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   Moon Love
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “It’s a cabin,” I said.
 
   “Not just any cabin,” said Kingsley, dropping our suitcases just inside the door. “It’s our Valentine’s weekend getaway cabin. Which means...”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said. “It means it’s magical. You told me.”
 
   Kingsley stepped beyond the foyer, rubbing his hands together in anticipation of such ‘magic’ as he moved under a rough-hewn beam from which potted ferns hung. He looked up, ooh-ing and ah-ing. I looked up, too, although I didn’t ooh and I certainly didn’t ah. The log cabin was spacious and open and well-lit. Most of the light came from the floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked a lot of forest and the bright blue lake beyond.
 
   He said, “It’s going to be the rarest kind of magic, Sam. This is a kid-free, vampire-free, werewolf-free, monster-free, work-free, kid-free zone—”
 
   “You already said kid-free—”
 
   “Shh, Sam,” he said, appearing at my side far faster than the hulking bastard ever should be able to move. “Mostly, this is a no-worry zone.”
 
   “Fine,” I said. “Except, how are we going to escape the no-vampire and no-werewolf part? Last I checked, I have a penchant for blood, and you have a penchant for sniffing butts.”
 
   Kingsley shook his head and laughed a little too loudly. The sound of it echoed throughout the Big Bear cabin, itself nearly eight thousand feet above nearby Orange County, where we both worked and played—though I didn’t do much playing these days. Not with two kids, one of whom is a telepathic teenager with a rebellious streak, and the other, a budding superhero who is as strong as a moose. Well, a young moose.
 
   “Now, Sam. We agreed: No talk of anything paranormal, abnormal, supernatural, unnatural, preternatural, metaphysical, non-physical, weird, freaky or downright not right.”
 
   This had been his mantra all freaking week. Enough! It had been emailed, texted, and voice-noted. Voice notes were still new to me, but the hairy bastard loved to leave me long-winded notes, which came through as text message alerts with a “play” button attached. Cute, but gimmicky.
 
   I’ll admit, despite all of Kingsley’s efforts for a relaxing weekend, and despite all his planning and attention to detail, I was in a bit of a mood. I’d had it up to here—that is, up to my five-foot, three-inch frame—of just how darn wonderful this weekend was going to be. He’d promised I was going to be wined, dined and cloud-nined. I knew what he really meant: a wonderful kid-free weekend. Meaning, free of my kids, since the big oaf hadn’t sired any of his own yet.
 
   (And how he’d managed to escape seeding the world with hairy, oversized kids, I didn’t know. The man had been a world-class playboy. Maybe he shot blanks. Maybe werewolves were sterile. Maybe he’d practiced safe sex, using massive, custom-made, Teflon-clad condoms. I wondered again if the big meatball could get me pregnant, or if I could even get pregnant. Maybe since I turned vamp, I, too, was sterile.)
 
   He’d stipulated a work-free weekend, too. Hell, he even made me sign a legal agreement that I would not work any cases for precisely three days. I had signed it just to get him off my back, and because the agreement was kind of cute, too. Of course, my signature had read: “Bite me.”
 
   Truth was, I had a full caseload. More than full. I was busy as hell, and not with sexy cases. Lots of background checks, cheating spouses, and process serving, all of which I did to pay the bills. But, yes, this was Valentine’s weekend, and I wanted to be a good girlfriend. I also wanted to pay my mortgage, since having a place to call home is always nice, but I’d put my work on hold and decided to go along for this little misadventure, er, weekend getaway. Had I said no, well, there would have been a lot of whimpering. And not the cute kind from puppies. The grating kind from a full-grown, butt-hurt werewolf. Of the two of us, he was the romantic. Go figure.
 
   “Fine,” I said, crossing my arms, maybe a little too tightly and defensively. “No talk of things that go bump in the night—or of my kids, whom, apparently, you hate.”
 
   Okay, maybe I was the butt-hurt one.
 
   Kingsley took one of my hands and untangled my arms. He held it in his big, warm paw. That he towered over me by nearly a foot-and-a-half should have been off-putting, but it wasn’t. Not with him. He was exactly the right size, as far as I was concerned. I loved the way his long hair just reached down to me, or that it enveloped me completely when he held me close. I loved that Kingsley was bigger and badder than just about anyone, ever. The private eye in Huntington Beach was a close second, but he didn’t have shoulders like Kingsley, nor the sheer amount of muscle mass.
 
   “I adore your kids, Sammie. You know that.”
 
   “Well, you mentioned them twice in your little run-down of terrible things not to talk about this weekend.”
 
   “And I also mentioned us. Or, rather, our kind. After all, one of us is a bloodsucker, and the other, apparently, likes to sniff butts.”
 
   “Don’t make me laugh,” I said. “Not when I’m mad at you.”
 
   “Mad at me… why?”
 
   “Because you think my kids get in the way. You knew I had kids. You knew what you were signing up for when you availed me of your werewolf charms.”
 
   “I love your kids, Sam. I really do.”
 
   This was, of course, the first time he had said those words. About my kids. I pulled back. “You do?”
 
   “Sam, I know I don’t say it enough, and certainly, I haven’t said it to them, but you’re damn straight I love those little freaks.”
 
   I punched his shoulder, hard enough to hurt. At least, hurt anyone who wasn’t the size of a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade float. He laughed and rubbed his shoulder. “Those little fists can do damage.”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   “I have some idea. Now, are we good?”
 
   “So, you really love them?” I asked.
 
   “Your little fists? Yes, they’re very cute—ouch!”
 
   I had punched him again. “My kids, furball.”
 
   He chuckled and held my hands in his and looked down at me with those big, beautiful, intense amber eyes. He nodded once, twice, and said, “Yeah, Sam. I really do love them.”
 
   I had no idea why those words were so important for me to hear or why they had brought me to tears, but they were and they had. I buried my face deep inside the crook of his arm, while he held me close enough to smother me in his bulky embrace. Thank God I didn’t need to breathe.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   We were on our way into town for dinner.
 
   These days, dinner was a bigger deal for me, for which I was eternally grateful. Dinner meant I could hold down my food, drink an array of beverages, and even have dessert. That my body needed none of it, well, that was another story. Or that some of the food had lost its flavor was a sad story I mostly kept to myself. Eating out was fun in and of itself, a chance to connect, to explore, to consume, and to spend Kingsley’s money. Something of a gourmand, he never took me out for cheap eats. It was always to the finest places that served high-end meat. And lots of it.
 
   Big Bear Lake is picturesque and often breathtaking, with the bluest man-made lake imaginable. A long lake, it sat eight thousand feet high, nestled in what must have once been a ravine. Now, homes surrounded it, some of which were quite large. 
 
   Apparently, Big Bear was a getaway for the rich and famous, too. I wasn’t rich or famous, but Kingsley did rather well. Anyway, the blue expanse of water was a far cry from the desert lake I’d recently been exposed to, both above and below its surface. Where Lake Elsinore did all it could to cling to life in the deserts of Southern California, Big Bear Lake seemed at home up here in the mountains, as if it had been here all along, as if it had been meant to be here, and that man had only given it a goose, so to speak. Of course, Lake Elsinore had the added benefit of boasting an honest-to-God lake monster. What lurked beneath the surface of Big Bear Lake remained to be seen.
 
   We rounded a bend in the road, with Kingsley driving a little too fast for my taste. That’s the thing with immortals: even if he wrecked the car, and wrecked us, too, we’d still come out of the wreckage smelling like roses. Granted, I wasn’t in the mood to roll off the side of the hill and into the lake below, but Kingsley seemed determined to push the limits of his Lincoln Navigator, his reflexes, and my nerves.
 
   It was just past dusk and I was alive and alert and stronger than, seemingly, this time of day yesterday. Now, as I sat in the front seat, thrown occasionally to the right or left—like the turbulent Indiana Jones ride at Disneyland—I felt the energy of life itself coursing through me. It crackled and snapped and spread from my solar plexus and outward to my arms and legs, down into my core, filling me, filling me. I opened and closed my hands and wanted to... crush something. I wanted to hold a can of Mountain Dew, and just smash it down into a ball. I could, too. Easily, quickly, completely. I took in air and held it and held and held it, and then released it. As I exhaled, I wondered if my earlier thought was true: did I, in fact, get stronger each day, each year? Even if minutely? Kingsley got bigger with each turning. Why couldn’t I get stronger, too?
 
   Sure, Kingsley’s steady growth was his body’s attempt to eventually match the size and shape of the hulking creature within him. Why couldn’t that extend to me? Why couldn’t I grow in strength steadily, as I eventually met the strength of the demoness within me? Which begged the question, just how strong was that bloodthirsty bitch inside me?
 
   I thought about that as we rounded another bend on two wheels—or what felt like two wheels, hitting the kinds of G’s that I’d only experienced when hurtling through the air as Talos—when I spotted the little boy walking along the side of the road.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He was wearing only a tee-shirt and shorts. His hands were shoved deep into his pockets. He wore socks and shoes, but he looked cold and miserable. He also looked to be about eight years old. I glanced at the dashboard temperature: 42 degrees.
 
   “Kingsley—”
 
   “I see him.”
 
   “Why is he walking on the side of the road?”
 
   “Maybe he lives around here.”
 
   “And why is he wearing only a tee-shirt and shorts?”
 
   “I don’t know, Sam.”
 
   I was just about to tell him to pull over when the boy did something mystifying: he dashed off the road and plunged into the woods.
 
   “Jesus, where did he go?”
 
   “Like I said, maybe he lives around here. There’s probably a house up on the hill.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” I said. But I didn’t like it. Not one freakin’ bit.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   It bothered me all through dinner.
 
   We were at an Indian place called Himalaya. The fact that I could even eat Indian food again was a small miracle that was presently lost on me.
 
   “He’s going to be fine, Sam,” said Kingsley for the dozenth time.
 
   “I should have gone after him,” I said, playing with my matar paneer, a spicy cheese-and-peas dish that still delivered some flavor to my degrading taste buds. Why my taste buds had decided to slowly switch off, I didn’t know. But over the past year or so, food was losing its flavor, although hemoglobin was as delicious as ever. It was as if the bitch within just couldn’t ever let me be happy.
 
   “Go after him? And what? Scare him half to death? That was a busy road. How do you know the kid wouldn’t have done something stupid—like run out into traffic?”
 
   He was right, although the kid had disappeared into the forest, and hadn’t shown any signs of slowing down.
 
   “Who was he running from?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know if he was running from someone, Sam.”
 
   I shook my head and dropped my fork. “He was. Something happened and he took off running without a jacket or pants. He was dressed for summer.”
 
   “Or maybe he was visiting a nearby friend—”
 
   “No,” I said, cutting him off. “No parent—no mother—would have let him leave without warmer clothing.”
 
   “Kids are pretty hardy up here, Sam. Their forty-three degrees is like our sixty-three.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how stupid that sounds?”
 
   “Yeah. I heard it as soon as it left my mouth. Look, Sam. Is there any way we can just have a romantic night out?”
 
   I looked at him. He looked at me, then nodded. “Do it.”
 
   I pulled out my cell phone and dialed 9-1-1.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Big Bear Village was lined with boutique stores, restaurants, taverns, hotels and coffee shops. All of it is packaged neatly along a side street, just off the main drag. A massive arch spanned the street, welcoming anyone to the Village, and, on the reverse side, thanking them for shopping. The street itself descended down to the lake and a small harbor, within which charter boats are moored, along with a big paddlewheel tour boat.
 
   We joined the throng of tourists and couples, all here to enjoy the Valentine’s Day weekend—none of whom were worried about a little boy lost in the woods. If anything happened to that boy, I would never forgive myself. Ever.
 
   “He’s going to be okay, Sam,” said Kingsley, after I failed to comment or show any interest in anything. “He’s probably home with his family, getting an earful from his mother for not wearing a jacket.”
 
   I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe the police had checked out the scene, and returned the boy home. Or helped him.
 
   I squeezed Kingsley’s hand and had just decided to start enjoying myself, if possible, when my cell phone rang. I dug it out of my front pocket, looked at the faceplate: Restricted.
 
   It was the police.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   We saw the flashing lights.
 
   Kingsley pulled over along the side of the road. I hopped out before the SUV had come to a full stop, dodged some of the slow-moving, looky-loo traffic, and headed for a group of officers. Kingsley was right behind me.
 
   Already there were a dozen local police and a handful of county sheriff’s deputies. Ten squad cars in total, along with two firetrucks. Three of the officers were focused on a weeping woman. A man stood next to her, his face grim and determined, his eyes haunted. The parents.
 
   The lead detective pulled us aside and asked us to tell him everything we knew. We were, of course, the last witnesses to see the boy. As I spoke, the detective kept his eyes on Kingsley. Kingsley did the same with the detective. Two alpha males eying each other. I could have cut the testosterone in the air with one of my longish, pointed fingernails.
 
   When I was finished, we were told the boy had left home earlier in the evening, around 4 p.m. He was only seven years old. His mother worked at home as a novelist, and later discovered her son was missing. To her horror, he had left behind his jacket and beanie cap. (She hadn’t known he was wearing shorts.) She had called the police almost immediately, only to discover two witnesses—us—had reported seeing a similar boy on the side of the road, a boy who had gone off into the forest alone. The family lived one mile from here.
 
   Detective Hernandez grabbed a couple of officers and we hoofed it up the road, to the point where I had seen the boy plunge into the forest. Kingsley had thought it was a few feet closer, but we both agreed: this was primarily the spot.
 
   Hernandez nodded and said that would be all; they would take over from here. He turned his back on us and gave the officers instructions. They were prepping for a full-scale search and rescue, and were waiting for a volunteer team to arrive from the nearby town of Arrowhead, along with more officers. I asked if there was anything we could do, and he said no, they would take over from here. He didn’t bother to look at us.
 
   I didn’t leave, not immediately. Instead, I looked up into the steeply rising hillside, up into the tangle of branches and darkening woods, with eyes that cut through the gloom and saw what the others couldn’t see. Except, I didn’t see anything of promise. Only trees, undergrowth, and oddly huge boulders. No trail. No reason for a kid to be out there. Not after dark, and not in this weather.
 
   More deputies arrived from the sheriff’s department. More firefighters, too. A rescue helicopter appeared next, flying low, the whump-whump of the blades stirring up the smells of the forest and mixing them together in an aromatic soup of decaying earth and evergreen needles. The chopper’s massive spotlight blasted stark whiteness through the darkening woods.
 
   A local TV crew followed shortly thereafter, in a van equipped with a dish on the roof. The entire news team was dressed for cold weather in puffy, quilted jackets and knitted caps with the station’s logo. All except for the reporter, whose hair was loose and blonde and blowing in the increasing wind. They started setting her up for the shoot, with the dark woods behind her. Someone handed her a microphone and her face got touched up by a makeup artist, who scurried quickly away as she shivered—the only one with cleavage showing in the stiff breeze.
 
   I noticed a sudden traffic uptick. Concerned citizens started turning up, too, all of them armed with powerful flashlights and walking sticks. Some carried rappelling gear. Now a canine unit showed up with an SUV-full of hound dog muzzles poking through the part-open windows and dripping impressive strings of drool—I saw Kingsley turn his head when they bayed. I wondered how much canine language Kingsley could understand while in his massive human form.
 
   He answered my unspoken question with, “They don’t know jack. Not yet.”
 
   The road was turning into a fiasco. Parking opportunities along the dirt road were filling up quickly on each side, until it was difficult for two cars to pass each other without someone pulling over to yield. Cars honked, people shouted, police ordered. But through it all, I heard the sound of one mother crying. Frightened out of her mind.
 
   I instinctively moved toward the woods. As I did so, an officer spotted me and held up his hands. “Only authorized personnel, ma’am.”
 
   Kingsley took my hand. “C’mon, Sam. We’ve done all we could.”
 
   As he led me to the Navigator, I looked back into the dark woods, and wondered: had we really done all we could?
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Back at the cabin, I paced and watched the local news, the same news reporter with the cleavage.
 
   Kingsley was sitting on the L-shaped couch, one leg up, a highball glass of scotch in one hand. He was taking this disappearance far more lightly than I was. He had the utmost trust and respect for the local search and rescue effort and repeatedly expressed his confidence in them.
 
   Me, not so much. I had a bad feeling about all of this.
 
   “We have to let them do their job, Sam.”
 
   “I am,” I said, pacing. “For now.”
 
   Kingsley shook his shaggy head and chuckled lightly. He was treading on dangerous ground. “These guys are trained professionals, Sam. They have maps. A canine unit. A chopper. They know every inch of that forest.”
 
   I doubted that, but bit my tongue. I knew the San Bernardino Sheriff’s Department, which had made the news recently in their efforts to subdue a local terrorist threat, also patrolled the biggest county in the United States. That’s right, San Bernardino County, located in the interior of Southern California, sported over twenty thousand square miles of mountains, deserts and cities, all of which a person could get hella lost in, as Tammy would say. Or used to say. Whatever. Honestly, I couldn’t keep up with teenage lingo.
 
   I continued pacing. It was now late evening, that gray area between dusk and full-blown night. It was also when I was at my strongest. I should be out there. I should be searching the woods right alongside their search and rescue crew. Hell, I had night vision, for crissakes. So did Kingsley. What were we doing in this warm cabin while the boy was out there somewhere, no doubt freezing?
 
   I continued pacing, continued running my fingers through my hair. What the devil had that kid been up to? Why on God’s green earth was he walking around in shorts and a tee-shirt, in this weather? Why had he dashed off the road and into the woods? I paused, and nearly pulled my hair out. And why the hell was the live newscast not reporting that he had been found?
 
   Because he hadn’t, of course.
 
   Because he was still out there, alone and freezing or, worse, with someone fixing to do him harm. Yes, I’d said “fixing to.” My father used to say: “fixing to.” I say it, too, when I’m upset.
 
   More pacing back and forth across the Navajo rugs. Kachina figures on the mantel, watching me. My hands opened and closed, my pointy, sharp nails digging into my palms.
 
   “Sam, baby, chill,” said Kingsley, but he let his voice trail off, when a spokeswoman for the county sheriff walked up to a podium, for the scheduled press conference. I paused, standing in front of the TV, blocking the screen from his view, but I didn’t care. I was hella annoyed with him because, had I been up here alone, the boy would have been found already because nothing and nobody would have stopped me from looking.
 
   The news wasn’t good, according to the reporter. Searchers hadn’t turned up any evidence. The canine unit had picked up a promising scent trail that had been lost in a creek. The dogs hadn’t picked up the scent again, not on either creek bank. The mother walked to the podium, the same woman I’d seen at the side of the road, and she was just a wreck. She begged anyone with information about her son to come forward. She begged anyone for help.
 
   And when I heard her utter the word, “Help,” I spun around to face Kingsley.
 
   He nodded before I could. “Let’s find him, Sam.”
 
   “Great—”
 
   “But that’s a big mountain, Sam. We’re going to need help.”
 
   I thought about that, nodded, and pulled out my cell phone.
 
   It was time to call in the cavalry.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   It was two hours later, and they were all here. My friends kicked ass like that. Minus good ole Fang, because, well… most of my friends were cops and private dicks and psychics and witches. Fang did not play well with others. Especially law enforcement.
 
   Two hours of agonizing waiting on this crew, mind you. But the invited were here, and they were ready. Even Allison, Spinoza and Aaron King, all of whom had just arrived from Los Angeles.
 
   We were a group of misfits, all crowded here in the open living room with its vaulted ceilings. We needed the head space, trust me. Three of the guys—Kingsley, Knighthorse and Sanchez—all towered over the six-foot mark. Sherbet was right behind them. Even the elderly Aaron King stood right at six feet, which, I might add, was the exact height of The King himself, Elvis Presley.
 
   Spinoza was a diminutive guy, maybe just a few inches taller than me. But he projected much bigger, especially with those brooding, haunted eyes. Sometimes I got flashes of that same haunted look in Knighthorse, but the flash quickly dispersed into his usual, cocksure self. Detective Sanchez of the LAPD was his good friend, and a one-time client of mine, of sorts. Little had Sanchez realized that a case he’d been working on had been vampire-related. He didn’t know this because I had erased his memory of it. Still, he remembered me, although he might not remember why and how he remembered me.
 
   My life is weird like that.
 
   Rounding out the cavalry, or the “big guns,” as Knighthorse now referred to the group, were Detective Sherbet and Monty and Ellen Drew. Sherbet had brought a dozen donuts, of which four were missing upon arrival. Monty and Ellen were my friends, although I didn’t see them nearly enough. Monty was a former private eye with whom I had crossed paths years ago, back when I’d worked for HUD. Now, he and his wife worked as international ghost hunters. Yes, people paid them to inspect homes and buildings, even whole towns, for ghosts. Ellen, as it turned out, was a psychic medium, which should bode well for our search tonight.
 
   I filled them in on what I knew about the little boy; in particular, I related what I’d seen and my impressions. Knighthorse and Spinoza were lounging at the counter, a bottle of Bud Light in front of Knighthorse and a bottle of water in front of Spinoza. From what I understood, the smaller detective had sworn off all alcohol—knowing his history as I did, I didn’t blame him. Knowing what he’d been through, I think he would have been hard-pressed to ever drink again.
 
   Sherbet was leaning a meaty shoulder against the fridge, a can of Coke held loosely in his hand. Monty and Ellen sat together on the couch, flanked by Allison and Sanchez. Aaron King, with his lopsided grin and damn good looks (even for an older guy), hung out next to me. Kingsley, true to form, stood right smack-dab in the center of the kitchen, arms crossed over his massive chest, looking for all the world like Conan the Destroyer rather than Orange County’s famous defense attorney.
 
   “I don’t suppose we really need a picture of the boy,” said Knighthorse. “But do we have a name?”
 
   The name hadn’t been released to the general public; luckily for us, our group included two detectives who had done their homework.
 
   “Flynn Watchtower,” said Sanchez.
 
   “Age seven and a half,” added Sherbet, then shook his head. “I have no idea why I added the half part.”
 
   “Because halves are important to kids,” said a soothing Ellen.
 
   “Sure,” said Sherbet. “That’s why. And not at all because of early-onset Alzheimer’s.”
 
   Aaron King snorted. “I’ve got you by a few decades, big guy.”
 
   “Guys, guys...” I said.
 
   “Flynn Watchtower,” said the ex-football-player-now-turned-detective from Huntington Beach, shaking his big, squarish head. “Now that’s a name. Granted, it’s no Jim Knighthorse. But still...”
 
   “Let me remind you that we have a little boy missing in the woods. The temperature is dropping, and as of only a few minutes ago, he still hasn’t been found,” I said.
 
   “And according to my contact up here,” said Sanchez, “they have no real leads.”
 
   “What else do they know? Besides nothing?” asked Spinoza. He seemed to be taking the news of the missing boy the hardest. Then again, Spinoza had lost his own son, for reasons he would probably never forgive himself.
 
   “They found footprints leading up the mountain, and their bloodhounds confirmed it. But they lost their trail at a creek.”
 
   “Jesus,” said Aaron King, shaking his head. “He went into the water, in this weather?”
 
   “What can we do that the others can’t?” asked Sanchez. “There are some good people out there, looking as hard as they can.”
 
   I nodded. “All of us have good instincts, or we wouldn’t be in the business we are in.”
 
   “Would you even say a sixth sense, Sam?” asked Allison, and she glanced at Ellen Drew and winked.
 
   Knighthorse snapped his fingers. “Exactly that, but I didn’t want to sound...”
 
   “Weird?” ventured Sanchez.
 
   “Enlightened,” said Knighthorse.              
 
   Sanchez shook his head and drank more beer. I looked at Allison, and she looked at me. She stifled a grin. My eyes might have twinkled, but I wasn’t in much of a mood to grin. Knighthorse—indeed, most of the men here—weren’t privy to the true depth of the supernaturalism really going on in this room.
 
   Next, I reminded everyone that for every minute we were in here, it was another minute the little boy was alone in the woods. I had found a decent two-page topographical map of the area from a Big Bear coffee table book on display in the living room. I had already ripped out the pages and taped them together.
 
   Now, as the boys debated the likelihood of where the little guy had gone off to, pouring over the map, I pulled aside Allison and Ellen.
 
   In the kitchen, I said to Ellen, “Are you still as psychic as ever?”
 
   “Maybe more so.”
 
   I nodded. “More so is good. You getting any kind of read on Flynn?”
 
   “Something, but nothing definite. He’s not afraid, that much I’m sure of.”
 
   That struck me as interesting. Allison, who worked as a telephone psychic, and who just so happened to be the real deal, nodded. “I get that, too. I get strength. Boldness. Bravado.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s not all seeping in from the living room?” I asked, nodding toward the group of men who were still crowded around the map.
 
   Ellen laughed. “Boys will be boys.”
 
   “And what about this boy? Flynn?” I asked. “What else are you two getting?”
 
   “He’s not in immediate danger, but...”
 
   I waited. I had been good until Ellen had said, “but.” Now, I felt sick all over again. Instantly.
 
   “But what?” I finally asked.
 
   “He’s cold. He hadn’t expected to be this cold. He knows now that going in the water was a bad idea. His clothes are wet.”
 
   “Anything else?” I asked.
 
   “I’m seeing a cave,” said Allison.
 
   “Shallow cave,” added Ellen.
 
   “Heat,” said Allison, frowning.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” said Ellen, blinking and looking me in the eye. “He just built a fire.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The plan was simple enough.
 
   Detective Sherbet and Detective Sanchez, from the Fullerton and Los Angeles police departments, respectively, would join the official search for Flynn Watchtower, who, according to Knighthorse, sounded like a character out of Game of Thrones.
 
   Speaking of which, Knighthorse and Spinoza would team up to search a location they deemed promising: a campsite about five miles from where Flynn had disappeared into the woods.
 
   Aaron King and Monty Drew would search along the surrounding roads. Maybe, they figured, little Flynn had decided to leave the warmth of the fire and seek help along the roads.
 
   (Yes, we told the boys of both Ellen’s and Allison’s psychic hits. Surprisingly, few scoffed. In fact, our biggest dissenter was Ellen’s own husband, who seemed determined to wear his hat as our skeptic.)
 
   Allison and Ellen would take to the woods, following their intuition, impressions and gut feelings. That left Kingsley and me, who would search together, using our own specialized skills.
 
   The teams got into their respective vehicles and, armed with each other’s phone numbers and shared GPS locations (apps are wonderful things), we hit the road.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The roadside was long past the fiasco stage and had now descended into pure bedlam. 
 
   Police cruisers, firetrucks, two ambulances, paramedics, three news vans, and people everywhere. Flashing lights. Concerned citizens. Looky-loos. All backing up along the side of the road, exactly where we had seen the boy run off.
 
   It was going on 9 p.m. I had seen Flynn dart into the woods at about 5:00 p.m.
 
   Too long for a little boy to be alone in the woods, I thought.
 
   With the others having long ago peeled off, Kingsley drove a little further down the road, pulling over around the next bend, which was far quieter. We stepped out of the vehicle and into the cool night air. The mountain rose above, a massive, black mass, covered in proud evergreens, boulders, and sparkling, glittering light. At least, glittering to my eyes.
 
   I looked at Kingsley, and he looked at me. We both nodded, and, like Flynn had done a few hours earlier, we plunged into the woods.
 
   I led the way, but the wolfman was right behind me.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I ducked under branches and leaped over ferns. Kingsley crashed behind me, like the brute he was. He also kept pace with me, step for step. In fact, he began taking the lead. His eyes, I noted, were glowing particularly bright.
 
   Two freaks, running in the woods.
 
   Yeah, that sounded about right.
 
   I raced along a barely-there trail, hardly more than game trail, if that. It was enough. I leaped over tall white snapdragons, dwarf pussy-toes, and dogbane—the names of which would have confirmed to Knighthorse that he really had stepped onto the set of Game of Thrones.
 
   I grinned at that thought—my first real grin in many hours, and flew up the trail with a surprisingly fleet-of-foot Kingsley behind me. Too fleet of foot. I looked back and saw, with some surprise, that I was no longer being followed by my hulking, two-legged boyfriend, but by an animal of the four-legged variety.
 
   The black wolf bounded over the trail, his tail rigid and flat, his paws bigger than any paws I’d ever seen before, his eyes flashing amber. Yeah, I thought, that’s not weird at all. I turned back and picked up my pace, amazed again that I could find another gear when needed. And I found it now, flying over the trail, over saplings and bushes and boulders—all of which were a blur. As I ran, I scanned, looking for anything that resembled a cave. I was looking for firelight, too.
 
   If there was a fire out here, I would eventually see it as a superheated blazing ball. Unlike Kingsley, I didn’t have the ability to capture what little light there was, and expand it into night vision. No, I saw moving particles of light that flowed continuously, unendingly, everlastingly through the landscape, the world, perhaps even the Universe itself. God particles, the Librarian had once said. I didn’t know what to call them, but to my eyes, they were alive and moving, and they lit the world up for me, even on the darkest of nights, or in the darkest of rooms.
 
   Or in the darkest of forests.
 
   The wolf and I covered a lot of ground. Unlike when I summoned my winged friend Talos, Kingsley actually turned into a real wolf. A true shape-shifter. And it was often a painful process, but the more he did it, the more muscle—and bone—memory he had, so to speak. Which would explain why the wolf following behind me was so honkin’ big. After all, it was Kingsley’s muscles and tissues and bones that made up the wolf. Just as his own flesh and blood made up the hulking, two-legged wolfman he became each full moon. Wolf and wolfman were two different shapes. One, he could do at will, the other was forced upon him by his own inner demon.
 
   At a level clearing, we paused, and the wolf brushed up against me, his shoulders as high as my hips. Neither of us were breathing hard. Both of our heads were on swivels. We were now high above the road. In the far distance, I could see faintly flashing lights, and even picked up sirens and voices. 
 
   Kingsley probably heard and saw a lot more, although how much he comprehended in his wolf form, even he didn’t know. According to him, the whole experience was only a vague, dream-like memory. Apparently, his human mind shut off, and something animalistic and wild took over. He had only vague memories of running free, of speed and strength, of agility and stamina. Back in human form, the memories were mostly lost to him.
 
   So, for all intents and purposes, Kingsley was gone and there was a real wolf standing next to me. A thickly-muscled wolf with wide triangular ears that could probably hear a snoring field mouse, if field mice indeed snored. His sloped back ended in a tail that rarely, if ever, wagged. Twin blasts of superheated steam jetted from his nostrils, billowing out into the cold night. His eyes flashed amber within all that darkness and they glanced at me now.
 
   I cautiously rested a hand on his wide head, and felt the strength of the creature. It radiated up from him and into me, and, seemed, somehow, to give me more strength. He leaned into me, and seemed to like my touch.
 
   As I scanned the cathedral of jagged peaks and ridges around me, I saw the futility of our search. Even running at warp speed, this was too much mountain to cover. So, I did the only thing a girl in my situation could do. That is, a girl who could turn into an honest-to-God dragon.
 
   I disrobed quickly, rolling and shoving my clothing into the small backpack I’d been sporting. Now, naked and feeling the chill, and with a pair of amber eyes intent on me, I climbed the nearest pile of boulders, with which this mountain was littered.
 
   “Find him, Kingsley,” I said.
 
   The wolf cocked his head to one side. Did his wolfie self even understand English? Did he understand that we were, in fact, looking for a lost boy? I think the creature understood exactly what I was saying. It just didn’t know what the hell I was doing on the rocks.
 
   I grinned at the simple Kingsley before me, the powerful and free Kingsley, and summoned the single flame. I held it in my mind’s eye, and saw the creature within it. A creature from mythology, a creature that put the “bad” and “ass” in badass.
 
   Then I leaped as high as I could from the boulders. I briefly caught sight of the wolf shying away, retreating into the shadows, before bounding up another trail, moving as swiftly as anything on this planet.
 
   That is, anything without wings.
 
   The transformation was instant, and now I flapped mine, hard, and found enough lift to clear the closest evergreens, although their turgid spires grazed my belly. Somehow, I managed not to giggle.
 
   I thrust my powerful, thickly membraned wings down, creating so much force and lift that I was soon rocketing up into the sky.
 
   Higher and higher.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Wings outstretched, I glided in a slow, concentric circle, using Talos’s eagle-like eyes to see deep into the mountain passes and gorges.
 
   I prefer “dragon-like,” came his words.
 
   My bad, I thought.
 
   Not far from here, perhaps thirty miles away, I had broken up a blood sport of sorts. A gang of local werewolves, who preferred their food fresh and with a racing pulse, were unlike my disgusting boyfriend who had a taste for the rotten and the putrid. Unfortunately for the local werewolves, their “food” had been the wife of a local sheriff deputy I’d befriended. I say unfortunately, because every last one of them was dead now. Of course, I’d had some help...
 
   I caught an updraft of surprisingly warm air, and I allowed it to lift me. Talos’s wings undulated and absorbed and adjusted, and I loved every moment of every second that I was up here, in the heavens, seeing what I was seeing, feeling what I was feeling.
 
   Would feel even better, I thought, if I found the boy.
 
   I saw the various search parties far below, and I stayed above the helicopter. I even spied my own friends, moving in twos along the mountainside, flashlight beams strafing the ground. I saw hundreds, if not thousands, of smaller and not so small pairs of bright spots: raccoons and rodents, skunks and deer. All lit brightly for my eyes only.
 
   When I take on Talos’s form, I take on his obvious physical attributes. Interestingly, I retain some of my own. One of which is my own unique night vision, which, when combined with Talos’s ultra-powerful eyes, formed quite a one-two punch.
 
   Do you have your own night vision, Talos? I asked, as we continued our search, gliding high enough to avoid being spotted by the search parties, but not so high that I couldn’t spot a small, smoldering fire in a shallow cave.
 
   I do have night vision, Sam, but it’s not quite as pervasive as your own.
 
   I help you see better into the night?
 
   You do, Sam.
 
   So that would mean I am kind of awesome?
 
   Very, very awesome. And maybe a little needy.
 
   I would have grinned, except Talos’s thick dragon lips didn’t do much in the way of expressing. I would have laughed, too, except Talos’s laughter sounded more like a guttural roar that scared even me.
 
   And you think the short, sharp, barks of laughter from you humans are easy on the ears? You squeaky things.
 
   Now, I did laugh, despite myself, and the sound came out a little louder than I expected. And a little brighter too, as a spark of fire shot out of my mouth, sizzling and smoking, until it disappeared.
 
   Oops, I thought. I sparked.
 
   I sensed Talos’s own laughter deep inside my mind, as I angled toward a promising nearby canyon, a canyon that seemed to be within hiking distance, even for a seven-year-old boy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    It had not yet been reached by searchers, although some rescuers were working in this direction.
 
   Now that I was away from the helicopter, I flew a little lower. Anyone looking up would have been hard-pressed to see me at all, unless they occasionally spotted the dragon-shaped shadow crossing between them and the stars.
 
   I dropped even lower, and angled toward an outcropping of boulders piled at the bottom of a steep cliff. For the boy to have reached this place, he would have had to hike all evening, through fairly rugged terrain, all while not wearing nearly enough warm clothing.
 
   I could not imagine the boy going much further than this, outside of being picked up by someone. Still, much of this terrain was steep. Even an all-terrain vehicle would have had problems. Hell, a horse might even have problems.
 
   No, I thought. The kiddo had hoofed it on foot, and if my judgment was right, no boy could have hiked further than this, not in the time allowed. I’d already scanned closer locations, many of which were being swarmed over, even now, by local search and rescue.
 
   My location was at the far edge, the perimeter, of a small boy’s capabilities.
 
   This area felt right.
 
   This stack of boulders felt right, too.
 
   This wasn’t a psychic hit. At least, I didn’t think it was. Besides, I didn’t get much, if any, such hits. This was an intuitive hit. The kind of hit I’d always received back in the good old days, back when I worked for the federal government and was married to a new attorney named Danny Moon. Or, more precisely, back before I became a creature of the night. Then again, I’d recently learned that I’d been a witch down through the ages, through my many incarnations.
 
   Long story short, I might have more of a sixth sense than I’d previously realized. Was it too late to cultivate it? I didn’t know.
 
   But what I did know was that a small glow about midway up the pile of boulders seemed promising.
 
   Very, very promising.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   After shifting back to my spunky human self, I dug into the backpack Talos had been lugging around for me, dressed quickly, and checked my cell phone. A handful of messages from the others, mostly checking in and reporting no leads. Mostly, I was impressed with the cell service up here.
 
   Sporting Asics, jeans, and a tee-shirt (along with a pair of my sweats/pajamas, my light jacket, and an extra pair of thick socks shoved in my backpack, along with a handful of granola bars I’d swiped from the cabin’s pantry), I scrambled rapidly up the stack of boulders. Like a dang spider.
 
   If ever there was a heap of boulders under which a colony of rattlesnakes lived, this was it. I was seriously going to freak out if I saw a snake. I didn’t, thank God. At least, not yet.
 
   I climbed toward the small flickering glow.
 
   The kid had picked a helluva place to hunker down—that is, of course, if this flickering glow was indeed him... and if he was still alive.
 
   A grim thought, for sure. I nearly paused and scanned ahead, as I’m sometimes wont to do, but I decided against it. Hell, I was almost to the glowing mouth of the cave. I would discover who or what was in there... in real time.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “Halt!” said a child’s voice.
 
   I was just scrambling up onto the lip of the cave, and was just about to get my first view into the glowing cave, when I spied a pair of dirty sneakers and dirty socks encrusted with cockleburs—and the unwavering point of a wooden sword. Pointed, mind you, at my face.
 
   “I’m halting,” I said.
 
   “Who goes there?”
 
   “I, Samantha Moon, goes there. Or here.”
 
   The little sneakers took a step or two closer. I saw some mosquito bites on the calves. Both knees were skinned and I could smell a little boy. I knew because I had one of those at home, a boy who got dirty and was hard on his body.
 
   The bitch inside of me rose up, interested in the small boy’s bloodied knees. I quelled her with a silent, Don’t even think about it, bitch!
 
   The point of the sword was now inches from my face.
 
   “State your business,” said the little voice. Little, but firm. “Now.” Little, but fearless.
 
   The sword had been sharpened recently, perhaps by rubbing it against a nearby rock’s surface. It could have been something a child would make with his dad. The cross guard was even and centered correctly. There was a chance the sword could have been purchased in a pirate gift shop, too. The knuckles holding it were freshly skinned. The little guy had had a tough time of it today.
 
   Now, for the first time, I looked past the sword and scraped knuckles, past the dirt-smudged arm and torn sleeve, all the way up to the little boy staring down at me. It was, of course, the same little boy I had seen earlier. Same clothing. Same thin tee-shirt. Same shock of red hair. What I hadn’t seen at the time, or hadn’t been close enough to see, were his eyes. They were determined eyes, bold eyes, captivating eyes. His aura, which hovered around him like an angelic glow, was pure and golden and streaked with blues and greens. No mark of the silver dragon, I noted. I’d almost half-expected to see one.
 
   Then I looked past him at the fire in the cave, at the small rock he was using as a seat, and at the paperback Rick Riordan novel about gods and Olympians. Impressive reading for one so young. And, he had a flashlight for reading it. I noted the can of Coke and the half-eaten sandwich still resting on a plastic baggie. Obviously, I had disturbed his dinner. One thing was very, very obvious.
 
   The boy was not lost. Not in the least.
 
   Hell, he was less lost than I was.
 
   “I am here to seek warmth from the cold,” I said, bowing slightly.
 
   The sword wavered for the first time, then dropped to the rocky cave opening.
 
   “Very well, Samantha Moon, you may seek warmth with me, in my cave.”
 
   “Um, thank you,” I said, and pulled myself all the way up and stood for the first time in the small shelter.
 
   The boy turned his back to me and rummaged deeper in the cave, itself lit brightly from the fire crackling in the center. The boy, who had holstered his sword in his shorts’ belt loops, now lugged a big twenty-pound rock next to the fire, opposite his. He turned back to me.
 
   “Have a seat,” he said, pointing. It wasn’t a question. And, yes, he took this all very seriously.
 
   I was getting to the point where my own relief needed release, along with seeing so much cuteness in one pint-sized package that I wanted to burst. But I held it together, though, hard as it was to do. Before I sat, I might have dusted off the rock a bit. This was, after all, a civilized cave shelter.
 
   So, I kept a straight face as the solemn-looking boy sat across from me, the tip of his sword resting in the dirt next to him. We both studied each other. His little face, with his tight mouth, dirty round cheeks, and bright eyes, was beyond adorable.
 
   “This is, um, a nice place you’ve got here.”
 
   He nodded once, and might have realized he was taking the whole “ruler of the realm” thing a bit far. “I’m just staying here for now,” he said, shrugging and loosening up. “Say, are you hungry? I have another sandwich. It’s a PJ and B,” he said, mixing up the letters. I might have squeaked at the overload of cuteness.
 
   When the wave of cuteness passed, I nodded and said sure. He reached eagerly into a backpack I had missed seeing, back when I’d first seen him dart off the road. He handed me a goopy sandwich, heavy on the jelly. I took out one half, noting it had been cut from corner to corner, and not too carefully. I left him the bigger half.
 
   He reached into his backpack again, and produced another can of Coke. He blew on it, then pulled the tab for me. The hiss echoed in the small enclosure. He handed it to me with, I swear to God, a small bow.
 
   “Thank you, good sir,” I said.
 
   He smiled and nearly bowed again, then returned to his rock, and we both produced chewing and slurping sounds. I hadn’t yet taken my eyes off him. There were no indications that he had been physically abused, although it was hard to tell with all the scrapes and smudges he’d acquired on his evening jaunt on his walkabout.
 
   Was he a runway? I ventured a guess. “Do you live here?”
 
   He smiled, then laughed, then slapped his knee and giggled nearly uncontrollably. I was suddenly reminded of Anthony, and now, I really, really loved this little boy. “No, no, no, Samantha Moon. This is just my camp for the night.”
 
   “I see,” I said, although I was still far from seeing. “And how many nights do you, ah, plan on staying here?”
 
   “Just one night.” He giggled. “I only brought two sandwiches!”
 
   “Silly me. Do your parents know you’re gone?”
 
   He nodded vigorously. “I left them a note.”
 
   “A handwritten note?”
 
   “Yes, silly. I’m too young to text.”
 
   “Where did you leave the note?”
 
   And just as I asked the question, as a big glob of jelly landed on the cave floor between my feet, I said, “You taped it on the jar of jelly.”
 
   “Close! On the peanut butter. Right on top so no one would miss it. Daddy eats peanut butter, like, all the time.”
 
   I tapped my head. “Smart,” I said to him.
 
   Except, of course, Daddy probably only ate peanut butter in the morning. Flynn beamed and ate, and the fire crackled. I asked him where he’d learned to build a fire and he said he was studying YouTube videos and, besides, it wasn’t that hard if you had dry tinder and kindling. He reached into his backpack and pulled out, from separate zippered pockets, a piece of steel wool and a 9-volt battery.
 
   “If you touch them together with the top thingies on the battery, the steel wool catches on fire.” He put away the items carefully in separate pockets of his backpack. “And you have to have a place for the smoke to go away.”
 
   He looked up and I did, too, and saw the starry night—a whistling hole in the cave ceiling, right above where he’d built his fire.
 
   Smart kid.
 
   I finished my half-sandwich and told him I was full. He wanted me to keep it, and so I stuffed it in my own backpack, oddly warmed by his generosity. Like the kid had said, he only had the two sandwiches. Although, Lord only knew how many cans of Coke were in there.
 
   I asked for his name, although I already knew it, except I didn’t want to let on that I knew it. He gave me his complete name, middle name and all, and it was all I could do to not giggle at that, too.
 
   “Here’s the million-dollar question, Flynn,” I asked, after he added another stick to the crackling fire, doing so very seriously and studiously, the light reflecting in his big green eyes.
 
   He looked up at from across the fire. “Yes?”
 
   “Why are you camping here, in the woods, all alone?”
 
   He looked out the cave opening, which was behind me. We were high up and the opening afforded a view of the stars and crescent moon, and distant peaks and faraway places.
 
   “I want to be an explorer,” he said. “I want to discover new things. I want to see new things. I don’t want anyone or anything to ever stop me from exploring.”
 
   “I know what you mean about people stopping you from doing things. Boy, do I know. So, do you plan on spending the night in here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you often spend the night in caves, alone?”
 
   “No. This is my first time.”
 
   “Are you afraid?”
 
   He looked at me, his green eyes flashing. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
 
   I shook my head and nearly whistled, because I believed every word that came from him. As I thought about his words, he asked if he could show me something. I said sure.
 
   While he dug into his backpack, I sent a quick group text to my team. “Found him, safe and sound. We are camping in a cave. Call the sheriff. Call the mom.”
 
   He produced, of all things, a National Geographic magazine. Flynn flipped through the magazine, as my silenced phone lit up like a Christmas tree for the next few minutes, as the desperate and eager messages came pouring in. I ignored it as the little guy showed me an article about his favorite adventurer, an Englishman named Henry Worsley, who’d spent his life exploring and setting records, a man who had tragically died only thirty miles from completing the first-ever solo Antarctic trek.
 
   “He was a very famous explorer,” I said.
 
   “I know it. I looked at his Facebook page and blog almost every day.”
 
   “You’re on Facebook?” I thought he was too young for that.
 
   “My dad lets me. My mom doesn’t.”
 
   That, I understood.
 
   “Are you sad that he died?” I asked. “Your explorer?”
 
   He looked away, his eyes suddenly gleaming. “He was only thirty miles from finishing.”
 
   “I see that. Do you think he was brave?”
 
   “The bravest ever.”
 
   “And you want to be like him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is that why you came out here tonight, to honor his memory?”
 
   I expected him to shrug, or to not really understand my question. He was only seven, after all. But his eyes met mine with a strength that was palpable.
 
   “Yes. Honor is a good word.”
 
   “Is that why you didn’t wear a jacket?” I asked. “Or long pants?”
 
   “No,” he said. “I just forgot. But I won’t, next time.”
 
   “Next time?” I grinned and reached out and roughed-up his tangle of thick hair, and he giggled a little.
 
   We sat back on our rocks and I found myself thinking of the English explorer, now passed away, who had inspired a little boy he’d never met—and, no doubt, inspired little boys and girls around the world—to do the bravest thing this little boy could think of, which was to spend the night, alone, in a cave. Worsley was a true hero. It also occurred to me that even great explorers were once little boys. As I looked across the fire at the determined little guy who was staring bravely into it, I could not imagine anyone or anything stopping him.
 
   Ever.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   It was later.
 
   Detective Sherbet had passed along a message from Flynn’s mother, who desperately wanted to see her boy. So, I’d sent her a selfie of Flynn and me drinking our Cokes, next to the fire. She had asked me to bring him down, immediately. But I’d told her that I couldn’t do that, that her son was honoring the name of a fallen explorer. I also said that we needed daylight to make a safe descent down the mountain. That was certainly true, especially since I didn’t plan on breaking out my wings in front of Flynn. Not anytime soon.
 
   Ten minutes later, her response had come back, via Sherbet: she understood. Her son, she stated, was a brave little boy, and she would see us in the morning.
 
   According to Knighthorse, the search was called off. The team all asked if they could crash at the cabin, and I thanked them from the bottom of my heart and told them, mi casa es su casa. Knighthorse replied that he didn’t speak Spanish and he would get Sanchez to translate. And since this was a group text, Sanchez immediately wrote back: Fuck off, Knighthorse.
 
   With the team hunkered down at the cabin, and the search called off, Flynn and I spent time gathering more branches for the fire from his pile and snapping them into smaller pieces. We had just gotten that sucker roaring when Flynn, looking out the cave opening, and suddenly gasped.
 
   I turned and looked and saw a massive shadow appearing from over the lip of the cave, a shadow that took the form of a wolf.
 
   A big, black, hairy wolf.
 
   With amber eyes.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I nearly leapt up and moved between wolf and boy, but something strange was happening.
 
   Although Flynn had initially gasped, he didn’t run or back away, or show any fear. He was that intrepid. That fearless. That curious. I had no doubt that someday, he was going to make one hell of an explorer.
 
   How much of Kingsley was here, I didn’t know. I suspected that the longer he was in wolf form, the more he forgot his human nature. In fact, the creature before us may very well have been all wolf.
 
   After all, its hackles were up, and a low growl emanated from its massive chest.
 
   Again, I nearly stood and shielded the boy and commanded the wolf to leave, if he would even listen to me. But, again, I stayed put on my rock. Never had the wolf looked so big as it did now, filling the opening. Our only exit. Blocked.
 
   A musty, dirty, earthy, bloody scent reached my nostrils, and I realized that Kingsley had feasted tonight. Or the wolf had. Well, at least he probably had a full belly. Certainly, he had rolled in something dead. Long dead.
 
   Flynn rose slowly, from where he sat at the back end of the shallow cave. And then, he did something that I didn’t think I ever could have expected. I mean, ever.
 
   He approached the wolf, hand held out, palm up, as if he were approaching a neighbor’s dog and offering a nonthreatening place to sniff. As he did so, I watched the boy’s eyes, and detected nothing but excitement. Nothing but curiosity. No fear. No hesitation. Hell, joy.
 
   The wolf continued its low, guttural growl. No, not a growl. It began as a deep, low-frequency roar that began in his chest and vibrated out through his flaring nostrils. This throaty, roaring, snorting snarl was both awesome and frightening. And there was saliva dripping. Lots of it.
 
   “It’s okay, boy,” said Flynn, now moving around the fire, and when I saw what the boy was doing, tears sprang instantly to my eyes. Flynn was moving between me and the wolf. Flynn was protecting me.
 
   I turned on my rock, watching all of this play out, also aware that even heroes were once little boys, too.               
 
   “It’ll be okay, Samantha,” said Flynn. “I’ll protect you.”
 
   “I know you will, sweetie.”
 
   He turned his face toward me, although he didn’t take his eyes off the black wolf. “I’m not a sweetie. I’m an explorer.”
 
   “Oops, right. Sorry.”
 
   I dashed away my tears with the back of my hand.
 
   He nodded, satisfied, and turned his full attention to the wolf standing in the cave entrance, a wolf that, even now, seemed like it was oh-so-close to pouncing. Kingsley was in there, somewhere, and he would win out. He had to.
 
   Flynn continued holding out his hand, continued creeping closer, and the black wolf’s growl deepened, seemingly vibrating the very rock I was sitting on. But still the boy inched forward.
 
   The growling was heinous enough to make the hairs rise on the back of my own neck. A primitive reaction. “Flynn, be careful.” Yeah, that was the momma in me.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re all friends here. Aren’t we, fella?”
 
   Kingsley dropped his head, and turned it from side to side, showing the boy his extremely long teeth. Teeth that had never seen a toothbrush. Teeth that had tatters of fur and rotted flesh hanging from them. Unlike Kingsley’s magazine-perfect white smile.
 
   “You’re a big doggie. Are you hungry? I have some of my sandwich left. Samantha might give you some of hers, too.”
 
   He huffed at us. The wolf’s breath was… putrid. Out of politeness, I held back a gag.
 
   And still Flynn stood his ground.
 
   Boy stood directly before wolf.
 
   I could hear both heartbeats. The boy’s, a rapid tap-tap of adrenaline-fueled excitement. The wolf’s heartbeat, a slower, deeper thump-thump. I had no idea what the wolf was thinking. Or why my hearing was suddenly so acute.
 
   “I’m your friend,” Flynn said to the wolf. “We both are.”
 
   Outside, the wind whistled past the cave opening, bringing with it the myriad scents of a fully functioning and active forest: pine needles, decomposing logs, tree fungi, acorns. The wolf’s fur shuddered in the wind, lifting and falling, and now, finally, the creature eased forward one step, then another, on those silent, massive paws. The wolf sniffed the proffered grubby hand. And his wolf lips relaxed downward to cover the long teeth.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief, even though I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath.
 
   As the wolf loudly snuffled the little hand, Flynn looked back and shot me a wink, although he mostly blinked both eyes, not really knowing how to wink.
 
   Now the wolf was gently licking Flynn’s hand with its long, dark-pink tongue. Correction, the wolf was licking the peanut butter off his hand, all while Flynn giggled and patted its wide, flat head with his free, non-slobbery hand.
 
   For the first time ever, I witnessed the wolf’s tail wag.
 
   Wagging tail? Oh, Kingsley would never, ever live this down.
 
   Outside, the wind picked up and distant coyote howls reached even my ears. Kingsley’s own perked up, but he mostly ignored the sounds. After all, the little boy now climbing on his back had his full attention as the kiddo found all of the itchy places on the wolf—itchy places he couldn’t reach—and gave him a good, old-fashioned scratching. All along his sides. Between the shoulder blades. Behind the ears. Under the chin. That spot on the rump that canines wish they could reach, but really can’t. The wolf whined in pleasure at being affectionately roughed up by the small hands of a small explorer. 
 
   And then, Flynn threw back his head and began to howl. Yes, howl. And then, it was the darnedest thing: the wolf threw back his head and howled back. Together, they raised their voices in eerie, heartrending cries as old as the ages, and as young as this very moment where a wolf and a human… bonded.
 
   I giggled as goosebumps rose on my arms in response to their soulful wolf song. Which went on for several minutes. They didn’t even seem to realize I was here, listening. Spellbound. 
 
   I brought my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them until their howling ceased and some roughhousing began. I watched wolf and boy begin to wrestle in the small cave, limbs tangling and bodies tumbling over and over each other, amid lots and lots of tail wagging and slobbering and laughter. And I found, in those precious moments, magic—the ‘rarest kind of magic’ that Kingsley had promised me for this Valentine weekend. It was not kid-free, vampire-free or werewolf-free magic. It was simply… magic.
 
   While the fire crackled and the wind whistled, the outside world, the real world, seemed only a distant, fading memory.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “You came highly recommended,” the tall blonde began, after she handed me a business card and took a seat across from me.
 
   “I’ve gotten lucky.” I glanced at her card. Lucy Newman, CEO. Newman Enterprises. I idly wondered if she was related to Paul Newman, actor and purveyor of organic prunes and salad dressings.
 
   She shook her head. “I’ve checked your references. Most of your clients were merely thankful, appreciative. Others just wouldn’t shut up about you.”
 
   “I tend to have that effect on people.”
 
   “You’ve helped a lot of important people.”
 
   “I treat all my clients the same,” I said. “Just as I...” But I stopped right there.
 
   The tall blonde leaned forward a little, her thighs flexing under her miniskirt, her bosom shifting but not yet appearing over the top of her mostly-buttoned blouse. Those buttons were experiencing a serious threat to their continued operations. She crossed her legs and swung a red-soled stiletto back and forth. Yowsers. Had I been wearing a necktie, I would have had to loosen it to swallow hard. Not that I ever swallowed.
 
   “Just as you want to be treated the same as a flesh-and-blood person?” she asked.
 
   “Well, yes. Wouldn’t you if you were me?”
 
   The blonde tried wrapping her pretty head around my “predicament,” but was probably having a helluva time doing it. It was hard for someone with flesh to picture themselves in my shoes. For one thing, I didn’t even wear shoes. I suspected the only form of discrimination this blonde bombshell had ever faced had been the occasional dumb blonde joke. She did fit the profile. At least, she dressed the part. Her CEO status notwithstanding.
 
   “Yes,” she said slowly, as if every question from me set a little hamster wheel spinning in her brain. But the wide blue eyes and pouty red lips made up for her lack of snappiness in her replies. She smelled good, too. Like she’d taken a shower in a $900 bottle of Shalini. Yeah, I can smell. At least she didn’t seem to be repulsed by me. And she wasn’t nonplussed by the sight and sounds of my clacking jawbones. “I would want to be treated normally, too. But what is the definition of normal, anyway?”
 
   “I would say anything that’s not me.”
 
   The corner of her pouty, scarlet-glossed mouth quirked. She was about to smile but wasn’t sure if it was politically correct to do so. Or if she would be hurting my feelings, though there was little she could do or say to hurt me any more than I’d already been hurt. Yeah, I know. Poor me. Wah, wah.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “You can laugh about it. I know I’m different.”
 
   “I don’t want to laugh, or even joke about it.”
 
   “But you have questions.”
 
   “Nope, I’m just here to hire you. And...”
 
   “And?”
 
   In a breathy whisper, she said, “Maybe I also came to see if you wanted to go get a drink with me.”
 
   I was tempted, but I never mixed business with pleasure. Almost never. “Thank you, but drinks are messy affairs with me. You know, with my not having a stomach. Or an esophagus. Or a tongue. Or any skin to contain the drink.”
 
   “Right,” she said, disappointment shimmering her eyes. “I’ve read your story. Who hasn’t?”
 
   She was right. I might work as a private eye... but I led a double life as an Internet sensation. There were sites, blogs, Twitter accounts, Facebook Fan Pages, Instagram accounts, and eBay and Etsy stores, all devoted to the cult following of yours truly. You know you’re famous when you’ve become a Facebook meme.
 
   I was also a favorite subject of artists. Nearly every day, a new picture or painting was emailed to me or snail-mailed to my office. Hell, on the wall behind my prospective client was a painting of me holding a beer at a Mardi Gras celebration and even sporting colorful beads. I’d never been to Mardi Gras, but that didn’t stop artists from depicting me in various places and scenarios—especially in the drawings from little kids, who often drew me as a superhero. Right up there with Iron Man. Yeah, you could say I was flattered.
 
   Then again, if you’ve seen one skeleton, you’ve seen them all.
 
   Skeleton Jim, they called me. Good enough.
 
   I looked at the woman in front of me. She was obviously a fan girl. But she also needed my professional services. Or, so she’d said. “Tell me about your problem, the one that caused you to seek out a private investigator.”
 
   She nodded, looking away, slightly embarrassed. She had never asked out a man for a drink and had never been turned down before; that much was obvious. She also hadn’t known what to expect from me. Maybe she thought I’d jump at the chance to have drinks with her. Maybe now, though, she regretted asking me. Then again, maybe she was questioning why she had just asked out a walking, talking skeleton.
 
   Or maybe, I thought, as a slow blush crossed her cheeks, she’d really hoped I would say yes.
 
   Either way, she pulled herself together, and began. “My husband died twelve years ago.”
 
   I nodded and did some math. The blonde must have married young. She didn’t look a day over thirty.
 
   “The police ruled it an accidental death, but I think he was murdered.”
 
   “Have you discussed this with the police?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And you’ve been hanging on to this information for twelve years?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m pretty sure I killed him.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I shifted in my seat, although the gesture was really just something I’d seen others do.
 
   People tended to react with a gesture of some type when faced with uncomfortable information. Other than opening my jaw a little more than normal, I didn’t have any facial expressions. I could lean forward a tad. For me, this position expressed shock. I could lean back and cross my arms over my ribcage. This gesture expressed doubt or boredom.
 
   In this case, I was pretty sure I was talking to a crazy person. We did get crazies in this business. The paranoid. The delusional. We learned to weed them out. We learned to keep them moving. And we waited for real work. No, I didn’t take money from crazy people. I gave them the best advice I could... usually, it was to see a psychologist. Lucy already had two strikes against her.
 
   As I waited for strike three, which would be my signal to suggest a mental health professional, I shifted in my seat to express disbelief, and to express sadness, too. Such a beautiful woman should not be so crazy, but I guess, crazy is as crazy does.
 
   “You’re pretty sure you killed him?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Twelve years ago?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I shifted back to my original sitting position. A re-shift, I supposed. I rested my elbows on my wooden desk, folded my hands together. The rattling of my bones on the wood sounded a little like someone taking a turn at Yahtzee.
 
   “I can see you think I’m crazy.”
 
   I was curious. “Really. How?”
 
   “By the way you shifted, then re-shifted. The tone in your voice. Your hands on the table. You’re trying to figure out a way to get rid of me.”
 
   “Jesus, lady,” I said. “You couldn’t be more wrong.”
 
   She sat back in the client chair, folded her arms under her chest. The gesture caused said chest to rise like buoys in a storm. She grinned. “You’re a terrible liar, Jim.”
 
   Maybe the fleshed would have sighed and inhaled. But without lungs, I couldn’t breathe, although, on windy days, sometimes the wind whistled through me with a lonely sound. Probably not quite the same thing as inhaling and exhaling.
 
   “Maybe you should tell me about your husband’s death,” I said. I would have cleared my throat if I’d known how. Or, if I’d had a throat.
 
   She nodded, and the light in her eye seemed to indicate she was both relieved and vindicated. It was all I could do to not check my Apple Watch, which was strapped on the smallest band setting just over my wrist bone.
 
   “Mind if I smoke?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “That’s such a relief.”
 
   “I imagine so.”
 
   She unfurled her arms, reached down inside her purse, rummaged a bit, and came out with a cigarette and a lighter. She made a show of lighting the one with the other, puffed, and then dropped the lighter in her purse with barely a glance down. Nice aim. She sucked and puffed again, leveled her gaze at me.
 
   “Can you see me?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you have no eyes.”
 
   “Maybe you should be the detective.”
 
   “It’s an honest question.”
 
   I nodded, and gave her my patented spiel, the spiel I had given everyone since the day I’d awakened in Professor Woodstock’s office on the third floor of the Cal State Fullerton Physical Sciences building. “I have no eyes, but I can see. I have no lips, but I can speak, I have no flesh, but I can feel. I have no heart, but I can love. At least, I think I can. On a more technical note, I have no tendons or joints, unless you count the little wires holding me together. And yet...”
 
   “And yet, you don’t fall apart.”
 
   “Took the words right out of my mouth. Or my jawbone. Whichever.”
 
   “Would you mind terribly if I...”
 
   “Touch me?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If you must.”
 
   Truth was, the thought of her dainty, French-manicured hands moving over my bony body was a thrilling one. At least for me. She got up and came over to my side of the desk, where I sat on a thick cushion, itself on a leather executive chair. I kept my hands clasped before me as she proceeded to first touch my scapula, then ran her hands up my vertebrae, and then over my skull. All of which sent shivers down my spine. Whether or not she could see my shiver, I didn’t know. I clattered, though, which was embarrassing. 
 
   “You’re shaking,” she said.
 
   “Shivering,” I said.
 
   “You’re cold?”
 
   I shook my head against her fingertips, which were now tracing my cheekbones. “Your hand feels, ah, nice.”
 
   She made a noncommittal sound, then said, “You’re warm.”
 
   I nodded, she was right. No blood supply, yet here I was giving off heat like a real person, in an air-conditioned room no less.
 
   She placed her hands over where my nose would have been, had I sported any cartilage and skin. I had neither. Only bones, with some wire holding me together, for the sake of convenience. “You’re not breathing.”
 
   I could have said something snarky like, Well, you need lungs to breathe. Then again, you needed lungs to speak, too. And a vocal box, and a tongue. And you needed blood to keep the body warm. Except… I was always warm.
 
   She ran her hand along my sternum, which gave me shivers to no end. I think she liked giving me the shivers. I’d had plenty of people ask to touch me. Mostly, I had been accommodating. But her touch was... something else. It was, I think, perfect.
 
   She tapped my ribcage, asking if that hurt me. 
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Then she tapped them some more, as if my ribs were piano keys. In fact, I was fairly certain she’d just tapped out, “Shave and a haircut.” Okay, that was a first.
 
   “Sorry, am I being rude?” Her breath was hot on my exposed vertebrae.
 
   “Um, maybe we should get back to business.”
 
   She retrieved her exploring hand—I think to the dismay of both of us. She swung back around to her side of my desk to the client chair. She tapped out her cigarette in the ashtray I pushed toward her.
 
   “You were telling me about your husband...”
 
   She nodded, sat back and loosely held the cigarette. “My husband was poisoned.”
 
   “By you?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I think so.”
 
   “You don’t remember whether you did it or not?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you think you did?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Again, she hung one long leg over the other, kicked her heel to show me that red-soled stiletto. “I’m sorry, but I’m having a hard time focusing,” she said. “I’m just so... fascinated by you. I mean, I’ve read all the interviews, or as many as you’ve given. I’ve read the scientific explanation, the pseudo-scientific explanation, the metaphysical explanation, and the claims of hoaxes. No one knows what to make of you, except that you are a great detective—a detective made of bones and nothing else.”
 
   I sighed and sat back, crossed my arms over my chest. The sound of bone clacking against bone was one I was used to. But other people? It usually gave them the willies. Or so I was told.
 
   She went on. “Jim, in your interviews, you don’t offer much of an explanation. You say in most of them that you just woke up in an academic’s office, propped up on a display stand, which, and I quote, ‘Went straight up my arse.’”
 
   “Look, Miss...”
 
   “As my business card says, Lucy Newman. Call me Lucy.”
 
   “Look, Lucy. Are you here for my help, or not?”
 
   “I am, but can you just answer one teensy-weensy question?”
 
   I sighed, although no air escaped me. Where my voice originated from, I didn’t know, but it sure as hell seemed like it was coming out of my skull hole. “Knock yourself out.”
 
   “What are you?”
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