compelling protagonist—edgy, compassionate and vulnerable—with a clipped narrating style that keeps the tricky plot in focus. Stiefel’s latest shows—again—that she can hold her own against genre heavyweights like John Sanford and Patricia Cornwell.”

      —Publishers Weekly

      

      “Compelling, touching,  and a pleasure to read.”

      —Robert Parker

      

      “Three words describe the Tally Whyte series: Intense. Addictive. Chilling. Tally's personality will draw you in as surely as the mystery does in this series. Supporting characters are multi-layered and intriguing, building a world you’ll want to know.”

      —Fresh Fiction

      

      “An interesting read that concludes in an unexpected, dramatic fashion.”

      —RT BOOKreviews

      

      “High on suspense, this wonderfully gripping tale is just about impossible to put down. [A] wild and entertaining ride throughout.”

      —New Mystery Reader

    

  


  
    
      To Rosemary Hill

      For your warm heart, fiery spirit, and beautiful friendship

      And

      To the Illuterati Group

      Your support, knowledge, and generosity has seen me through

    

  


  
    
      
        
        It takes courage to grow up and become who you really are.

        —e.e. cummings
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            Where’s the Magic?

          

        

      

    

    
      The glowing Celtic spiral tattooed on my wrist hurt like a bitch. It pulsed, too. Maybe this time. Maybe…

      Plop. Plop. Plop. Dammit to hell. Blood dripped from my nose to plop into the brownie mix. That sucked. My magic sucked. Everything sucked.

      All I’d wanted to do was light the burner with my fireflies. Easy peasy, right? 

      I’d moved a bus with my magic. Beheaded a rapist with my magic. Defeated a mage with my magic. 

      But for six frigging months, I couldn’t do shit with my magic.

      That final battle with Tommy… I’d tapped out my magic!  

      I tossed the brownie pan into the sink where it spidered into a million threads. Damn. 

      Without my magic, how was I supposed to find the frigging Chest of Stone?

      My fingers curled against the counter. Breathe. Think. 

      I slumped at the kitchen table. My headache spiked. I pulled off the band wrapping my dreads, curled a finger around one and twirled. Nothing was normal anymore, not even my dreadlocks, which were a shiny blonde that glistened so brightly, strangers commented. So not helpful to my staying under The Union’s radar.   

      Dammitall, I wasn’t giving up on my magic. I would not give up.    

      I entered my bedroom, pulled by the forbidden. My bare feet padded across the cool wood, the lush area rug, until I stood beside my bed before a painting. Danger and desire threaded through me, caresses of smoky tendrils. 

      The Chest of Bone.

      A scent tickled me, rosemary and sage. 

      I lifted the painting that covered the hidden safe and pressed my palm to the safe’s door keyed only to my print. The small door whooshed open. There it was, the velvet-smooth ebony box. Deep in my bones, I grasped what lay inside the box. When I drew the box from the safe, it warmed to my touch. 

      On the edge of the bed, I set the plain rectangular box on my lap. So smooth, so lush, glazed by the moonlight streaming in from the window.

      The box had no lid, no opening. But that was a lie. I was The Key. No other could open the box. None. Not even a Guardian. I touched the top, and the lid yawned, an awakening lotus flower.

      There, inside the box—the Chest of Bone. Its curved lid beckoned me. Did I dare?

      I’d first glimpsed it as a teen’s plastic jewel box, complete with twirling ballerina, not the oval bone coffer sitting before me. I bit my lip. Odd, semi-sentient thing. The five chests changed to suit their environment. So much pain and death could have been avoided if I’d only first touched the jewelry box with my flesh. Instead, I’d been wearing gloves, and the chest hadn’t responded. Seven months ago? More like centuries. 

      Each of the five chests contained universes, as well as slivers of souls. Each ordered the magic of a particular species, the one before me belonging to the mages, like me. Each only responded to The Key. How ironic, how amusing, how absurd. 

      My dark mood deepened. 

      When I reunited the five chests with their accompanying guardians, the magic retwining with the mundane world would synchronize, harmonize, become one, as it once was millennia ago. 

      Now? The replaiting was chaos—destroyed Sedona and St. Petersburg, created the flower fields in Australia, vanished the Golden Eagles. How many other events hadn’t reached my ears?  

      As The Key, I mattered, a fact I found ridiculous. Because of that, The Union, my brother, others sought to possess me, control me. 

      But if I opened the Chest of Bone, I’d be in control. 

      I’d wield its power and... unearth the Chest of Sone, solve Lulu’s and Ronan’s problems, find James, my lost love. Then we’d be a family, a happy one.

      Except the chest wasn’t mine. I wasn’t to touch it, just keep it safe. It was a terrible and dangerous thing. Anouk said it could destroy me, but…

      I set the box on the bed, brushed my fingers across the rich velvet lining. The chest’s lid glowed warm and welcoming. It knew me. Although I hadn’t touched it, pins and needles feathered up my fingers.

      Outside its protective container, it would assume a new form. Camouflage. I could hide it on my dresser or in a drawer. Use it at will.

      Its ancient patina glowed. It throbbed like a human heart.

      My index finger atremble, I touched the chest’s lid. A thrill rolled through me. Golden runes slid across its lid and down its sides, their swooping letters, Tolkienesque, interspersed with The Ouroboros, The Dragon, The Eye. When the symbols covered the entire box, they stilled. 

      The chest hummed, the sound oscillating inside me, a half-remembered melody, alluring and inscrutable.

      If I lifted the lid, the cosmos would be mine.

      Calm caressed my shoulders, my back, my mind. Delicious melodies wove inside me and coiled toward my pool of magic. 

      Now. Do it now! 

      I slid my fingers inside the ebony box to free the Chest of Bone. 

      “Fuck you, asswipe!” screamed my ward, Lulu. “Kids call me Bloodsuckerhead.”

      “That’s a cool vamp!” Ronan shouted back. 

      No. Stop fighting. My fingers crept further inside the box.

      “You’re not my boyfriend anymore!” she hollered back.

      “News to me!” he said.

      No. I savored the brush of cool velvet, the warmth of the chest. 

      “They call me Agent Orange, too.” A shriek.

      “Your hair’s copper, a gorgeous shade.”

      Tingles skating up my hands. Remembered power. 

      “And Burning Bush!”

      “Don’t, Lulu!” Ronan hollered. 

      “Bite me!” Another scream. “Help!”

      I snapped back to the now, stared at my hands cupped around the chest.

      Shit. Was I crazy? What had I been thinking?

      I shoved the box back into the safe, slammed shut the door, and raced from the room. “Lulu! Ronan!”

      The bathroom door was open, cold light splashing into the hall. I stepped inside. Half of Lulu’s luxuriant hair pooled on the floor like a bloody stain as she struggled with Ronan, the scissors way too close to his chest.

      “Stop!” I said at her bathroom entrance. “Stop it now!”

      They froze, grappling statues. 

      Lulu, the high school girl, my mentor’s daughter—a girl I loved with my whole heart. Ronan, the huge orphaned boy we “adopted” back in New Hampshire, now a college student. Both oozed pain and sorrow, both of their lives as off-kilter as mine. 

      “Oh, Lulu,” I said.

      Her freckled face whitened with anger. “I cut it, all right. I cut it, and I’m gonna finish cutting it until it’s gone, gone, gone.” 

      I lay in bed, darkness cradling me, so hot I sipped my bourbon on the rocks, rather than neat.

      The bourbon was a palliative. Certainly not a cure for the emotions pinballing around inside me. Dave… Lulu’s dad, my beloved mentor, homicide victim, and former Guardian of the Chest of Bone. He’d tell me I’d experienced emotional overload, in that kind-firm way he’d possessed. 

      Lulu and Roman, acting out, behaving as only teens could. Gods, how could Dave think I’d be a good guardian for his daughter? 

      I was so screwed up. I’d almost fallen into the chest’s cosmos, imagined its magical infinity, aching to feed on the power of those souls who’d given themselves to strengthen it. 

      It would fix all our ills. Right. Of course it wouldn’t. 

      Only I could do that. 

      Time to cancel the pity party and get my act in gear.  

      Thoughts awhirl, not sleepy in the least, I picked up my iPad and read.

      

      I press my face to the glass. On the other side, it rains, pouring down in liquid sheets. Darkness cloaks the space beyond. A man steps into the picture. James. His eyes widen. He lays his hands on the glass, biceps bulging, and pushes. The glass spiderwebs, but doesn’t break. He pushes again and again, his face rigid with effort. The glass remains whole. His big hands form a fist. He pulls his arm back and pistons into barrier. Blood dots his knuckles. He does it again and again until his fists are bloody.  

      My hands rise and I lay them on the fractured surface that refuses to yield. “Stop.”

      He doesn’t. He can’t hear me. 

      I’d swear I catch the crunch of bones as he smashes his fists over and over into the glass.

      “Stop, James!” I place my lips on the glass. 

      He halts, his eyes widening. Then he places his shattered palms on the glass, matching his huge hands to mine. His eyes close and he bows his head. 

      

      What had awakened me? That dream? Gods, it was awful. My bourbon tumbler sat empty on the bedside table. The lights were out, and who knew when I’d fallen asleep.

      I listened, eyes scratchy with exhaustion, and reached out with my empath senses.

      Someone. Something was in the living room. I tuned my emotional senses, tried to understand. Hunger. Animus.

      Grace slept at the end of the bed, her usual snores wuffling her cheeks. The thing hadn’t awakened her. Odd. My movement did just that, but I hushed her with a gesture, whispered her to stay.

      My hand found the throwing knife I kept between the mattresses, then I padded to the closet, eased it open. With habitual movements, I geared up with my gun, several throwing knives, and my small Bowie. I brushed the katana James had gifted me. Not to self: learn to use katana. 

      James. Where are you? 

       Knife in my left hand, Glock in my right, I eased into the hall and again unfurled my empath senses.

      Shit. Whatever was downstairs wasn’t human, its emotional signature off-the-charts strange. The thing was in our living room, still as a rock. 

      Was it listening for me? Had it heard me? Damn.

      I stood still as ice, doffing my emo baggage, while donning that familiar, pre-battle calm. 

      My bare feet schussed across the wood floor, down the hall toward the three steps that led to the living room. Faint moonlight from the picture window filtered through the Stygian dark. I peered around the hall corner. A bead of sweat traced its way down my temple. 

      I took a cleansing breath, then slid around the corner, back pressed to the wall. Clear. I had a straight line to the living room’s three steps and moved forward. 

      The closer I got, the more that “otherness” clung to my skin like mucous. What the hell? 

      Ten steps, eight, three. 

      The living room’s darkness yawned. A shape, cloaked in the room’s inky black, little more than a shadow, its overriding emotions ones of hunger, desire, death. Tall, about seven feet. Shit. Arms, yes, long ones, outstretched, ovoid head, strangely elongated legs, but skinny.

      From a crack in the curtains, a moonlit beam brushed the creature’s head. 

      My brain scrambled to process. Splotchy pinkish-red shiny skin, hairless, long canid jaws—a Daliesque version—teeth overlapping, small deep-set eyes, and strings of drool stretching downward. Gross. And scary as shit. 

      What was it doing? Smelling. Its amplified snuffles sounded like dogs scenting prey. 

      What would James do?  

      That pierced my brain just as the thing’s head swiveled slowly in my direction, eyes now a putrid glowy lime green, staring right into mine.

      It made a chittery sound, like a thousand bug legs scraping together. I hated chittery. 

      Goosebumps erupted across my flesh. A few fireflies swirled my hands, the first in months. Yeah, but I doubted they’d come through in a pinch.

      Its lips peeled back, exposing dozens of teeth, the canines unnaturally long. 

      My fireflies sure caught its interest. “Yeah? You want a piece of me?”

      Its jaws opened, a growl. It leapt. 

      I did the same, shooting as I did, hit its shoulder, knife slicing upward as it plowed into me. 

      Shit, it weighed a ton. 

      My gun flew from my hand as the thing plastered me to the ground. I kicked out, twisted my legs around its torso, tried to flip it. Not happening.

      My arms, trapped beneath its chest. I pried my hands open just as that canid head, jaws wide, ran up my neck, slow, sniffing, coating me with drool, licking me. Gods. Why didn’t it bite me? Rip out my throat? Tear my face off?

      Screw this. 

      I head butted it, got my hands open and clawed whatever fricken’ flesh I came into contact with. 

      The creature howled, jumped back, but I hung on with my right hand, tore a knife from its sheath with my left, leapt high pushing off the creature and slammed the knife down on its neck. Rolled away and into a crouch. 

      A bony hand pressed to its throat, it swayed as it watched me. Assessing its next best move? I didn’t wait, but forward rolled, came underneath it and sliced at its femoral artery. 

      The thing moved, fast, too fast, missed the artery, but caught its thigh. I jonesed on the grate of bone against steel. 

      “What’s going… Eeekkk!” Lulu’s scream slammed into me, a deadly distraction. Any second Ronan would join her, and I didn’t want the creature anywhere near those kids.

      The creature’s attention snapped to her, hunger in its lime-green eyes, and I threw a knife straight to its...

      Damn! Not its heart, but its back, as it turned, snarled, and smashed through the picture window, a trail of drool and blood in its wake.

      Lulu stood there hyperventilating. I sat on the floor, bleeding. Ronan stared at the two of us, hands on hips, eyes ablaze, vanished, returned with bandages. That kid sure had his act together. 

      “What the hell was that, Clea?” he said, scooching down in front of me. 

      “Ohhhhh...” My voice trailed off. “Some weird creature I’ve never seen before.”

      It had shredded my arm, my hip—and it hurt, dammit. 

      He plucked away fabric, then doused my cuts with hydrogen peroxide. 

      “Shit!” The peroxide killed. 

      While he wrapped my bloody arm and plastered a bandage to my hip, I focused on how gross I felt. The thing had drooled all over me. I’d been slimed, like in Ghostbusters. Would I suffer the effects of poison in its saliva or in its claws or...?

      Gods, what time was it? I pushed myself up and, given the twisted ankle I hadn’t noticed, limped over to Lulu, whose wide eyes, pale face, and rapid breaths said she wasn’t over Mr. Pinky’s attack. 

      I wrapped my good arm around her and hugged tight. “It’s cool. It’s all cool, Lu. Whatever it was, it’s gone. I don’t think it’s coming back, either. At least not tonight.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Ronan said from the kitchen where he was washing up. 

      “Well, I’m not sure-sure, but we were no easy take down.”

      He tromped back into the living room, finger pointed at me. “You, you mean.”

      “You would have joined in if you hadn’t been so shocked.”

      He plucked at his soul patch. “True.”

      I laughed, and it felt good and clean. “True.”

      Lulu pressed her forehead to mine, and I was pleased to see her breathing had evened out and her eyes no longer had that deer-in-the-headlights stare.

      “That thing was disgusting,” I said. “It slung its drool all over the carpet and table and me. Yuck.”

      She plucked at her nightshirt. “Eww. It’s on me, too.”

      “Hey, yo, Instagrammers,” I said. “Anyone happen to get a photo?”

      “Dammit, no!” Ronan spat out.

      “You guys always have your phones!” 

      Ronan shrugged. “It would’ve been so cool to post, man.”

      “No, Ronan,” I said. “It would not have been cool. But I do wish we had a photo.”

      Given Mr. Pinky’s magical bent, once again I was at a loss as to what IT was. Grimm had that book with all those creature pictures. I wanted a book, too. How about a Magical Creatures and Their Origins or a Guide to the Magical Realm? So where was it when I needed it?

      I sighed. Back to the mundane, and our giant broken living-room window. 

      Ronan drove to the Pico Rivera Walmart for sheets of plywood, which he now nailed across the destroyed window. I’d call window repair the following day. Or maybe I shouldn’t, given that Pinky thing might plan a return visit. Time to move from our Beachwood rental? Sure looked like it. 

      The following day, on the way to a possible new rental, I passed L.A.’s FBI office. Boy, how easy to slip on my interrogator persona. I’d walk through the Bureau’s portals and return to a job I did very well.

      Yeah, right. More likely, I’d be arrested or kidnapped.

      What would the FBI make of that Pinky thing? A hysterical laugh burst from my lips.

      The rental was a bust, so when I returned home, I slipped on my neglected ballet slippers and did my pliés, stretches, splits, and a bunch of other forms that killed, then went for a run in the wilderness of Griffith Park bordering our rental. I remained jagged of mind, not to mention of body. Why had that thing attacked us? Why hadn’t it killed me when it had the opportunity? Next to the Cardillo, it was the creepiest thing I’d ever seen. I needed to get in touch with Anouk bad. She hadn’t appeared since we’d left New Hampshire, scarcer than Odin’s ravens. Note to self: find Anouk. 

      Only the Grace Draven novel pouring from my earbuds gave me any surcease. I swiped an arm across my dripping forehead, paused the book, and swayed. I’d busted ass today, and that was good. I glugged some water to hydrate. 

      Early September’s high temps had scared off most hikers. I looked around. No cars dotted the access road, where dried grasses spiked in the breezeless day, the hill at my back craggy and wild and beautiful.  

      My Spidey sense—my dead mentor’s term for my heightened empathetic senses—raised the hairs on my forearms. I stilled, even as I expanded my mind outward. Someone was watching me.

      I tilted my head back and took another drink, closing my eyes to slits, and without moving my head looked to my left, then to my right.

      Up ahead, a man stood with his back to me beside a large tree. Tall and broad shouldered, with raven black hair that brushed his shoulders. A thrill frissoned through me.

      James. The man I adored. The man who’d promised to return. The man who’d vanished for six interminable months.

      The guy turned and gave me the once over as he zipped up his fly. He winked. My heart deflated. I almost gave him the finger, but instead walked away. The hand I swiped across my face shook. 

      I had faith in James, was sure he’d return. But he sure wasn’t that bozo with the handlebar mustache. 

      Alone, I bucked it up. Time to call my magic, yet again. I stretched out my right arm, palm facing ahead. I focused, calling my magic. 

      Three children’s bodies miraged before me. Dead children. Awash with blood. Naked. Broken. Devastating. 

      I froze, unwilling to lose sight of the children. 

      The vision winked out, and I staggered. 

      What the hell? Shaken, I bent and rested my hands on my knees, took some calming breaths. Where had that come from? Why had I just seen that? 

      I shook myself to clear my head. Erased the mirage from my empathetic senses. Found my calm. I closed my eyes and delved deep to where my magic pooled.

      Yes, there it was. Finally. I pushed the energy from my mind, my soul, down my neck, over my shoulder and across my right arm, picturing a cascade of power streaming to my raised hand and out my palm, to firefly. My mind’s eye saw a shattering burst of fireflied light that poured from my hand, a massive release of energy. My spirit lifted, the wildness calling to me, singing its immense song, blazing. The power, so much power. I was the locus, I was the magic, I was doing this. 

      This would crush the Pinky, easy-peasy.

      Except where was the commingled pain and pleasure from my magic expenditure? 

      I peeked through narrowed lids. 

      The space in front of my hand was empty of fireflies. Except a yellow-helmeted woman on a bike stared wide-eyed at me. Damn.

      “You’re bleeding,” she said. “You okay, lady?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I swiped my nose with one of James’ old polka-dotted handkerchiefs, fisted it. “I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Just doing some exercises. For acting class.”

      “You looked…” She shook her head. “Okay. Bye.”

      She pedaled off, pumping muscular legs hard, as if chased by a horde of zombies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Tolling Bells

          

        

      

    

    
      Just as I stepped inside the front door expecting to find Lulu, my phone chimed. Lulu had varsity volleyball practice. My ward had texted me to remind me she’d be home late, said she was sure I’d forgotten the time. Of course I had.

      After I let the dogs out back, I trolled the rental ads, noted a few that might suit, and called a window-repair place. They’d come in a week. Swells.

      After many “come get us” barks, the dogs thundered back into the house. Lemonade and knitting in hand, I sat on the sofa and clicked on the TV. The scarf I’d begun a few days ago for James was one of the many I’d been obsessively knitting since we’d landed in L.A. six months ago. I’d crafted quite a pile of wooly goods, to say the least. Right. L.A. Made no sense.

      The TV reporter jumping up and down. What? I stabbed the button to unmute the sound. My hands flew as I knit, the soothing cashmere threaded between my fingers while…

      I dropped a stitch. Holy shit! A giant squid had eradicated the Palm Islands in Dubai. The pictures, shot by observers’ phones, showed gargantuan tentacles wrapped around stories-tall buildings as if they were Lego toys. People flailed. Cars exploded. Fires erupted.

      The videos were worse than the photos, complete with screams, weeping, and, yes, shots of the giant squid.

      Palm Jumeirah and Palm Jebel Ali had vanished, consumed by a fifty-tentacled, thirty-foot-high squid. The newscaster said its tentacles first scraped the islands raw of buildings, people, monorail, cars, and any other human detritus, then scraped again, destroying what remained of the islands.

      “This event is unprecedented!” the reporter said, struggling to keep his composure.

      Horrible, but not unprecedented. The squid disaster wasn’t the first, nor would it be the last Ripley’s Believe It or Not. Cataclysmic events would only increase in severity and frequency until I returned all five Chests of Unity to their Guardians.

      More disasters would occur, more people would die, and I felt hopeless and helpless to stop it.

      After I fixed the dropped stitch, knit a couple more rows, I put my knitting away.  I leaned forward and pet Gracie. “So where are the damned chests, Grace?” Why wasn’t there a help line for clueless mages like me?

      

      An hour later, deep into torturous research on my laptop, my fingers froze on the keyboard. The back of my hand, my neck, prickled. My Spidey sense. At least that worked.

      Lulu wouldn’t set it off. Nor would Ronan.

      My heart sped up. Maybe James had returned.

      Except he wouldn’t set it off, either. Not like this, with that whole danger vibe thing happening.

      I flew to the closet, strapped on my waist belt, and slid my Glock into its holster. The linen shirt I donned fell low enough to hide it, but I’d still have easy access.

      I padded to the front door and pressed my right eye to the peephole.

      A man, no a guy, a surfer-guy. Early thirties, tanned, about six two, broad shoulders, but leaner than James, in low-riding faded jeans and one of those crazy Hawaiian shirts. Unbuttoned, the shirt blew in the breeze above a white tee. He paused where the drive met the walk and surveyed our home with sun-glassed eyes the same way I imagined he’d check out a curling wave.

      Straight hair, pale gold, pooled on his shoulders.

      He raised his head and looked right at me, well, at our door, then moved forward. His walk was silky, powerful thighs flexing beneath his jeans.

      Gorgeous, and quite possibly lethal.

      The closer he came, the more my hand itched for the Glock. I slid it from its sheath and held it at my side, parallel to my thigh.

      When he neared the stoop’s overhang, his face tightened into a lopsided grin I’d call self-deprecating. Strong bones, straight nose, assertive jaw. Those shielded eyes. I wanted to see them. Here I was in LaLa Land, with an extra from… Game of Thrones?

      Why had I thought that? But, yeah, this guy was strange. My honed empath senses reached out to read his emotions. He blocked me, and he did it with finesse. When he pressed the buzzer, I opened the door, moving my arm behind my thigh to hide the gun.

      “Hey,” I said, looking up, way up. “Can I help you?”

      There went that grin again, and I inhaled his salt water and sunlight scent.

      “Can you?” he said, in a voice that echoed the warmth of his scent, but held a slap of power. Lots of it.

      I gasped, caught a low note of pain. From him. Whoa. He’d let me sense those, knew I could, then slammed that brief window closed. A slither of fear tickled my spine.

      “We’ve met before,” he said, voice bright light, with notes of humor, even irony.

      No, we hadn’t. “I’m afraid I don’t recall.”

      He reached up, and I tensed, but all he did was draw his Ray Bans off his face. Eyes like ancient gold coins. Mesmerizing. Beautiful.

      “And, now?” His grin was open, friendly.

      I rocked back on my heels. I’d seen that eye color only once before, many months ago in a beautiful cemetery where I’d been attacked by the monstrous Cardillo. The creature from the magic world would have killed me had a group of shapeshifters in the form of immense white wolves not battled beside me.

      Their leader’s eyes matched those of the man standing on my door stoop.

      He nodded. “You can put the gun away.”

      Not yet.

      “You’re…”

      “Yeah.” His grin widened, and it was beautiful. “I’m Alex. Alex Arctos. Welcome to the world of the weird. Welcome to L.A.”

      

      Thoughts of our battle at Mt. Auburn cemetery and the wolves’ aid bombarded me as I sat Alex on the sofa and got us drinks. Okay, so I was a little stunned, but, hey, I was still functional.

      He had to be the wolf alpha. I’d seen only one shapeshifter change from human to animal—Anouk. But one shapeshifter does not make a person comfortable with the idea of people transforming into magical animals. No, siree, it does not.

      I holstered my gun, but I wasn’t ready to release my fear, a useful tool when danger comes calling.

      I seated him and offered drinks. In the kitchen, I retrieved a tray. Why was he here? How had he found me? What did a shapeshifter wolf drink? Clueless, I filled the tray with two glasses, OJ, ice water, and two Sam Adams.

      I scrubbed my face to clear my head and returned to the living room. And my guest. He could be here to guide me, teach me the ways of magic. Yeah, that could be it.

      Anouk had abandoned me, but perhaps she’d handed me off to him and he would help me find the Chest of Stone.

      With my crappy luck, he was with those Union freaks who wanted me as their lab rat. Or maybe my evil brother Tommy, who wanted me and my power, not to mention the chests.

      Golly, so many exciting options.

      I plastered on a non-committal smile as I set the tray on the coffee table. “Which drink…?”

      He snagged the beer, and I sat in the club chair across from him, gun by my side, and poured myself a glass of water.

      His swig of Sam Adams was long and deep, those arresting eyes never leaving mine. Scoping me out. Searching for weakness?

      Lucky was unaware of my fireflies. Or lack thereof.

      Should I mention the Pinky thing? Maybe later, depending on how our convo went.

      Alex nodded as he thumped the bottle back on the table. “Thanks, I needed that.”

      Gods, his eyes sparked with hunger, like he wanted to eat me, and not in a good way, but with a side of A1.

      Okay. I slid into defense mode, morphed into my interrogator persona. Confidence seeped through me. I let it fill me as the silence grew, waiting for the bloom of his words.

      Could I help? He’d said. Perhaps a trade. A wolfie thing, maybe. Anouk, my alleged and quite-missing guide, was a shapeshifter, too, but a humongous bird, and a panther on occasion. Wolves were different, right?

      I hated, hated, understanding so little about this world I now inhabited.

      He stretched one long arm across the back of the couch. “You really have to chill. Tone it down, Clea. Settle. This is L.A., after all.”

      What the hell? “Tone it down?”

      He waved his hands. “The vibe.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      He shook his head, that mane of liquid gold shifting as he moved. Distracting.

      “Nope,” he said.  At a loss for words, I changed course. “Um, I have to thank you. Thank you for saving my butt that day in the cemetery.”

      Head tilted to the side, he nodded. “The pleasure was ours.”

      The wolves had seemed to enjoy themselves ripping those deadly Cardillo tendrils to shreds. Senses expanding, I tried to read him again. Nothing. “If you’re not here to do me in, why are you shielding yourself from me?”

      “To protect you.” He shrugged. “Sure you want to have a go?”

      “Of course.” My senses reached for him, delved into this shapeshifter, this man who…

      Gods. Pain, so much pain. Agony. Loss. Tears and howls and shards of grief ripping flesh. I closed my eyes, and image scraps… A weeping brunette, hugging a floppy rag doll. A man’s face, back bowed in pain, hands fisted as he howled into the morning sun. A white wolf, licking a woman, her face scored and bloody, cleaning, nuzzling, loving.

      I withdrew. Hand trembling, I took another drink of water. Vivid. Too vivid. For the first time I’d seen, experienced, in movie-like clips, not just emotions.

      Raw with it, I said, “What happened?” His pain had roughened my voice. “Tell me, please.”

      He leaned forearms on thighs, all sunshine dowsed, and threaded his hands together. “You’ve grown, sweetheart.”

      I frowned. “I’d prefer you not call me that.”

      He held up his palms up. “Sorry. Just a term of affection. Nothing more. But you have grown.”

      “Not enough.”

      He frowned. “No.”

      Still shaken from the bath of pain and loss, I ran the cool glass across my forehead, trying to buy time, desperate to understand. “You’re not here to kill me, are you.”

      “No.”

      Truth.

      He shrugged, strands of that honey hair brushing his face. “I’m here to use you.”

      Boy, that sounded oh-so-familiar. “I might owe you, but what makes you think I’d allow that?”

      He blinked, a sardonic smile curling his lips. “Word has it, you always pay your debts.”

      “Not with my life,” I said. “Or my soul.”

      His eyes tethered me. “Yeah, sometimes that happens. But I’m not looking for your life or even your soul. Just your skills.”

      I shook my head. “I hate to disappoint, but whatever ‘skills’ I possess, they’re pretty useless at the moment.”

      His sunshine fled beneath a smoky cloud of anger. “I suspect your magically enhanced empath skills work just fine.” Claws distended, breaking the skin of his clasped hands, white-knuckled with contained anguish. “Three children are missing.”

      That rocked me. I didn’t intend to mention that afternoon’s vision. “I… I know.”

      He growled. “How?”

      “I saw them. Today. Like a vision.” I shrugged. “Or how I imagine a vision would look. Then you allowed me inside.”

      He pulled a handkerchief from his jeans pocket and wiped the blood from the backs of his hands where his claws had pierced them. The cuts had already begun to heal. “Sorry. I’m usually more… in control.”

      “It’s understandable,” I said. “The children?”

      A rabid animal’s eyes shined back at me. “They’re ours.”

      “Shapeshifter children?”

      “And why should that make a difference?” he said, words like crushed rocks.

      “Hey.” I spread my hands. “Well, of course it does. Another layer to their kidnapping, a more complex one.”

      He swiped at his face. “These kids… My control is shredded.”

      Forcing myself not to sit beside him, to draw his pain to me, I fisted my hands.

      “You’re a softie, Clea.”

      “A part of me, yeah. I don’t plan to change that.”

      He grinned, all wolf. “Nor should you. I saw you fight, remember. I’d bet your granite core is in good working order.”

      “The children...?”

      With a deliberate calm, he raised the second beer to his lips and drank. “The police, the FBI are looking for kidnapped children.”

      “I haven’t heard anything on the news about them.”

      “They’re keeping it on the down-low.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “You are to find their kidnappers, Clea.”

      My eyes widened. “I can’t.” My mission—recover the chest.

      “Oh, you can.” His grin never reached his eyes. “And you will.”

      You are the only one. Anouk’s words. The Key. Life or death. Immense power. The world. Grandiose expressions of a mission that seemed both profound and miles beyond my reach “Let me explain—”

      “About the fucking chest?” he said. “I know that’s your task. End of days. You’re The Key. All sorts of crap the magic realm loves to dish out. And, truthfully, I don’t give a rat’s ass.”

      Damned if he hadn’t echoed my thoughts. But I still needed a guidebook on how to deal with creatures of magic. I’d bet a billion bucks woo-woo figured into these kidnappings, and that the hunt would be ten-times harder than any mundane search. I was tempted, almost blurted out Yes!

      I needed to think. “Want something to eat?” I dashed to the kitchen.  Except he got there before me, was leaning against the counter, a leg crossed over the other, waiting.

      Fear slammed back into me.

      “I don’t know how you did that,” I said. “Why should I trust you?”

      His hands banded my upper arms. Damn, I’d left my gun in the living room.

      “You should trust me because you once did so, with your life.”

      “I had no choice.”

      “We all have a choice.”

      “My ass.” He lifted me so I dangled a foot above the floor.

      I blinked. Terrified? I’d faced worse. Godsdammit, I would not be intimidated. “Stop it.”

      His canines lengthened. He snarled.

      I fought those implacable eyes, calmed my breathing, my fear, all the while hating that not one firefly swirled in my palms.

      “To trust is hard. I know.” He lowered me to the floor. “I also have a trade for you, one I think you’ll like.”

      “I don’t do trades.”

      The slam of a door. “Hey, Clea. Volleyball practice got called early. Where are you…” Lulu barreled into the room. “Whoops!”

      Alex stepped back, Lulu’s eyes saucered, and I could almost taste her teen hormones going into overdrive.

      “Alex,” I said, “This is Lulu, my ward. Lulu, Alex. He lives…”

      Wolfie waved and Lulu stared.

      “In Los Feliz,” he said. “Just a ways over.”

      And Lulu stared harder, her eyes saucer wide.

      “Lulu!” I said.

      She bobbed her head, as if awakening from a trance. “Oh, yeah, sorry. Hi, Alex, nice to meet you. How come you’re here? Selling insurance?”

      He cut me a glance that said trouble was coming for me in the guise of a red-headed teen.

      And didn’t I know it. “No, he’s here on business. Not insurance business either.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Lulu said as she bounced her way to the cookie jar, scooped out a handful.

      “Dinner!” I said.

      Large violet eyes begged.

      “Two. That’s it. And no soda. Water, mademoiselle.”

      She pursed her lips. “You’re no fun.”

      And didn’t I know that, too.

      She poured some water from the Brita. “Do you surf, Alex?”

      A lazy nod. “A little.”

      Lulu’s body vibrated with excitement.

      Uh, oh. She was going to ask this male a completely inappropriate question. “Lulu, I—”

      “Will you teach me, Alex?” she said.

      Gods, just what I didn’t…

      “How serious are you?” Alex’s tone was dark, a glimpse of the Alpha peeking through. “Or is this some teen fantasy? You know, surfers, fun, all crazy.”

      Her head bobbed. “No, no, I mean it. Really. I love to swim, and I thought boarding would be cool and fun.”

      About to speak, to tell her no, I paused. Lulu needed this, needed joy in her life. Since her father’s murder, she’d had so little. “She’d be good at it. She’s got great balance.”

      “Well, then,” he said. “You’re on.”

      “We’ll consider it,” I said, adding a note of caution. I’d find out more about Alex, but gods, Lulu would have a blast.

      She turned to me, stuck out her tongue so Alex couldn’t see, then pirouetted back to him. “Thanks! I mean, really thanks!” She varoomed from the room, trailing the words, “Gotta do homework. Math, yuck, test tomorrowwww!!”

      Alex chuckled. “Don’t you have your hands full.”

      “Yeah. And I love it.” Most of the time. But, damn, I was lucky to have her. Kids. I sighed.

      “Forgive me, little mage. I’ve acted poorly. Our pack needs your skills. We’ll talk. I’ll explain… more.”

      I bowed my head. Again, I saw three children. Three bloodied children. Nor could I forget that this man, this wolf, and his pack had saved my life. He was right about one thing. I always paid my debts. “Your kids...  All right. I’m willing to listen.”

      He notched his head. “Better yet, I’ll show you.”

      

      “Our compound,” he began as he drove through roads that snaked over and around the Hollywood Hills, “is in Los Feliz. Protected by walls and gates and magic. Zach, Cami, and Paul used to sneak out to adventure in the park.”

      “Griffith?”

      “Yeah. All the pack kids do it. That’s where we run as wolves. More than four thousand acres, most untamed, rugged, perfect. It’s shrunk since our pack settled here, centuries ago, but still viable.” He chuckled. “For us city types.”

      Outside the car window, a small lake shimmered, ringed by a path, with walkers and runners and people pushing strollers. “Silver Lake?”

      “I want you to see where we found them.”

      “But they’re—”

      “No,” he said. “They’re not missing, although the authorities believe that. We have them safe now.”

      Safe. But not alive.

      I turned away. Outside, the world blurred.

      He snagged a space across from a small, fenced area where dogs of all sizes romped. Face tight, shades in place, he crossed to the park and opened the gate, held it for me. He nodded, and I walked forward while he stayed by the gate.

      Here was where they’d found the children’s bodies. Dogs bounded over, owners calling “no!” and I petted several, before they all streamed by me to lay quietly at Alex’s feet. Several gave him their bellies.

      He sat on his haunches and stroked many of them, then at whatever signal he conveyed, most bounded off to resume play. A few, however, remained, and he continued to stroke their fur while watching me.

      The dogs. A distraction. I didn’t want to do this, feel this. But I would. I began my empathetic scan. I was rusty, so it took little time for me to arrive beneath the spreading boughs of an oak, my feet stapled to the ground.

      Pins-and-needles rose from my feet to my legs. Faint, almost whispers. I’d felt similar magic in the presence of Anouk, the shapeshifter Guardian and golden eagle. Yet the notes differed, and as I quieted my mind, I tasted three separate magics, all similar, but… The children. Yes. Their residual magic.

      My mind brushed aside those magics, and I probed deeper for the knowledge of who or what had been there, and of the events that led to their deaths.

      I flinched. A low hum, jagged, sharp. A cauldron of emotion—no magic—yet as I pulled it to me… Another power roiled into me, strong, staggering. I stumbled back and bumped… Alex, who must’ve moved behind me at some point.

      “Please get back,” I said. “Your emotions. Too much.”

      His presence evaporated, and again I reached for those harsh, sharp notes, trying to understand, to define them.

      Exhilaration. Triumph. Yes, I caught it now. The thrill of victory. But… I pulled on a thread, fainter and strange.

      It was an odd emotion. Elusive. One I couldn’t quite grasp.

      

      We were headed toward Alex’s Los Feliz compound, where I’d meet with the families. Once I saw them, I’d feel their all-encompassing grief, taste their anger and their agony. My empathic senses were my gift and my curse from my mage ancestors, my shielding subpar. But this was what I did, whether as an FBI interrogator or as an individual committed to alleviate suffering. No matter how much it hurt, it was who I was.

      The images I’d seen through Alex’s pain, ones of weeping and screams and blood, made sense now.

      I kept trying to grasp that puzzling emotion, the low note I sensed. The harder I tried, the more fleeting it became.

      The kids had disappeared two weeks earlier, which was when Alex’s pack had reported them missing to the LAPD. Three days later, the pack sensed they were dead, their remains nearby. They immediately recovered their bodies, which the killer had deposited at the dog park. They’d tracked them through their blood signatures, and Alex’s interwoven connections to all his pack.

      “You didn’t tell the authorities you’d recovered the bodies.”

      “No. Nor will we. We might be the Arctos pack, but we have first and last names, just as humans do. We have jobs, families, traceable histories in the mundane world. The pack has been part of this world for centuries, far longer than most magical creatures.”

      “I see.” Of course, I didn’t. Not really. But now wasn’t the time for a history lesson. I wished I’d brought my knitting. It soothed me like nothing else, especially when I was about to walk into an emotional tsunami of grieving parents, confused kids, and wrathful shapeshifters.

      Alex’s grip turned white knuckled. “Why would he leave them at a dog park? Why not leave them in Griffith as carrion? Bury them? Throw them into the sea?”

      “Perhaps because the killer equates the dog park with shapeshifter wolves? But there’s more,” I said, pausing, waiting. And there it was, dandelion-fuzz-light as it drifted down into my conscious mind. “Gratitude. He felt gratitude. He or she was grateful to the children. And, no, I can’t read thoughts, only sense feelings.”

      “What the fuck?” he said, grinding the words.

      I sensed joy and triumph, but underneath it all… “He was thanking them.”
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      Fury, grief, and confusion showered me as I walked beside Alex through the gates of the Arctos pack’s perimeter wall.

      I was prepared. These past hours with Alex enabled me to see, to know much of the true man, the true shifter. He was dominant and demanding, yet honorable and fair. He’d spoken truths and showed his pain. I’d tried to do the same—well, at least the truth part. Thus I had enough trust to walk into a den of shapeshifter wolves and not fear being eaten alive.

      The crowd was subdued, angry, grieving. Three men and two women who stepped from the waiting crowd projected excitement. They howled a greeting. I almost did the same, but smiled mine instead. They must be the five other wolves who, along with Alex, fought the Cardillo that grim day. Without them, my death would have been inevitable. I owed them my life.

      “Thank you,” I said, holding each one’s gaze. “Thank you so much.”

      In a flash they surrounded me, hugging, slapping my back, and talking at once. “That was a badass day,” someone said. “Shit, yeah,” said another. One woman chuckled. “You were on fire!”

      A cleared throat. Alex reigning in our happy-reunion party. Yeah, not the time.

      “Later?” I said.

      “Sure as shit, yeah.”

      “That day,” Alex said. “It was a good one.”

      And today was not.

      Four of them slid back into the crowd, while one man remained, shorter than Alex, brawny, with defined muscles beneath his grey t-shirt and keen emerald eyes flecked with gold.

      “My First,” Alex said, nodding at the beefy man. “Erick.”

      “Clea.” Erick nodded, all business now, and stepped beside Alex.

      The huge courtyard and surrounding two-storied buildings recalled an old Spanish hacienda, with mellow stucco walls and curved red-tiled roofs. Cholla, yucca, and other succulents greened up the area before the massive entrance doors of the central building.

      No one spoke as we entered and much of the crowd trailed behind us. Alex turned to them, face grim. “Now is for the families.”

      The crowd melted away except for six people—two couples, one with a child who looked about eight, a lone man, and Erick.

      “Can I come?” the child said.

      The bronze-skinned woman who held his hand shook her head. She leaned down and whispered in his ear.

      He stamped his foot, shook his head, straight black hair flying in every direction.

      “Non, Bron,” she said with a French accent, exasperation oozing from her pores. She pointed to the dissipating crowd. “Go with Heather.”

      Arms crossed, anger fizzing around him, he stomped off. But I caught the sheen of tears in his eyes. Not of anger, but sorrow, and guessed one of the murdered children was his sibling. My heart stuttered.

      With faces hard as the stone floor, we walked through the large salon filled with sofas and club chairs, where a wall of two-storied windows faced the expanse of Griffith Park. Breathtaking. No wonder the kids snuck out to play. As wolves, they could run across acres of wilderness.

      Alex led us through the salon, through winding corridors, and down a narrow staircase that twisted. No one spoke, the families’ emotions oppressive in the silence.

      We spilled out into a cave-like hall, encompassed by rock, odd for this SoCal location. Walls broken up by doors and, again, we wound through corridors and deeper into the earth’s belly until we came to an immense windowless room crouched at the corridor’s end.

      I took a breath, inhaling the grief and anger now amplified by stone. I felt buried alive and would have run topside if I’d had my druthers.

      When Alex waved us in, Erick nodded for me to go ahead, where we took seats at a large live-edged redwood conference table, scarred and scratched by what must be wolf claws.

      Mutterings by the parents, and that sense of anger… directed at me.

      The emotional pitch rose, and I grew dizzy.

      A hand pressed the small of my back, the brush of blond hair across my cheek. “You okay?” Alex said.

      A faux chuckle. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “This should help.”

      He stood beside me, close, a large presence dampening the cascade of emotion, then tapped something under the table. A creak, then a smooth, whooshing noise as ten feet of wall slid away like a barn door, revealing…

      Griffith Park undulated before me, a hot breeze sweeping away the claustrophobic sensation. “Holy shit.”

      He grinned. “Every den needs an escape hatch.”

      I suspected there were more. “The kids got out here?”

      He shook his head. “One of the smaller doors leading to the park.”

      “But down in these caves.”

      “Yes.”

      “She doesn’t belong here,” mumbled the lone father with the braid.

      Erick grunted. “Shut it, Reidar. She’s proven herself to me, to four of our brothers and sisters, and to our alpha.” He sat beside me, reclining as if the chair couldn’t quite contain him, eyes a cool emerald, dark chocolate hair brushing his nape. “We tracked the children.”

      “Your noses,” I said. “Super sensitive like—”

      “Dogs?” He winked. “But better.”

      Alex finally sat, directly across from me. The room quieted, the emotions tamped down to a hum of confidence in this man, their leader. He gave an affectionate nod to the couple on his right—a black-haired mother and her mate, whose narrowed blue eyes bored into mine. “This is Mira and her mate, Justus. Parents of Camilla.” His eyes slid left, to the man with the braid. “Reidar, father of Zach.”

      The woman across from him, bronze skinned, her hair a tempest of curls, mother of the little boy, Bron, held the hand of the blond man beside her. “I am Melike,” she said, her French accent strong. “And Carlos is my mate. Paul was our son.”

      Alex leaned forward. “We traced the children to the peak of Mt. Chapel.”

      “A favorite of theirs,” Mira said, face dreamy with memory.

      “Tais tois!” said Melike. Claws extended from her paw and a bristle of white fur undulated up her forearm to her human elbow. Five gouges appeared in the table.

      Alex shot Melike a dark look until her forearm and hand morphed back to human. “Yes,” Alex said, shifting his eyes to mine. “A favorite. That’s where the assassins captured them. They sprayed the children, as well as themselves, with perfume, and they all took off.”

      “You said ‘they’.”

      Erick snorted. “Yes, four. We followed the scents. Man, did we ever. But however they carted the kids, we lost ‘em. Fucking bastards.”

      Alex turned to me. “They knew,” he said, his voice a dark growl. “They knew we were shapeshifters.”

      “How could they possibly… Damn.” I understood why they hadn’t shown the FBI or LAPD the bodies and their retrieval site. “The kidnappers had to be knowledgeable mundanes or magical.”

      Reidar lasered his eyes at Alex, then glanced away, unable to hold his alpha’s gaze. “What the fuck use is she? I objected to her presence before, and I object now. She’s an outsider and human.”

      “No, Reidar,” Alex said. “She isn’t human, but even if she were, I brought her in. So shut up. Point of fact, she’s mage, and you were told of this. You—”

      “What good is a mage?” Reidar said.

      “Oui!” Melike’s voice a near screech. “What can she do that we can’t?”

      “I agree!” Justus said, as his fist slammed the table.

      Alex reclined, eyes hooded. Erick wasn’t so patient. His growl grew until it drowned out the protesters.

      Silence.

      Alex pinned each parent with a gaze that oozed power. In turn, each person lowered his or her eyes. “Not one of you is an investigator. Not one of you is an empath. Not one of you comes with the skill set of this mage and her history with mundane law enforcement. She has graciously, graciously, offered us aid. And you will treat her with the respect her gifts, her skills, her humanity, yes, humanity, deserve.”

      Hell, he wasn’t describing me, but Wonder Woman. I almost snorted.

      Alex slid a folder across the table to me. I tilted my head, a question.

      “Crime scene photos. We used shifter techs, the bobcat pack’s. They’re damned fine.”

      Bobcat pack? I flipped open the cover, reviewed the photos, and much like hundreds of others I’d scanned, I wished I’d never seen them.

      I turned inward and processed.

      Broken children, but staged like the spokes of the wheel, feet outward, their heads pointing inward and touching, supine, hands facing upward. They’d dressed the children in white, the girl in a dress—obviously not their original clothes—and little blood spattered the clothes or scene. No visible injuries, but each child was unnaturally pale.

      I shuffled through the pictures again, and a certainty coalesced inside me. The killer or killers had drained the children of their blood.

      The images pointed to a weird, ritualistic killing.

      Why? Why the blood? What would he or they do with the blood?

      More photos, and I paused, drew one closer. Scribed into the dirt at the dog park, what looked like droplets of blood in five curling configurations. Four appeared to be runes while the fifth resembled the Celtic spirals on my wrist tattoo. Again, that sense of ritual.

      Otherworldly magic? I hadn’t sensed any at the dump site.

      I raised my eyes to Alex. “Have you been able to decipher the runes?”

      He scraped a hand across his chin. “Our historians looked into it. She’s knowledgeable. She believes they’re nonsense, mumbo jumbo.”

      Then what did the ritual mean?

      

      Alex, Erick and I stood on the peak of Griffith Park’s Mt. Chapel, buffeted by warm winds. Constellations blanketed the night-dark expanse. A quilt of lights, of Hollywood, downtown Los Angeles, and much of the Southland covered the earth far below us.

      I’d insisted we follow the path the children had taken. Much of the dirt trail had been smooth and wide, with a steady incline until the path turned steep and rocky to reach the peak. A tough climb.

      During our trek, the only resonant emotions I’d picked up had been ones of laughter and glee and excitement.

      Having understood the kids’ joy, my eyes burned. I let the tears fall and turned to Alex. “In wolf form, they were racing each other, yeah?”

      Golden eyes filled with poignance, but his lips twitched to an almost-smile. “Yeah. Best friends. They competed in everything.”

      Here at the peak, the emotions evoked a tangled skein of yarn. I shooed the two men away, far enough so their anger and pain wouldn’t bleed into the already complicated emotional mess.

      Eyes closed, senses open, I drew in the lingering feelings of the children and their captors to sort the sensory snarl. I thumped down hard on my butt, rested my forehead on my knees, overwhelmed by the children’s fear. I sifted out anger. The kids were angry, pissed off at their captors. Good for them. I brushed those emotions aside and allowed the perpetrators’ hunger and triumph to rise. Cold. Their feelings chilled. And then… a hint of… metallic, yet not metal, but a taste half-familiar, and… No, that couldn’t be right. I sifted again, muffled the unwanted emotional notes and…

      That hint, that taste… it reminded me of James Larrimer.

      I peered up at the two men. “I’m worried.”

      Alex frowned. “About…”

      “The killer or killers taking more children.”

      Erick snorted. “Crime of opportunity.”

      “No.” I shook my head, voice a croak. Alex and Erick crouched before me. “This wasn’t a crime of passion. Not of lust, nor sexual depravity. Opportunity? Possible, but I doubt it. I didn’t sense any greed. Not an accidental killing, say a kidnapping gone wrong. But ritual? Yeah, it feels like that.” I looked at the two men, both shaking their heads.

      “We’ve got nothing that even comes close,” Alex said. “Shifters aren’t a ritualistic people.”

      “We don’t do the woo-woo thing.” Erick’s laugh was bitter. “We leave that to you mages.”

      Except for Anouk, the shapeshifter Guardian. But even she was mostly pragmatic.

      The wind stole Alex’s hair as he tilted his head. “So maybe this is a mage thing.”

      “I admit I’m new at this mage gig, but I didn’t sense any magic or…” I smiled at Erick. “Woo woo.”

      And I kept that half-familiar taste to myself. James. My absent lover, crafted of nanotech and magic, would never take and kill children.

      But that taste… So similar.

      He’d mentioned others who were nanoteched beings, all created by DarkPool, all property of The Union.

      But that made no sense, either.

      I stood, as did the two men, their eyes glowing silver in the moonlight. “The children were alive on this mountain, taken to another location, drained and killed, then placed at the dog park. Whatever took the children,” I said, “must have been watching the compound.”

      Alex fisted his hand, moved to Erick, and the men talked quietly between themselves.

      “How will you protect the children?” I said.

      Alex tilted his head. “Do you doubt us?”

      “Of course not. But how will you keep them safe to and from school? After-school activities? Daily life?”

      “We will.” He scoffed. “You can’t know it’s only shapeshifter children they’re after.”

      I filtered again all that I’d sensed and shrugged. “I just… do.”

      

      Alex was driving me back to Beachwood through Griffith Park. Since the emotional overload had died down, my injuries reasserted themselves. With precision, I detailed the Pinky attack.

      “I’ll check with our historian,” he said. “But I’ve never heard of anything like you’re describing.” He morphed into protective Alpha mode.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      Those golden eyes bored into mine. “Dammit, woman, you’re not. I can tell you’re in pain.”

      His anger and protectiveness and… desire overwhelmed me. Shit. I leaned back against the seat cushion, too beat up to deal with any of it.

      Except I couldn’t leave it alone. Part of me felt I was betraying James and part of me responded. From his luscious mouth to his carved jaw to his Alpha stare, Alex was a fine, fine male. I inhaled his sunshine scent. It soothed me.

      “Clea.” He shot me a cocky grin.

      “Yeah. Sorry. Woolgathering.”

      “Was that what you were doing?” His smile widened.

      Mr. Alpha knew just what I’d been thinking, and he liked it. Double shit. “So number one question: why did the Pinky attack us?”

      “That’s easy. You’re a powerful mage.”

      I snorted. Useless, more like it.

      “And The Key.”

      I waved a hand. “Question number two: why didn’t he kill me when he had the chance?”

      “Easy. He was on some scouting mission.”
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