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Prologue

The metal of the gun slipped in Steven’s wet grip. It wasn’t supposed to do that. He was never supposed to be in this state, sweating, terrified, without a firm handle on the situation – or his gun.

But when the back window shattered, exploding inward in an eruption of tinkling, foreboding sound, Steven didn’t rise from where he crouched between the couch and the overturned coffee table. He didn’t stand and face his enemy. Not this time.

He was learning. The lesson was hard and fast and unreal, but Steven’s mind was that of a trained cop, and despite the impossible nature of what he was facing, it knew what to do: Absorb the information and assimilate. 

If he stood up, he was a dead man. If he faced this opponent, he wouldn’t live to see the sunrise. His only hope was to get out of the house and as far away as possible, as quickly as possible.
Which was to say… there really was no hope at all.

Steven closed his eyes and swallowed hard when he heard footsteps slowly cross the kitchen tiles. Glass popped and crunched beneath a set of boots, and a trickle of sweat threatened Steven’s eye. His breaths were harsh in the sudden, threatening silence. He tried to still it in his lungs. He’ll hear me, he thought.

“You’re a plucky little human,” his attacker said, a faint accent and the sound of genuine amusement lacing his words. “I’ll give you that.”

Steven very carefully wiped the sweat from his brow and cut his gaze to the living room door. It was twenty feet away. Twenty feet between him and possible freedom.

“You’re in my way, detective,” the voice said. He was nearer now, boots casually closing the distance between them. “Have you any idea how many little shits like you have tried to get in my way during my lifetime?”

Steven considered his options. He had eleven bullets left in his clip. But the first four had been fired point-blank into his attacker’s chest and had no effect. None whatsoever.

“Thousands,” the voice said. He laughed, the sound ominous and low. It raised the hairs on Steven’s arms and turned his stomach to lead. “Thousands.”

Steven tried to ignore the voice. What else did he have? His phone was on the kitchen counter. Worthless. The house was set back from the road and a good half an acre from the nearest neighbor. No one was planning on visiting. He was alone.

“She’s going to come home and find you in a puddle of blood on the living room floor, detective,” his enemy told him as he came flush with the threshold of the living room. “And in her distress, she’ll be weak.”


Steven’s heart hammered, his gaze narrowed, and his gut twisted. The voice laughed, sending pain down Steven’s jaw as his teeth clenched hard enough to crack a molar. “And she’ll be mine.”

All reason, all logic, and everything Steven had ever learned came together in one split decision then and there. 

He wasn’t going to make it out of this alive. 

The best he could hope for was to give Siobhan a chance to do what he couldn’t do. Escape.

Steven rose from behind the couch and turned just as the demon did. They faced each other head to head, eye to eye. The demon’s red gaze flicked to the gun in Steven’s hand, and recognition passed before his beautiful but oh-so-wrong features. He knew what Steven was going to do. The detective had learned his lesson the first time.

The demon acted in retaliation just as Steven raised his arm and pulled the trigger. The detective’s tall form was enveloped in angry, red fire even as he unloaded all eleven of his bullets into his opponent’s face. 

Outside on the lawn, a large ginger cat watched the house with big, yellow eyes. His tail twitched as a window exploded and flames licked out to kiss the falling temperatures of night. 

The cat made a strange brrreow-like sound and cocked his head slightly to one side just before he raised his chin to watch a stream of red smoke lift from the chimney of the now-burning house and disappear into the night.

A second later, as sirens wailed to life in the far distance and the house crackled to bright, burning life, the ginger cat turned and bolted, disappearing as well. 

*****

Thanatos, who went by Thane most of the time,
knelt beside his latest project and ran his arm over his forehead. He wasn’t normally bothered by temperatures or climate; they rolled off of him the way they would a ghost. But today, he was off his game. 

The Phantom King could go a very long time without sleep. Days, weeks, even months. Every once in a while however, the energy that made him who and what he was needed to be replenished. He’d slept last night. And that’s when the dreams had come.

He’d been standing in the desert, alone as usual. The air shifted, growing dark, and the ground became checkered as if it were a massive chess board. In the distance, outlined by the horizon, a shape appeared. He could see her long hair blowing in the wind, highlighted by the sun like a flame. But he couldn’t see anything else, no matter how fast he ran toward her, no matter how long he dreamed. 

He wondered whether it had anything to do with the thirteen kings and queens that the Vampire King had told them all about during a meeting a few months ago. He wondered…. But he tried not to wonder too hard. Thoughts like that could drive a man mad.

Now, after the dream-filled sleep, he was physically whole again, but mentally exhausted. It was a new sensation for him and one that left him feeling edgy. Even mean.

Thane pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. And then he felt the presence at his back in much the same manner as he always did. It was a disturbance in the air, an unsettled sensation, as if the wind were preparing to take a breath and blow.

Thane did what he always did when he felt that particular disturbance. He tossed the tool he was presently using into the tool chest to his right and stood, coming to his full impressive height before reaching for the rag atop the work bench and wiping his grease-covered hands. 


Then he turned in the dusty but relatively cooler gloom of his garage and waited as the air in front of him shimmered, warped, and separated. 

Genius scientists hit the nail on the head when they claimed that everything was relative. Time was relative. Especially here in Thanatos’ realm.

This was Purgatory, it was a desolate layer of reality, sparse and hopeless and dry. At least, right now it was. It seemed to change over time, becoming a reflection of the man who ruled over it. And because that was the mood Thanatos had been in for several of the last few centuries, that was the mood his plane was in as well. The vast desert stretched out as far as the eye could see, its distant boundaries melding with those of the astral plane and the faint, inconceivable borders of reality. 

It was the land of lost souls – the place where spirits went to die.

Thane’s realm took in every “essence” of every human that had been dealt an untimely and unjust death in the material world. And because, due to war and homicide, there were simply too many of these to count, time in Purgatory worked differently. It stretched itself out, turning the seconds into days and the years into centuries. 

As the Phantom King, Thane retained control of this time loop, this suspension of quantum physics, and dealt with the plethora of wronged one at a time.

Which is what he did now.

The air before him in the garage finished breaking apart, and inside of this strange portal-like crack, a human form coalesced. It crackled and shimmered into solid male form, dropped to its booted feet before Thane, and the air around it slammed shut once more, filling the space with the sound of thunder.

Thane was used to this, but of course the spirit was not. The Phantom King watched and waited patiently as the newly-formed man slapped his hands over his ears and ducked down in reflex.

A few seconds later, the man slowly straightened once more, lowered his hands, and stared around at Thane and the surrounding garage with wide, frankly terrified eyes.

Thane frowned. The man had a familiar feel about him. It wasn’t that Thane recognized him from anywhere, it was more like an energy signature that his body carried. Like an aura.
He was sure he’d felt it somewhere before.

“Where am I?” the man asked. “Who the hell are you?” His voice was harsh and a bit hoarse, as if he’d just been screaming at the tops of his lungs. He was fresh from the fight, Thane could tell that much simply by experience. He was also fully dressed, and if Thane wasn’t mistaken, he smelled a bit like fire.

His silver gaze narrowed. “Don’t tell me someone set you on fire.” It would be the only thing that made any sense. But it sure as hell was a strange way to kill someone. 

The man in front of him continued to stare at him, and Thane had a chance to look him up and down. He was clearly an American, given what he’d already said and the accent in which he’d said it. Plus, Thane’s magic always fed him the basics about a spirit when they appeared in his realm. This one had grown up as an orphan and had no living family remaining. He was the last of his line.

He was tall and well built, with a hard edge.
“You’re a cop, aren’t you?” Thane reasoned quietly.

The man swallowed hard and straightened. “I’m dead, aren’t I?”

“I asked first,” Thane said, trying not to smile. It was just that he had so few chances at fun in his line of work. And again, he was feeling mean. Also, there was something about this guy that just ticked him off. 

The man watched him in silence for several long, contemplative moments – moments that Thane magically stretched into the timeline ahead. After all, another murder victim was sure to come along any minute now.

“Detective,” the man corrected as he straightened a bit and clearly tried to regain control of his faculties. “Detective Steven
Lazarus.”

Thane gave a simple nod. 

“Now please tell me,” the detective went on, his expression desperate. “Am I dead?”

“Oh yeah,” Thane said, nodding as he turned his back to the detective for a second and bent to pick up the tool he’d been using a few moments ago. “As a doornail,” he finished, and once more straightened.

He glanced at Lazarus, and the detective at once came forward, rushing toward Thane with his hands out as if pleading. Thane frowned as a wave of something strange washed over him. It moved before the fallen cop like a ripple of water, dark and tingly. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it took him by surprise. Thane unconsciously took a step back and found his leg flush with the side of the bike he’d been tinkering with.

But the cop continued forward, and on reflex, Thane held up his hand. The Anime stopped at once, blinking in confusion and looking down at his body.

That was when Thane realized that this particular Anime had taken on an incredibly solid form. It happened every once in a while; a spirit’s anger or desperation was strong enough that the energy it possessed made it a good deal more tangible. But in this case… it was almost as if the detective had simply been reformed. Whole.

Thane squinted at Lazarus’ broad chest. He couldn’t see through it. Not at all. Not even when he really tried.

“Shit,” he muttered, speaking more to himself than to Lazarus, who was clearly confused as to why he’d stopped in his tracks when Thane had raised his hand. The detective tried to move, tried to come forward again, but remained glued to the spot with Thane’s magic.

“You’re a live wire, aren’t you?” Again, Thane was talking to himself. 

But this time, the detective’s blue eyes narrowed on Thane, shooting aquamarine sparks. “If I’m dead, where the hell am I?”

“Purgatory,” Thane told him. He wondered what he was going to do with this one. The really pissed spirits often caused problems for him. Not that he minded, really. Life got incredibly boring without the occasional rabble rouser to deal with.

But there was something wholly, entirely, and uncomfortably different about the man who stood before him now. And the wheels in Thane’s head were spinning furiously as they tried to figure out exactly what the hell that was.

“And the demon who killed me?”

Thane blinked. “Demon?” His attention focused. 

“The demon who is after my girlfriend!” the detective hissed.

If Thane hadn’t been the Phantom King and well aware that demons actually existed and that they did tend to go after people’s girlfriends, and if he hadn’t been staring at the spirited evidence of demonic foul play standing before him then and there, he might have automatically labeled the cop as crazy.

But Thane knew better.

“You were set on fire by a demon who killed you to get to your girlfriend.” He was working things out in his head, thinking out loud more than anything.

The detective glared at him. “You didn’t answer me,” Lazarus told him, his white teeth gritted in furious impatience. “I shot him in the head point blank,” he said. “Eleven
times. So where the fuck is he?” The detective raised his arms and gestured to the garage and the dust-filled ghost town beyond. “Is he here somewhere too?”

Thane wasn’t sure how to answer that question. The truth was, he’d never dealt with a spirit as animated as this, he wasn’t sure what kind of demon he’d been fighting with, and for that matter, no one had any real idea what happened to demons when they died. If they died.


And that darkness that Thane had sensed earlier wafted around the detective like black pixie dust. Thane could actually see it now. It was truthfully rather beautiful. 

But it was also ominous, and Thane’s insides felt heavy with trepidation.

Suddenly, the detective shook his head and dropped his hands at his sides as if giving up. “Fuck this,” he spat. “Siobhan needs me. She’s alone and it doesn’t take a first class detective to figure out that you’re not answering me because that god damned demon is still there – right where I left him.” He shook his head, his expression fiercely determined. “Fuck this,” he said again.

And then, for the first time in the history of the desolate realm and its Phantom King, Thanatos watched as one of his Anime stepped back in his garage and the air behind him cracked open once more. 

Detective Steven
Lazarus
retreated right into this newly born crack and was at once surrounded by fissures of light and magic.

Thane was rushing forward before he knew what he was doing. He wasn’t even certain what it was he was witnessing, but he knew that he needed to do something about it. Whatever it was.

However, he was too late.

That beautiful, sparkling darkness that had been growing around the detective wrapped around him now like a tight blanket of starry night. As Thane closed in on it, that blanket sucked Detective Lazarus through the crack in the air, smothered the hole until it shrank like a fire devoid of oxygen, and then whipped outward in a strange, black flash.

The air thundered, as it always did when it sealed itself back up, and Thane skidded to a halt. He stared at the space where a newly formed spirit had entered his world – and then escaped it once more. 

Such a thing had never happened before. Not ever.

“Lazarus,” Thane whispered, letting the name and its historical significance roll off of his tongue. Then he took a slow, deep breath and ran a hand through his thick black hair. Life for the Phantom King had just gotten a hell of a lot more interesting. 






Chapter One

Siobhan
Ashdown slammed her car door and looked up at the house. The realtor was already ten steps ahead of her and fumbling with the metal key holder than hung from the house’s front door knob. Siobhan stayed where she was, her light brown eyes narrowed on the house’s façade, her auburn hair brushing against her cheeks, neck and bare arms. 

Down the street, a cop car kept a discreet distance, its occupants quietly watching Siobhan, though she could feel their presence as strongly as if they were standing inside of her personal space bubble. She turned and shot them an “I know you’re there and I’m grateful” smile, waved, and acknowledged the return flash of headlights. Then she looked back up at the house.

It was a Victorian styled manor and, according to its records, it was one hundred and thirteen years old. From what Siobhan could see, it showed. The wrap-around porch hosted broken beams and a sagging roof topped with cracked and splitting tiles. Half of the windows on all three of its above-ground levels were shattered or boarded up. The red brick chimney jutting from the top roof was half as tall as it should have been and quickly crumbling to its foundation. 

The building’s wooden exterior had seen so many layers of paint, it was difficult to tell which was supposed to be the latest, and the house’s grounds were a tangled mass of dead or dying rose bushes, shrubs, and crab grass.

But the close-looking eye could see there was scrollwork in the wood that spoke of a careful, skilled craftsman’s hand. Some of the windows that remained intact sported stained glass figures in beautiful clothing and graceful poses. And the mansion’s foundation gave the artistic impression of Germanic wooden bridges spanning babbling brooks. The wooden shingles might be molded or missing, but once upon a time, a lot of love had gone into the creation of this home.

As Siobhan
stood there and took it all in, the realtor straightened on the front porch and shot a worried look over the padded shoulder of her dark blue blazer. The realtor’s name was Jane, which struck Siobhan as secretly funny. It seemed every realtor she’d ever met had been named Jane.

No doubt, at that moment, Jane was thinking that Siobhan had changed her mind. In fact, Jane had probably lost hope before she’d even allowed it to take hold; the house had been on the market for two long years since its last owner. No realtor in her right mind would begin to feel hope now.

But Siobhan hadn’t changed her mind. She wasn’t going to turn tail and run. She wasn’t that kind of girl.

With a smile meant to reassure, Siobhan left the side of her car and made her way up the walk that led to the front porch. The cement, which obviously wasn’t a part of the original home but had been added years later, was cracked and overgrown with yellow weeds that someone had half-heartedly sprayed with poison. Siobhan counted the cracks; she couldn’t help it. It was something she’d always done. There were thirty-two before she reached the bottom step.

Countless changing seasons had seen the paint job on the stairs peeled into curly-q ringlets and guitar-pick sized chips of white that looked like a dragon’s lost scales. Warped wood yawned open underneath, charcoal-gray and dry as a bone.

Five steps to the top.

The house seemed to lean toward her as she reached the last step and stood before the door. Jane gave her a wan smile and turned to unlock it. Siobhan noticed the key she used: A skeleton key.

“Now, as I mentioned before, this one has been empty for a while. As you can see, it needs a bit of upkeep,” Jane told her as she fumbled with the lock. The key had slipped in, but didn’t seem to want to turn. Siobhan watched the woman struggle with it a bit as she went on, “The last owner has agreed to provide a repair allowance and to pay closing costs, and the price has been reduced twice.” After a few seconds of frustrating failure, the realtor pulled the key back out, gave it a hard look, and slipped it back in to try to turn it once more.
“I don’t know why they never replaced these locks,” she mumbled as she worked. “It isn’t safe to keep locks from owner to owner.” Her purse slipped off of her shoulder and into the crook of her arm. Tendrils of her light blonde hair had slipped from the bun at the nape of her neck to frizz about her face in the early May humidity.

“How many owners has it had?” Siobhan asked, not really caring how many it had had, but feeling the need to fill the silence with small talk.
Jane’s nerves were so frayed, Siobhan could almost see their ends swaying in the breeze.

“Well…” Jane replied, a little out of breath. “I’d have to double check my notes, but I think it’s had somewhere in the family of a dozen.” She stopped messing with the key a moment, shot Siobhan a half-smile over her shoulder, and added, “It’s an old house.”

“Would you like some help with that?” Siobhan asked, looking from Jane to the key she clutched tightly
in her white fingertips. The realtor glanced down at the key and back up again. Siobhan knew what she was thinking. What made her think that she could make it work when Jane couldn’t?

“I’m good with old things,” Siobhan said by way of explanation. She shrugged and smiled sheepishly, hoping that would do the trick.

“Oh,” Jane said. She straightened, pulling the key out of the door. “By all means, give it a shot. Two heads are often better than one.”

Siobhan held out her hand and the realtor deposited the key in her palm. Her fingers closed over the old metal, at once detecting the slight buzz that came from its surface. It was something Jane wouldn’t pick up. Most humans wouldn’t, in fact. But
Siobhan would.

She gave the realtor a reassuring smile, bent, and slipped the key once more into the troublesome lock. At once, the key turned, almost of its own accord, and the door swung open, pulling away from her grasp.

Siobhan’s gaze narrowed in irritation on the open doorway. She felt her magic bristle as the cool air from the house’s interior curled out and over the wooden porch around their feet. 

“Wow,” said the realtor, who was busily brushing her dress suit and hair back into place. She hoisted her purse back over her shoulder and gave Siobhan a stiff nod of approval. “You really do have a way with old things.”

You have no idea, Siobhan thought.

“Well, come on in,” said Jane, as she stepped past the house’s threshold and into the shadows beyond. Her patent leather pump lost its deep blue color, fading into black in the dim of the interior. “The electricity’s been off for a while now, as you can imagine, but I’ll open some windows and you can at least get an idea of what you’re dealing with.”

Siobhan followed her inside, her eyes turned up toward the rafters and fuzzy-looking corners filled with cobwebs and holes left by termites. She stifled the urge to laugh. No one in their right mind would buy this house. It wasn’t in need of upkeep. It was in need of a bulldozer.

But even as she thought so, her eyes strayed to the expertly carved banister that led to the second floor, and she frowned. Okay, she admitted begrudgingly. It doesn’t need a bulldozer.

It needed her.

A second later, Jane reappeared in the archway that led to the dining room and kitchen beyond. She was loudly brushing her hands to dust them off, and her hair had once more slipped from her bun. “I got the windows open –”

“I’ll take it,” Siobhan said before the realtor could say anything further. 

Jane stopped in her tracks and stared at her with wide, blinking eyes.

Siobhan smiled and shrugged. “When can I move in?”

*****

She stopped just after she entered the living room and dropped the heavy padded glider chair she’d been carrying. It sent a cloud of dust flying as it clattered noisily to the wooden planks, which Siobhan ignored as she used the back of her forearm to wipe the sweat from her forehead.

“Not that I mind having you around, Steven, but I have to admit I wish you were solid right now. This crap is heavy.” Siobhan sighed and lowered herself into the glider before resting her head back on the head rest and closing her eyes. She’d sent the police detail away earlier that afternoon. It had been ten days since Steven’s death and she felt conspicuous and strange having cops watching her twenty-four-seven. She also felt guilty. Salem was right next door to Boston as the crow flies. Boston was a big city, often a dangerous city, and there were certainly more useful places for a pair of police officers to be than parked in a car across the street from her new worn-down, still empty home.

So she was stuck lugging the furniture in on her own, and after four hours of hauling heavy things straight, she was nearly done – and nearly done for.

She could feel Steven’s ghost hovering beside her to her left. 

Steven’s ghost.

She’d come home on Monday night a week and a half ago to find her street blocked off by fire trucks and ambulances – and her house on fire. The entire block had smelled like evil. 

Siobhan was a warlock. If anyone in the world understood the power and pull of evil, it was her. She fought it every day. 

Twenty-eight years ago, she’d been born with a penchant for magic. Of course, the skills didn’t make themselves apparent until a number of years later, when at the age of eight, she unwittingly and telekinetically slammed her mother’s fingers in the kitchen drawer because she couldn’t get a word in edge-wise around her numerous brothers and sisters. That got her mother’s attention.

It also got Siobhan’s. And it felt terrible. 

That was the first time her magic had reared its head and caused harm. Since that moment, Siobhan made great effort to retain control over her emotions. Because when she didn’t, bad things happened.

Several years later, a friend was hosting an Oldies but Goodies movie night and Siobhan watched a very young Drew Barrymore kill people with massive fire balls. She stared at the child on the screen, and felt like an imposter amongst humans. There before her was someone with dangerous magic, magic she could barely control, and it was so fantastical, so unbelievable, it was the basis for a science fiction horror.

And Siobhan was reminded of herself – and of the secret she’d kept hidden for the duration of her childhood.

Every now and then, she considered going to a Wiccan coven or something similar and trying to get help. Talking to someone. Trying to figure things out.

But these witches were so vastly different from Siobhan, the gap between them felt un-breachable. They stressed a philosophy of “harming none,” and all the while, the magic inside of Siobhan begged her to do just the opposite. It was a nasty, volatile kind of magic. 

Siobhan’s power was not a modern day witch’s power. It had nothing to do with cauldrons or herbs or crystals. It was about anger and hatred and revenge…. And…. It was real.

Day after day, night after night, year after year, Siobhan struggled to get a firm grip on what she was and how to deal with it, and she did so alone. Being the youngest child in a family of four daughters and three sons made her task both more difficult and more simple. Hiding was a constant necessity, but it was like hiding in New York; there was always someone else around to take the attention off of her. 

In high school, she was the attractive but unpopular kid that young adult romance writers loved to pen about now, only at the time, there had been no gorgeous vampire to save her and no strapping werewolf to protect her. It was just her, in a non-stop battle with her own flaring temper and the magic that thrummed through her veins, begging for release.

The effort was taxing, to say the least. As time went by, the tiring effects of her constant war with herself took different forms, lending her OCD tendencies, a touch of insomnia, and a firm, undying need for at least five cups of strong Irish tea a day. 

Other things happened as well. Little by little, she was made aware of the fourth dimension of reality around her. Life did not consist of humans and animals and then her – different from the others and alone in this difference. Instead, it consisted of humans and animals and magic. 

This magic ran through the veins of supernatural races that she’d once only dreamed of but that now followed her, tracked her down, and noticed her even when no other human did. The first run-in she’d had with one of these races was with an Akyri child.

A hungry Akyri child.

Siobhan had been thirteen at the time and the little girl, who must not have been any older than four or five, had looked at Siobhan as if she were a Big Mac at the end of a marathon run. She was starving for magic, and Siobhan’s looked like a feast.

Over the next fifteen years, Siobhan learned more about these Akyri and their symbiotic relationships with warlocks, and she came to accept that a warlock was what she was. A black magic user.

Whether she liked it or not.

Witches and warlocks were not made, not trained, not formed. They were not bred by their environments or nurtured this way or that. They were born. And it was as simple as that. Siobhan had no idea why she possessed the abilities she did while her brothers and sisters seemed devoid of them. She had no idea why they were dark abilities, tainted by wrath the way that old houses were tainted with mold. But that was the hand that life had dealt her, and she came to accept that she would always be struggling with it.

She didn’t have to struggle of course. She knew this. Her magic reminded her of it over and over again, coaxing her and massaging her and whispering in her ears:
Give up. Give in. Let me handle this.

But if she did, she would become something that deep down in her heart, she didn’t want to be. It just wasn’t her. 

So in the end, she grew more tired every day and relied more and more upon tea and coffee and sleeping in late and tried to distract herself with work. Because she didn’t like to chance losing her temper around someone else, she tried to keep to herself as much as possible, and her “work” consisted of finding antiques, using magic to restore them to pristine and mint condition, and selling them online. She was good at it. It was something about the magic that ran through her veins that lent itself to dealing with things that were past their prime. Old things. Worn out things. Even dead things.

She’d witnessed a coyote hit by a bus once while she’d been traveling through the Southwest. It had one black leg. A few nights later, she’d found that same black-legged coyote skulking around her car in the motel parking lot. She had no idea how or why. But there it was. Dead things found their way to her. And sometimes, as was the case with the antiques she bought and sold, she brought them back to life.

She earned an okay living, but the money wasn’t the biggest advantage to doing what she did. It was being able to drive the car she drove – a jet black 1965 Ford Mustang built the first year that Ford began putting bigger, 225 horse power engines in its ponies – as if it were fresh off of the lot. It was being able to wear the same pair of perfect fitting jeans for thirteen years. And it was this house, forgotten, left behind, and crumbling, and what it would look like when her magic was finished with it.


Siobhan opened her eyes and looked up at the cracked rafters above her. When night fell and lent her a blanket of privacy, a single, powerful spell would fix the house’s interior so quickly and so completely, it would be like turning back time. The exterior, however, would take longer. It wouldn’t do for Siobhan to cast a spell that corrected everything outside all at once. Someone was sure to notice something so drastic.

Instead, she would repair it little by little, a spell here and a spell there, and a few weeks into it, the neighbors would pass by, glance at her house, and nod their approval at all of the work she’d done to fix up the old Victorian-style manor.

In the meantime, she needed to give off the appearance of normalcy. And so she lugged her furniture from the van outside into the manor’s dim, cool interior, and marveled at the way no one ever offered to help. She was the stranger in town. She was the one buying the “haunted house,” the “cursed house,” and she was red-headed to boot.

Siobhan smiled now, sat up straight, and sighed heavily. Beside her, a thin wisp of white energy brushed past her hand, drawing her attention.

Steven.

She’d met him six months ago at a coffee shop where he and a few other cops sometimes stopped in for a warm drink and a break. They’d gotten to talking. She’d been impressed with a lot of things about him – his appearance, of course, and the confident way he carried himself. But there was also an untapped power about him; the magic in her recognized it, even if it was altogether human and not magical in and of itself. Most of all, it was the keenness of his eyes. 

And he’d been carrying a dog-eared copy of Macbeth. It seemed like fate.

He’d watched her with a strange kind of interest, as if he could tell she had a secret and he was dying to know what it was. But there was also a gentleness about him, a smoothing out of his rough edges. He was hard but kind. And she was intrigued.

They dated for two months before he caught her using magic. She’d been finishing up the final touches on an 18k pocket watch she’d picked up at an auction, and while she thought she’d locked the door, apparently she hadn’t. He walked in while the watch hovered in the air, spinning like a top, becoming increasingly shiny and functional.

Instead of the insanity she expected to ensue, Steven seemed… almost pleased. As if he’d subconsciously known all along what she was and had simply been waiting for proof. 

He accepted it, he accepted her, and since he was a detective and used to keeping evidence under wraps and an orphan with a somewhat blotchy past of his own, he kept her secret, and she trusted him.

Two months later, they’d become comfortable enough to start staying at each other’s houses. They exchanged keys and left a few belongings behind for “sleepovers.”

Two months after that, she’d come home to a house on fire and a dead boyfriend.

And now, a week and a half later, he was a ghost living on the outskirts of her reality, always somewhere nearby but just out of reach. She didn’t know what to make of any of it. She had no idea what to think. What had happened that night? The forensics people, CSI investigators and insurance arson experts had all come up with vague, strange stories and none of them seemed to be able to pinpoint how the fire had started, what had set it off, or how Steven had been trapped within it.

Because Siobhan had been Steven’s girlfriend and because the house had been hers, she’d been offered a larger amount of police protection than usual. After all, when they’d found Steven’s body and the gun in his hand, they’d discovered that all fifteen bullets had been discharged. There was no point to holding an empty gun, and Steven would have known that better than anyone.

Someone probably killed him. That was the general consensus. 

It was just that no one could figure out how. Much less, why.

In the privacy and silence of a hotel room in the dead of night, Siobhan had tried casting a spell that would allow her to see the events that had taken place just prior to the fire, but each time she attempted to use the magic in this way, she failed. She never saw anything. Steven’s death remained a mystery.

Siobhan frowned and looked up at the faint vapor that moved away from her side, away from her chair, and through the living room. It passed beneath the archway that led out of the joined rooms and disappeared down the hall. Steven’s ghost… most likely checking out the house now that it was getting dark. Always protecting her, even in death. 

Siobhan leaned forward and put her face in her hands, allowing the coolness of her fingers to pull a bit of the heat off of her forehead. She closed her eyes again. There, behind her lids, she saw the flames rising toward the moon and smelled the deep black of soot and felt the heaviness of doom on her chest. There had been very little left of Steven’s body when all was done and said. So even though her warlock’s brain had tiptoed toward the idea of bringing him back from the dead, she’d known it would be impossible. Unthinkable, even. 

So she’d pushed it from her mind as if it would have been the last straw, that dividing line between what and who she was and what and who her magic wanted her to be. 

And now, ten days later, she moved through the days with a shadow hanging over her, and a ghost of a man who lingered, watched, and waited. 

But for what?

Siobhan pressed her hands into her eyes and shook her head. The truth was, she didn’t really want to know.

 






Chapter Two

Roman D’Angelo called the meeting to an end. The 13 Kings were now aware of the sudden and unexpected halt in Hunter activity that had occurred over the last seventy-two hours and would be on alert for any nasty surprises. No one had any clue as to why the Hunters had disappeared, standing down after the onslaught of nearly epic proportions they had initiated over the last few months. That wasn’t to say that the supernatural world wasn’t grateful – only wary. And rightly so.

Roman rose from his seat as the others did and stood at the head of the table, waiting silently as the kings began leaving one by one. Some of the indomitable men walked through the door of the underground meeting room in the usual fashion and would most likely take the warded elevator back into the mortal world. Others disappeared in clouds of inky smoke or slipped into the shadows or opened up cracks in the very fabric space and stepped through them. To each his own.

The Akyri King, Marius, was always one of the first to leave. He was a poster boy for Michelangelo-style pulchritude from his thick, wavy blonde hair to his striking ice blue eyes. The man used his beauty to its most fruitfully debauched end. 

Roman was probably as fond of Marius as he had been of Charles Ward. The Akyri King was petty and cruel, his appearance a beautiful mask to hide the monster beneath. His power was bloated on the darkness of the very magic he was forced to absorb in order to stay alive; adequacy was not a stopping point for the Demon King.  He was a lecherous philanderer who had made his way through so many female warlocks, Roman likened him to some of the more notorious vampires of his own early reign. Those vampires were no more. And he’d just as soon see that the Akyri King was no more as well. But for the king to be replaced, he would have to be killed by another Akyri, who would then become king in his place; the sovereignty of the demons was similar in that respect to the hierarchy of the vampires. It would take a decidedly powerful and destined Akyri to pull off such a feat.

Also, the truth was that
as far as ruling was concerned, Marius had long had things well in hand with his Akyri. It was the one thing that until recently
Roman couldn’t fault him on – and it was the one thing that counted in the Council of Kings.

Recently, a few odd rumors had surfaced that rogue Akyri were attacking warlocks in order to absorb their powers. Such a thing had never occurred before, again most likely due to the iron-grip hold Marius had over his people. Roman wondered what it was that had changed, if anything. Perhaps it was rumor and nothing more. It was a topic for a private conversation and another time.

The Warlock King, Jason Alberich, was one of the last to leave the meeting. 

Roman found his attention focused on the tall young man as Alberich slowly pushed his chair out and rose. He was dressed all in black, as was customary for the warlock, but the darkness of Alberich had thickened somehow. He was not the relatively inexperienced and torn man he had been several months ago.

Now he was just torn.

Roman’s forehead furrowed slightly. Lalura would call him sentimental, but for some reason it bothered Roman that the Warlock King had made this transformation. He hadn’t been given a choice.

Of all of the sovereignties in the supernatural world, that of Warlock King was arguably the most difficult. Warlock magic was inherently nasty, outright cruel at times, and those who wielded it more often than not gave in to its murky pull, becoming fitting vessels for its wrathful legerdemain. Warlocks were mean. At least, most of them were.

Now Jason Alberich occupied the highest seat in their society. It was up to him to not only create warlock law, but to make certain that it was upheld. 

He wore the responsibility surprisingly well. As Roman studied the warlock’s strong profile, it occurred to him that Alberich had been born for this position.

And quite possibly a good deal more.

Thus far, three different attempts on Alberich’s life had been made by warlocks who felt they could do a better job at ruling over their kind than he could. The Warlock King had batted them down as if swatting flies. The power he’d come into this world possessing had grown exponentially, and now it was like an armor around him, sturdy and dark. It draped itself over his broad form as if it knew who its master was. 

It had been like that for Malachi Wraythe. But Roman had to admit that even Wraythe hadn’t carried it with such grace and ease. Alberich was a natural.

And that was perhaps the crux of what bothered Roman. If Alberich was a natural warlock – a born Warlock King, in fact – what would become of his morals? What would befall his soul? Would he ultimately become like Wraythe?

As if he could sense that Roman was considering him in such detail, Alberich turned and shot him a look filled with ice. His green eyes speared through Roman as all but one other of the 13 Kings left the room. There were three remaining
around the table now – Roman, Jason Alberich, and the Phantom King, Thane.

Alberich broke the silence. “Malcolm Cole sends the queen his congratulations on making the New York Times bestseller’s list,” the Warlock King said. His smooth voice echoed the power he’d amassed. It had deepened right along with his magical knowledge.

Roman lifted his chin as he said, “I’ll be sure to give her the message.” Roman was the Vampire King, and Evie, his wife, was the queen. Evie had recently hit the New York Times list with a self published novel, something not many authors did. Malcolm Cole, author and exonerated killer, was one of the most famous werewolves in existence. He’d no doubt been well informed of Evie’s success. 

Due to Roman’s friendship with Lalura, the ancient witch who acted as receptacle for all supernatural knowledge, Roman had it on good authority that Alberich had been spending a lot of time amongst the werewolves lately. And for good reason. The young and powerful Dannai Caige, also known as the Healer, was a werewolf. She was also very important to Alberich, and she was eight months pregnant. Ever since she had attempted to heal an injured woman at a mall in December and fallen ill because of it, both her husband Lucas and Jason Alberich had taken turns never leaving her side.

It was an uneasy and somewhat uncomfortable arrangement, as Lucas Caige and Jason Alberich had once been mortal enemies. In fact, it was Caige who’d put silver bullets in Alberich’s heart and sent him careening down a spiral of death, resurrection, and imprisonment within the home of the former Warlock King. 

Ironic, that.

But Caige and Alberich put up with one another by sheer force of will, begrudging acceptance that they needed each other’s help, and a shared love for Dannai. Jason, for all intents and purposes, had become “godfather” to Dannai’s unborn twins. Amongst the witches of the various covens throughout the world, a man in his position was referred to as the children’s Patronum or Patra, for short. 

Roman reasoned that there was probably nothing else in the known world that Jason Alberich cared as much for as the welfare of those two souls. And Alberich had been forced to watch over them despite the uprisings amongst his warlocks, the major adjustment of becoming their king, and… something else.

There was a distracted air about Alberich. Roman had been dealing with people for a very long time, so it was with a practiced wisdom that he determined the Warlock King’s distraction did not stem from his worries over the health of the Healer and her unborn children. Nor was it the various attempts on his life that had him preoccupied. He had more than enough power to deal with that, anyway. 

“How is the Healer coming along?” Roman asked.

“She is well,” Alberich replied. To their left and across the table, Thanatos the Phantom King waited silently and patiently, his quicksilver eyes studying Alberich as carefully as Roman’s did. However, Roman had taken it a step further. Thane wasn’t in Jason’s head – Roman was.

And it was there that he glimpsed the image of a woman with long, light blonde hair and sea-blue eyes. The picture was incredibly easy to come by; these thoughts were on the surface of the Warlock King’s mind and it was clear that they had been for some time. The woman was an Akyri, and she was running away. 

Something about her struck Roman as familiar… she reminded him of his own wife, Evie. 

My god, he thought suddenly. The blonde woman was a queen. She was one of the thirteen queens Lalura had spied in a vision. And she was Alberich’s queen.

The news was more than stunning to Roman. It was prophetic. It meant that Lalura was absolutely, unequivocally right. There really were thirteen queens out there somewhere – one for each of the kings of the supernatural world. And for some reason, they were making their appearances
now.

No wonder Alberich was distracted. If he felt even remotely toward this blonde stranger as Roman did toward Evie, then no doubt every nerve ending in his warlock’s body was screaming at him to go after her. Wherever she had gone. But his love for his chavas or unborn “godchildren” and his devotion to Dannai, who was quite possibly his only and best friend in the world, kept him here at her side. It must have been killing him.

“She’s due any day now, isn’t she?” Thane asked, continuing the conversation about Dannai’s pregnancy as if he could tell that Roman had been temporarily distracted.

But Alberich was no fool. Not now. His green eyes cut to Thane in brief acknowledgement and then slid back again, settling on Roman with a knowing gaze. At once, Roman’s mental tie to the Warlock King was severed, as if he’d been caught with his fingers in the cookie jar and they’d been harshly slapped away. “Yes,” Alberich said, allowing his irritation to lace his tone. “Any day.”


Roman met his gaze head-on. A second passed. Another. And with that, Alberich
slowly turned and stepped away from the table to leave the room. Roman watched him go.


Once he was gone, Thane asked, “He kicked you out, didn’t he?” His handsome face wore a knowing smile.

Roman shot him a warning glance that was really more amused than anything. “Indeed,” he admitted. “He’s grown much, much stronger.”

It wasn’t that Roman couldn’t have fought past Alberich’s barriers and delved right back into his mind to extract whatever he wanted. He could have. But it would have taken a good deal more strength than he was willing to expend, and Roman wasn’t one to go pushing his way into people’s brains when they clearly wanted him out anyway. 

All in all, he was duly impressed. 

“Yes, he has.” Thane leaned forward in the chair he had yet to vacate, and the white button-up shirt beneath his suit coat stretched taut across his broad chest. Thane always wore a suit to these meetings, and they were the finest tailored suits that money and magic could buy. None the less, he never failed to appear less than comfortable in them. It wasn’t that they were ill fitting, quite the opposite. Thane could have modeled for any designer label. But Thanatos was a solitary sort of figure, an outsider normally found in blue jeans, black leather, and tattoos that morphed and changed to become as varied and telling as his moods. 

Still, he was a king, this was a meeting place of kings, and Thane was smart enough to defer to tradition when the circumstances called for it.

Hence, the rebel rider currently looked like a sable haired god of war trapped in a three piece cage. His hair had been tamed into place, the five-o-clock shadow of scruff normally darkening his chin had been cleanly razored off, and the silver of his expensive tie set off the lightning in his mercury gaze. He gave the appearance of being well bred, but slightly out of place. 

And barely contained. 

Roman joined him at the table, re-taking his own seat. The Phantom King looked down at his hands where he had them clasped on the table top. His cuff links glimmered in the light of the overhead lamps. “Alberich’s power is what I want to talk to you about, actually,” he said. “Do you think he would consider using a bit of that dark magic as a favor to me?”

Roman’s brow rose. The Phantom King had use of a warlock’s magic? His attention was officially captured. “I’m intrigued,” he admitted. “Elaborate.”

Thane looked up, met his gaze for a moment, and then took a deep breath before letting it out in a heavy sigh and leaning back in his chair once more. “A week and a half ago, a spirit popped into my world like usual,” he said. “And then not a minute later,” he paused, spread his hands in an open gesture, “he popped back out again.”

Roman touched the fingers of his right hand to the polished wood surface before leaning forward. “What do you mean ‘he popped back out again’?” 

“He vanished,” Thane replied simply. “He came in more solid than any Anime I have ever dealt with and then re-opened the portal to this realm and stepped right back through it.” Thane crossed his thick muscled arms over his chest and shook his head. “I have no idea how it happened or where he went. And here?” His silver eyes looked bewildered. “I have no power to track him down here. Once I find him, I can take him back where he belongs, but until then….” He trailed off and once more shook his head. 

“And because he’s dead, you think a warlock can help you locate him.”

“Warlocks have an affinity with the dead whether they’ll admit it or not,” Thanatos said, though it was nothing Roman didn’t already know. “And whether they like it or not,” he added with a slight turn of his chin. 

They were silent for a moment while they each no doubt imagined certain warlocks and their struggles with the dark side. 

“Plus,” said Thane when he finally broke the silence, “There was something surrounding the Anime who disappeared.” He paused, frowned, and added, “I think it was warlock magic.”

“The Anime was a warlock?”

“No,” Thane shook his head. “He didn’t have that feel about him, and someone killed him by setting him on fire. Any warlock worth his salt would be able to get out of that mess with a single word.”

“Was he resurrected?” Roman had always wondered what happened to a soul that had been unjustly taken – hence, shot into Thane’s realm – and then resurrected by a warlock. He’d never asked. 

“Resurrected souls never enter my plane,” Thane told him now. “Fate knows they aren’t going to hang around long, so they never rematerialize. They remain intangible, invisible, floating nowhere, and then return to their bodies at the finish of the spell.”

You learn something new every day, Roman thought.

“And this dark magic surrounding the Anime,” Thane continued, speaking as if he were merely thinking aloud now and grateful for the company while he did so. “It was warm… and different.”

“Warm black magic?” Black magic was cold and unpleasant. What Thane was suggesting was a supernatural oxymoron.

“It was quite beautiful,” Thane admitted with a bemused expression. The look made his silver eyes even lighter; they stood out in the tanned frame of his face, stark beyond normality.

“I see.” Roman waited, brow raised, not really knowing what to say. This was very, very interesting. He couldn’t help but wonder whether it might have something to do with the queens. If he’d found his only months ago and Alberich’s was out there somewhere waiting, then it was possible Thane’s existed here and now as well. Not that he could fathom how this Anime business might have anything at all to do with Thane’s future bride, but Roman had a feeling he would be connecting everything with the queens for a while.

But Thane said nothing further. After a while, he simply sighed and pushed out his chair to leave. “I’ll approach Alberich with the request,” he told Roman as he made his way around the table. He stopped at the doorway to the room and glanced back. “But I have a strange feeling about this one. So if I don’t show up to the next meeting, you’ll know why.”






Chapter Three

“You can’t go alone,” he told her, his hollow voice bouncing in a muted and odd fashion against the counters and cupboards of the kitchen. Siobhan hugged herself. Being around Steven made her feel cold these days.

“I have to
Steven, you know that. You need to stay in the house; you shouldn’t even be in this plane, much less shadowing me.” She spoke the words under her breath, as if she were embarrassed to say them aloud. And maybe she was. But not for herself.

“What if the demon attacks while you’re out?” Steven asked.

“Me or you?” she questioned, knowing damn well he meant her.

He knew it damn well too; he’d been a detective in life and was far from stupid. So he simply gazed at her expectantly.

“I can handle myself,” she told him. “Unlike some people.”

That was a cheap shot, picking on him for dying, and she felt terrible as soon as she said it. Steven had been up against a demon, from what he’d described to her, an unusually powerful Akyri-like demon, and he’d faced the monster on her behalf. To protect her. 

He hadn’t stood a chance, of course. He’d died trying to keep her safe.


“I’m sorry,” she said almost immediately. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Yes you did,” he said with a half-smile. His keen eyes were filled with clouds now, but a ray of light shone through them, illuminating the ghostly knowledge he’d acquired. He hadn’t been unintelligent in life, and he was far from that in death. 

“You didn’t ask me to fight for you, Siobhan, and you certainly didn’t ask me to die for you.” He pushed his ghost body off of the counter on which he’d been leaning and brushed by her on his way out of the kitchen, filling her with a bone-deep chill. “So you can drop the guilt trip.”

Siobhan deepened her self-hug to stave off the unnatural cold and closed her eyes. He was on the money. Even dead, his detective skills were top notch.

“And you’re right,” he continued, his voice wafting to her from somewhere down the hall. “You can take care of yourself… for the most part.”

Siobhan frowned in the new stillness of the kitchen and didn’t respond. She stayed where she was, her gaze drifting from dust mote to dust mote as they whirled and eddied in the sunbeams coming through the windows. Her thoughts turned inward.


Steven’s ghost form had become increasingly solid over the last few days. It was as if his spirit were growing comfortable with its existence and settling into it. She wasn’t sure what to think of that.

Whatever had killed Steven had actually been at the house looking for her. But despite the fact that Steven was now out of the way, that danger – that demon – had yet to return. 

It had been two weeks. What was he waiting for?

And what did he want?

Siobhan hadn’t left the house much since she’d purchased it. Salem wasn’t exactly a hotbed of cosmopolitan excitement, but it was more than that. Before the attack, she’d spent a lot of time at bookstores and parks and in Boston for whale watching and sight seeing. It was good for the creativity.

But since Steven had died, she’d felt at odds with the world. It was like the demon had gotten her instead, and she was now as immaterial as the former detective. She saw everything around her through a sepia’d lens and felt as if she had one foot in the grave already. Like she didn’t really belong. 

So she hid away. She ordered things she needed online and met the UPS man every day at the door. She exercised by running up and down her four flights of stairs for thirty minutes and then doing push-ups while wearing her iPod. She focused on fixing up the house and restoring objects of the past. She tried to move on.

But she was running out of food now and there was a film of uneasiness on her that she had the uncomfortable urge to dig her fingernails into and scrape away. She needed to get out – away from the aged wood that creaked beneath her feet – away from the ghost. 

The ghost that was a constant reminder of how her supernatural life had infiltrated and ultimately destroyed someone else’s.

Steven was right. She was riddled with guilt. She should have been there the night the Akyri had attacked. She could only imagine that it had sensed her magic and was perhaps hungry. Though how a hungry Akyri could have summoned that much black magic was beyond her. Regardless, it had destroyed Steven because she wasn’t there to stop it. 

Siobhan took a deep breath and let it out with a tired whoosh. She ran a hand through her blood-red locks, leaned one palm against the counter, and chewed on her lip. A second later, she straightened again and left the kitchen.

Steven wasn’t in the hall. He wasn’t in the living room either. Siobhan pulled her jacket and purse from a peg on the antique coat rack she’d repaired years ago. She scooped her car keys out of a porcelain bowl on the small table beside the rack and made her way for the door. She half expected the former detective to materialize before the solid oak exit in order to stop her. But he didn’t.

Maybe he was as frustrated with this game as she was becoming. Or maybe he knew she was right and that this really was her fault, that she could probably protect herself with her magic, and that nothing was going to change for either of them until she faced the demon who had killed him in the first place. 

Whatever the reason, Siobhan was grateful for the lack of resistance as she left the house and got into her car. It was quiet and warm inside; the sun had been heating it through the glass all day. The leather creaked under her as she situated herself behind the wheel and tossed her purse on the passenger seat. She sat back in the bucket seat, took another deep breath, and started the engine. It roared to life, sending a delicious vibration through her blood. 

Siobhan loved the sound of a powerful engine. There was something fundamentally attractive about it. It was what she would call caveman logic, old brain sort of stuff. It was loud and incredibly strong, and the combination was very simply sexy.

She needed to get to the grocery store and stock up on a lot of fundamental necessities before they closed. But she had hours to go, and Highway 107 was just a hop, skip and jump away.

The 1965 Ford Mustang Fastback might not have technically been the fastest car invented, but most of them didn’t have what Siobhan’s had: An engine boosted by a hefty dose of warlock magic.

*****

With a glance over his broad shoulder, Thanatos made his way to the liquor cabinet against one wall and eyed the bottles behind the glass. Across the room, the Warlock King stood tall and still, his arms at his sides, his ice green eyes glued keenly to the massive map that splayed itself out across the otherwise vast and empty wall before him. It was a spell Alberich had cast. The wall had been blank minutes ago.

Thane really hadn’t thought that the warlock would be able to pull off a search of this magnitude. The world was a big place, and Thane was looking for one specific ghost. A spirit wronged had no business being back on Earth. Anime were too volatile, too
different. They were filled with so many negative emotions, trapped in the painful moments of their deaths, Purgatory was a much safer place for such souls. There, they were slowly freed of the shackles of their memories and allowed to come to peace with their fates. Here on Earth, they would remain trapped in their anger and hatred and would never find solace in death.

So while some spirits chose to remain with their loved ones after dying, this was only possible if the person passed of natural causes.

Still, there were a
lot of ghosts who chose to do this, enough so that Thane hadn’t put much faith in Alberich’s spell working. It would be like finding a clear marble in a swimming pool.

However, the Warlock King was surprising him yet again. Within seconds of Thane’s query for assistance, Alberich’s lips had curled into a smile, his eyes had taken on a telling gleam, and he’d responded with, “You’ll owe me.”

Then he’d turned around and flung what looked like magic up onto the wall behind him. His lips moved, and words filled the chamber – echoing, otherworldly. The wall lit up like a laser light show, revealing the continents of Earth.

For a while, Thane just stared at the wall. Little by little, as Alberich worked his dark power, the map’s continents fell away and what was left on the wall zoomed in. Before long, all that remained were North and South America and the oceans surrounding them. 

When South America fell away as well, Thane turned from the wall and made his way toward the liquor cabinet. This next part seemed to be taking some time. He’d had to slow time in Purgatory to a crawl. The wronged spirits were stacking up in Nowhere, waiting for him to return and greet them all. It was taking its toll on his conscience. There was so much wrong with the world. The final sobs and cries of the newly murdered piled up in his mind like echoes, abrading the inside of his brain as if they were razor blades.

He needed a drink. Fortunately for him, unlike his vampire, werewolf, demon, and otherwise supernatural acquaintances, if he wanted alcohol to have an effect on him, it would. He could also will that effect away with no more than a whim. It was a silver lining to his eternal job, which otherwise sucked giant hairy balls.

“Help yourself, Thanatos,” Alberich said without taking his attention from the wall and his spell. “It’s unlocked.” 

With that, the glass cupboard door swung open, revealing the bottles inside. Thane didn’t waste energy being impressed or irritated. Instead, he reached in, grabbed one that looked good, and popped the top off of it. The first few swigs burned a little and he relished the feeling, closing his eyes to soak it in. At once, it was smoothing out the rough spots and taking the edge off.

“Better?” Jason asked, again without taking his eyes from the wall.

Thane upended the bottle, swallowed a few more times, and then re-capped it and joined the Warlock King, the liquor still held firmly in his grasp. 

“I’ve narrowed it down,” Jason said. He smiled a white-toothed smile and shook his head. “You’re not going to believe where to.”

Thane looked up at the map and watched as North America spun toward them, zooming in as if they were riding a falling star, until at last only one state remained. It filled the entire wall, its highways glistening like trails of headlights, its metropolis glimmering like multi-colored diamonds. 

“Massachusetts,” Thane said, frowning. “Boston?”

Jason shook his head, his smile broadening. “Salem.”






Chapter Four

He’d dropped the alcohol buzz in favor of the high he always got when he took one of his bikes a good distance. This was one of his favorite sports bikes, a Ducati Diavel Carbon, and in the early Boston twilight, its glossy paint job streaked and gleamed beneath the street lights and neon signs as he made his way through town. 

His ultimate destination tonight was Salem, a smaller town about thirty minutes away, but Thanatos had never been to Boston. It had been a very long time since he’d allowed himself to stay out of his realm for this long. The meetings of the kings drew him to this realm but were always straight-forward, to the point, and ended mere minutes after they’d begun. Each and every one of the kings had a job to do, and little time to spare. 

The last time he’d wandered the face of the planet this much, it had looked decidedly different than it did now. He wasn’t going to waste the excuse he had to be here; it was time to open the bike up and see what she could do on a real highway rather than the endless expanse of dirt that Purgatory currently wore.

With a twist of the throttle and a determined lean, Thane tore up the on-ramp and merged with traffic. Rush hour had ended two hours ago, but stragglers muddled along at the speed limit, slowing down everyone’s progress. Thane made it around these vehicles with expert, incredible ease, carving some short distances to the point that his foot pegs scraped along the road, sending sparks shooting behind him.

The sky grew darker, the lights brighter, and the exits became fewer as Thane left Boston’s city limits and took 107, also known as the Salem Turnpike, through Lynn toward Salem. The wind picked up a little, spraying rogue raindrops across the tarmac. Thane’s wheels sailed over these on a hydroplane of speed and bliss, eating up the miles with absolute carelessness.


He rode well ahead of everyone and fell into a contented rhythm until a black Ford Mustang streaked into place beside him, seemingly out of nowhere, and drew his attention sharply to the right. The windows were darkly tinted; he couldn’t see through them, and he had only a second to try before the car sped on past, leaving him a full ten car lengths behind.

Thanatos had repaired and ridden a lot of engines over the last century. Just like everything he pulled into his world and focused on, it was a hobby he’d begun to pass the time that had quickly become the only thing standing between him and solitude-induced insanity.

So he knew a thing or two about horse power – enough to know full well that while the 1965 Ford Mustang Fastback was not a slow car per se, there was no way in hell it should have been capable of the kind of acceleration this one was now exhibiting. In fact, no car should have been capable of it.

Thane was intrigued. He was troubled too, though he didn’t immediately recognize the sensation, but mostly he was curious. His steel gaze narrowed, his gloved grips on the handlebars tightened, and he twisted his throttle once more to send the bike careening forward into the distance between himself and the Mustang.

He’d expected to catch up right away. However, as if the driver of the car detected the chase, the car sped up. Almost impossibly, it weaved between two cars in the next lane that were no more than a car length apart from one another, and then shot into the darkness. 

Oh no you don’t, he thought as he automatically picked up speed to match it. He was running on auto-pilot, it seemed, his body leaning with the bike, his grip on the throttle unforgiving. Every nerve ending in his body was humming with the thrill of the chase. The cars blurred past, their lights becoming one long stream of energy as he weaved this way and that in some unaccountable pursuit of the car ahead of him. 

The maneuvers the driver pulled were inconceivable, and the only reason Thane was able to keep up was because he was on a bike. 

At one point, the Mustang passed between no more than five feet of space as the vehicle slammed on its brakes, spun around to face him, amazingly accelerated without spinning any wheel, and literally shrank to slip between the ends of a median wall. 

Thanatos burned rubber as he skidded to a stop. He put his boot down and watched as the Mustang then expanded once more on the other side before taking an exit ramp going in the opposite direction. Most impressive of all was the fact that a cherry top sat waiting behind a billboard on Thane’s side of the street – in plain sight of everything the Mustang had just done. And yet no sirens sounded, no lights winked on, and the cop stayed where he was.

Insane son of a bitch, Thane thought, shaking his head as he watched the shiny black car speed out of sight. It would take too many on-road acrobatics to chase it any further, but at least he’d come to a solid realization about the driver, and part of his curiosity, a tiny part, was placated. Clearly this was the work of magic.

The Phantom King was no stranger to magic. Practically everything he knew, everything he dealt with on a daily basis, was composed of some kind of magic. The ironic thing was, as long as Thane was on Earth and not in his own plane, said magic had virtually no effect on him. It was as if he were a ghost here; magic passed right through him.

Nonetheless, it worked on everything around him, including the car that had just escaped into the night, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

Thane didn’t move or tear his eyes from the off-ramp and the road beyond it until the last of the car’s lights had disappeared from view. Then he straightened in his seat, revved the bike’s engine, and pulled it once more off of the median and into traffic. He realized, as he passed a sign a second later, that he was now in Salem and probably had been for some time. Highway 107 had become Highland Avenue and then Essex Street.

There was an odd humming in his bones when he pulled off of the highway at the next ramp and made his way through streets a touch darker and quieter than they’d been in Boston. 

He could sense the spirits of the wronged dead waiting for his. He could feel them there, just out of reach, in that depthless line between life and nothingness. There were children there. Slaughtered in a war fought for reasons their parents’ parents couldn’t remember.
Time was running out for him; he’d stretched it beyond its limits. He needed to find that ghost and set things right. 

Thane gritted his teeth and sped into the night.

*****

Siobhan slammed the door of her car and looked up the road in front of her house. Her head was spinning and her heart was pounding. If she held her breath, it was almost like she could still hear the motorcycle’s engine. But there were no lights, and a gentle breeze passed through the grasses and flowers in the neighbor’s yard, and bugs buzzed beneath the street light. She was alone. 

Hurriedly, she jammed the car keys into her pocket and ran up the drive to her front door. Once it was bolted tight behind her, she leaned against it and took a deep breath. Then she turned and looked through the peep hole at the jet black car that waited, engine still hot, in the driveway. A house this ancient didn’t come with a garage big enough for a real car; it had been built with wagons and horses in mind. And she hadn’t had a chance yet to “build” one onto the side of the drive. So the car sat out there.

Like a big black sign that read, “Here I am.”

She had no idea who the biker had been who’d followed her, and she also had no idea why she was so afraid of him, but something had taken ahold of her. Driven her. She’d never run from anyone before. Maybe it was the fact that he’d given chase in the first place. 

Or maybe it was his strong frame – she’d been able to tell he was tall. Very tall. He’d had black hair; he hadn’t been wearing a helmet, stupid man. And she was almost certain his eyes had been not gray, but silver. They’d flashed once beneath a streetlamp, almost like lightning. He had a strong jaw; his profile was Roman and masculine. But she’d taken it all in during quick, furtive glances. That was all she’d had time for
as she raced down the highway at break-neck speeds, casting spells left and right. 

He’d kept up beautifully. It was uncanny and frightening and alarming and intriguing and thrilling. He’d come closer and closer, until he’d finally sent her magically careening through a tiny hole in the median wall and barreling down the off-ramp to get away.

She’d been terrified. Excited, but genuinely scared.

How strange.

With that thought, Siobhan waved her hand at the car beyond the door and muttered a quick few words that would cloak the vehicle. It disappeared. She exhaled.

“Where are your groceries?”

Siobhan squealed and jumped, spinning around to face Steven. He stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed casually over his chest, his ghost gray eyes even more solid than they’d been before she’d left that afternoon. Siobhan blinked. Was there a hint of blue to them?
It was as if he were re-forming… becoming whole again.

“The store was closed,” she came back, not thinking before she told the lie. At once it felt wrong.

Steven’s brow raised. “Over the course of the three hours you were gone, you could have made it to the nearest Wal-Mart in Boston, which is open twenty-four-seven.” He straightened, coming off of the wall and dropping his arms at his sides, and Siobhan was reminded of why she’d begun dating him in the first place. He was impressive. He was smart, he was built tall, and he was good-looking. He’d grown up an orphan, but had taken society by the balls and made the most of it like only the best could. Not much got past him. He’d even been a goalie on his college hockey team.

And now he was dead. Because of her.

Steven came forward, brushing by her and once more filling her with an eerie chill as he bent to peer through the peephole on the door. 

“You want to tell me who it is you’re hiding from?” he asked as he finished looking and turned to face her.

Siobhan found that she was hugging herself; an unconscious gesture in the wake of his ectoplasmic cold. “No one.” Lame, she thought. Really, really lame. It wasn’t like her to lie, and here she was blowing smoke like a steam engine.

Steven smiled, but it wasn’t a kind smile. “Let’s see,” he said, as if about to tick off a list of evidence he’d been writing in his head. “You were gone three hours with no explanation, your heart rate is elevated – I can see your pulse pounding in your neck – and you just hid your car from view.” He cocked his head to one side and narrowed his gaze.


Definitely blue, she thought absentmindedly.

“You sure this is the story you want to stick with?”


Siobhan gazed up at him. She thought about the man on the motorcycle – silver eyes flashing, hair the color of night – and swallowed past a lump that had formed in her throat. She opened her mouth to reply, not at all certain what it was she was going to say – when a sound came out of the darkness, distinctive and harsh in the otherwise quiet Salem night.

Siobhan’s goldstone colored eyes widened. It was the motorcycle. She had no idea how she was able to tell it apart from the sound of any other bike, but she did.

Steven’s chin lifted, his eyes flashed, and he vanished. Poof.

“Steven?” Siobhan moved forward, receiving goose bumps off of the residual cold he’d left in his wake. He was gone.

Outside, a sports bike turned the corner at the end of her block and headed her way. Siobhan stiffened. Her house was in the cul-de-sac. There was no reason for the bike to be moving in this direction.
Maybe he just needs to turn around.

Her heart hammered and her stomach felt strange. Slowly, as if someone would see her, she moved up to the door a second time and peered through the peephole. A single light grew brighter in the middle of the street. The bike drew nearer.

Siobhan held her breath.
Nearer… nearer.

As if he would see her through the tiny porthole of glass, Siobhan shrank from the door and shut her eyes tight. 

She listened as the bike swung around in the cul-de-sac, and for half a second she wondered if he was going to pull right up into her driveway and run into her hidden car. But he didn’t. A few loud seconds passed, and a moment later the bike could be heard heading back down the same road in the other direction.

He had needed to turn around. That was all.

That was all.

But sleep was slow to come that night. She saw her pursuer’s steely eyes in the darkness and heard the motor of his bike in the stillness. And no matter what she told herself as she tossed and turned in her bed, her heart refused to stop pounding.






Chapter Five

That was definitely the car. The fact that its owner thought to attempt to hide it with a shielding spell was only further proof that it was the one he’d been looking for.

That’s not what you’re looking for Thane, he corrected himself. He was looking for a ghost, not a Mustang-driving, rubber-burning magic user. Snap out of it.

But he couldn’t. No matter what he did, he couldn’t get the car and its mysterious driver out of his head. It didn’t help matters that the ghost was nowhere to be found. He drove his bike through the streets of Salem all night, sending out his feelers for any sign of the rogue Anime, only to come up empty handed and exhausted by the time the sun began to creep up over the horizon. 

He’d never stayed out of his own realm this long before, and as he pulled his bike up to an empty space in the parking lot of a drive-in motel and shut it down, he realized that he couldn’t put off a return any longer. The bodies had piled up, the newly-dead wronged were waiting in veritable throngs for some sense of peace and belonging, and he had a job to do. Pinning down the escapee would have to be put on hold.

Thane leaned back in the seat on his bike and peeled off his gloves. His expression was grim as he thought of the black car and the magic user living in the cul-de-sac mansion. The vibration in the air around that house had been rather intense. 

And now that he allowed himself the peace and time to think on it, he realized that it had also felt familiar. He frowned, going still. It felt like sparkling stars, he thought. Like space. Like dark magic… that wasn’t so dark.

“Holy fuck,” he muttered under his breath. The realization knocked the breath from him. The sensation he’d received when turning around in that cul-de-sac and looking up at that three-story house had been the same that had accosted him when the escaped Akyri had reached for him in his garage. The same damn thing. The same magic.

“Christ.” With that hard thought and harsh utterance, he looked left and right to make sure no one was watching in the early morning twilight. When he was sure it was clear, he waved his hand, opening a portal to Purgatory. Then he started his bike back up and drove on through.

He would catch up on the dead, stretching time on his end as much as was possible. And then he would head back here and make his way straight to that mansion’s door. If he hurried, he wouldn’t be too late. It wasn’t good to leave a pissed off Anime to its own devices for too long. 

The spirits only knew what could happen.

*****

Dannai Caige knew full well that only about fifteen percent of pregnancies culminated with the mother’s water breaking. But she was special; she was carrying very special children, and of course she should have expected nothing less than what actually happened to her.

At just after one o’clock in the morning, her water broke, drenching the bed sheets beneath her and sending her gasping into full awareness. “Lucas!”

The werewolf beside her was awake and out of bed before she’d even told him what was happening. No doubt he knew. He always knew. Before even donning a shirt, he moved around the bed with incredible speed, grabbing jackets, blankets, and cell phones before he was back beside her with a beautiful yearning and determination in his dark eyes. The muscles of his tall, strong body rippled in the pale light coming through the curtained windows, and Danny experienced a selfish, needful emotion. She couldn’t wait until she was sturdy and strong enough that he could hold her up against the wall and ravage her the way he had before he’d knocked her up.


“I’ve got you, baby,” he said, helping her out of the bed and then lovingly draping her sweater and jacket over her.
It wasn’t exactly cold outside, but May in Trinidad, California wasn’t exactly warm either, and Lucas wasn’t known for taking chances when it came to his wife. 

Oh God, she thought, as her swollen arms barely made it through the sleeves of the jacket. She was enormous. Every move she made ached a little, and the scale had been her worst enemy for weeks, but she’d been leery about using magic to ease the pain and discomfort. Lalura had been by her side for the majority of the pregnancy, and she never failed to help with her tea and tinctures, but when it came down to it, becoming a mother was a messy, painful process no matter how you rolled the dice.

To make matters worse, there was a vast and hellish difference between carrying one child and carrying two. The twins had turned her into a beached whale within the course of three short months. She wasn’t at all surprised that she was going into labor a month early. If she didn’t get these babies out of her soon, her skin would split open.

“I can’t wait until this is over,” she said, grimacing as a contraction hit out of nowhere, forcing her to a stop in her dripping tracks and bring her teeth gnashing forcefully together. “Son of a bitch,” she growled.

The contraction rolled through her like a tsunami, drowning all conscious thought in the red pulse that was pain. Lucas held her as she closed her eyes against it, and she used his hand as a squeeze-toy. She was a werewolf, so his bones consequently cracked under the pressure. But he was a werewolf too, so he said nothing, did nothing, and simply let her hold him as she rode it out.

When the contraction passed, she opened her eyes and tried to breathe normally. “Okay, kiddos, it’s show time,” she said as she released her husband’s hand and pressed her palm gently to her swollen belly. Lucas moved her quickly through the house and toward the door that led to the garage.

They’d thought long and hard about the names they were going to give their children. The boy, they’d decided to call Kavanagh, in honor of the late werewolf council Overseer who had also been the grandfather and last remaining family of Danny’s close friend, Claire St. James. Danny had no doubts that the name would be shortened to Kevin by everyone close to her son, but she didn’t mind. Kevin meant “handsome one,” and she was certain that he would be.

The girl, she’d called Jazarah. It was an Ethiopian name that meant “beloved princess,” and she’d heard the name in a dream several months ago. It fit. She loved it. And if it was shortened to Jessie by those closest to her daughter, then again so be it. After all, it would then honor Jesse, the current werewolf council Overseer, and another close friend of the family.

A few seconds later, Lucas had them both safely sequestered in the car he’d purchased immediately after finding out that Danny was pregnant. It was one of those economical vehicles that got great gas mileage and fairly emasculated almost any man who got behind the wheel. But it was a family vehicle, and there was no length that Lucas wouldn’t go to when it came to seeing to his family’s needs. Plus, he was an alpha werewolf and definitely not almost any man. Not a thing in the world would ever succeed in emasculating him.

Danny tried to adjust the front seat as she waited for the garage door to raise. She tried to relax. But she could sense another contraction coming, like an impending lightning strike through her nervous system, and it sandpapered away the last of her patience. With a flick of her wrist and a spark of magic at her fingertips, the garage door ramrodded up into its casings, shaking the foundations of the entire house. 

A man stood on the driveway, a tall, solitary form draped in the vestments of night.

Jason Alberich.

“Jason,” she breathed, torn as she always was when she set eyes on the man. He was her oldest and, in a way, closest friend. He was also a former pursuer, a man who had hunted her down, abducted her, and terrified her. He was also the man who saved the life of her sister-in-law, the Curse Breaker. Without him and his power and his unselfishness in using it, she would have lost her brother-in-law, and with his loss would have come the inevitable loss of her husband. They had a lot to be thankful for when it came to Jason.

But that wasn’t why she loved him. There were shades of gray to Jason Alberich. There were so many layers, he practically existed in four dimensions. He was complicated - and there was a power to him that she sensed growing stronger. He was destined for something big, she could feel it in her bones. 

Jason was also her protector, her guardian. He’d been made Patra to her unborn children because she trusted him almost as she trusted no other. Despite the chaos of their history, Dannai could honestly say that Jason had never hurt her. And he’d always been there for her. Always.

Just as he was now. 

“The son of a bitch always knows when it comes to you, doesn’t he?” Lucas said under his breath. He put his car into gear and waited as the Warlock King made his way to Danny’s window. She was about to roll it down with magic, not wanting to even move as the second contraction drummed over her. But Jason beat her to the punch, using his own magic to roll it down, and then reaching in to place his hand to her stomach.

At once, she was both alarmed and relieved. It was always best to keep any unnecessary spell casting to a minimum while carrying a baby. But in her heart, she knew that no magic she would have cast to help with her pain would cause harm to her children. It was just that as far as pain relief was concerned, she was afraid… not of any danger, but of what people might think of her. Women had been going through pregnancies without the aid of magic for thousands of years. What kind of woman did it make her if she couldn’t do the same? Her doubts and sense of social responsibility had kept her from doing what needed to be done.

Thankfully, Jason Alberich had no such compunctions. 

So when he pressed his palm to her stomach and waves of pleasure rolled through her, wiping out the pain, she didn’t fight it. Instead, she leaned back against the seat in the car and closed her eyes. A warlock could make his or her victim feel anything they wished with no more than a touch. Whatever anyone said about warlocks, she would always be a fan of this particular ability.

“There now,” he said, his deep voice a soothing rumble. “That’s better.” 

Danny could feel him shift beside her, but she didn’t open her eyes. “I’ll follow behind you,” he told her husband. Lucas didn’t reply, but she assumed he nodded, because Jason’s hand gently removed itself from her abdomen, and she sensed his departure.

“Let’s get you to the hospital,” Lucas said, his own deep voice tight with what must have been anxious anticipation as he gave the car gas and they left the garage behind. They couldn’t transport into the hospital for fear that nurses, doctors and other patients would see them, plus again, Danny didn’t want to chance too much magic at the moment.
Driving was their only option. 

She kept her eyes shut and prayed that the pain relief Jason had bestowed upon her would hold up a little longer. St. Joseph hospital’s urgent care center was twenty miles away. Barring any traffic mishaps, they should make it there inside of twenty minutes. 

The sudden sound of sirens forced Danny’s eyes open. She leaned over and peered in the right rear-view mirror.

“We have an escort,” Lucas said, picking up speed as a cop car sped past them to take its place in front and lead the way.

Danny frowned. “Is that –”

“Kane,” Lucas told her. “Lily had a vision that this would be your day, but she didn’t want us to say anything to you, just in case,” he told her. “She and Daniel came up yesterday.”

Danny smiled a small, grateful smile. Lily Kane was a seer, a werewolf, and a good friend of Dannai’s. Daniel Kane, Lily’s gorgeous alpha werewolf husband, was the police chief of Baton Rouge and probably had very little to no jurisdiction here in California. But their tiny convoy was composed of werewolves and warlocks, and jurisdiction was probably the least of their worries. Whatever came along, they could handle. The important thing was to get through traffic and get Danny to the delivery room as soon as supernaturally possible.

Daniel Kane’s expert driving and police sirens managed to pull it off in record time.






Chapter Six

The hospital hall was bustling with a quiet yet buzzing sort of medical busy-ness. Ramses, who had once been known as Amon, moved with slow deliberation, his long stride beating out a steady pace, his deep, dark eyes absorbing every characteristic of the building that housed and cared for the sick, dying, and convalescing.

It had been a very long time since he’d walked the hallways of Earth’s abodes. In his absence, the planet had grown arms of metal that reached to the heavens as if trying with all of their might to pluck the sun and moon from their thrones. It had also developed oozing sores that reluctantly coughed up metal and stone for the humans that ran rampant across its surface. Its forests were nearly gone, its oceans had become sewage, and the sun tore through holes in the sky, burning unprotected skin to a crisp. 

Much had changed.

People still attempted to care for one another, placing their own short-term well-beings above anyone or anything else’s. This hospital and its endless passageways, humming intercoms, and bitter tang of antiseptic was evidence enough of that. But the battle for well-being was no longer one of self-defense, which had always been natural to Ramses and hence admirable. Now it was a war that humanity had waged on everything around it. And humanity was winning.


Everything was different. Ramses was no longer so certain about what was right and what was wrong. Thousands of years ago, the supernatural world had preyed upon humanity, using them for food and taking them as slaves. Humans had run screaming from vampires, werewolves, dragons and their ilk. Ramses, then known as Amon, the god of gods, had taken physical form so that he might help protect those who worshiped him. As a god, he was an idol of imagination, without substance or function. He was an energy that was fed and thus grew, but could give nothing back. When he became solid, this energy amassed, pooling into a well of power the likes of which no human had ever seen.

Amon became Ramses, using his physical avatar to protect the humans who had created him against the creatures who would see those humans dead or enslaved. His love, his bride Amunet, had taken human form by his side. Together they’d done what they could to see to the welfare of their people. Supernatural killings were now virtually unheard of in the public and accepted annals of human history, and there was a reason for that. When he’d done all he felt he could do, he and his bride had left the mortal realm. That was five thousand years ago.

For eons, he’d slept, only to come awake with a hard feeling of loss and desperation. Amunet was gone.

At once, he’d taken mortal form in order to search for her, and as he’d done five millennia ago, he immediately sought out those humans who felt as he did about the scourge of otherworldly creatures on the planet. With nearly no effort at all, he’d
become their leader, taking charge of a growing band of men and women known throughout supernatural channels as the Hunters. 

Through them, he hunted down the monsters he’d hunted all those years ago. And as he did, he searched endlessly for Amunet.

But now? 

Not long ago, a female vampire by the name of Ophelia had handed Ramses all of the information the Hunters would need to completely eradicate at least one supernatural race from the planet. The Vampire King Roman D’Angelo
was very old, having ruled for three thousand years, and Ramses had never met him. 

Ramses had fully expected D’Angelo to be like his forebears – cruel, selfish, and blood-thirsty. However, once he’d been given the vampire’s location and background information, Ramses had delved full-long into a thorough investigation, and what he’d turned up confused him.

Rather than continue with the senseless destruction of those who had ruled before him, D’Angelo took hold of the vampire kingdom in a mercilessly firm grip, strangled the vast majority of its cruelty into submission, and initiated new laws. Opponents to the laws were destroyed. Proponents were made law keepers.

As a result, D’Angelo’s people ceased murdering innocents, and the method for turning mortals into vampires was hidden away, bringing the disease-like spread of the vampire nation to a halt.

It wasn’t what Ramses had expected. Ophelia, had no doubt intended for Ramses to use the information she supplied him with to put an end to the vampire sovereign and his people. But Ramses hesitated. He wasn’t so certain that doing away with D’Angelo would be the best thing for humanity – much less even possible. D’Angelo had remained king for three thousand years; it took a massive amount of strength to retain a leadership of any kind for that long, to say nothing of a group of creatures as powerful as the vampires.

The werewolves were no different. Something had happened to them during Amon’s absence. They’d gone from ravenous beasts to a struggling society of close-knit family and love. They’d suffered a curse that had seen them nearly to extinction. And then they’d come out of that curse – only recently – to find themselves banding together in solidarity in order to fight the adversity that this sudden change had caused. 

The warlocks were now ruled by a man as enigmatic and game-changing as Roman D’Angelo had been for the vampires. And the same story of metamorphosis and innovation seemed repeated over and over again when it came to the other kings and their supernatural kingdoms. 

Ramses was thrown by this shifting of antipathy to altruism. It was disorienting, to say the least. As of a few weeks ago, he’d brought all homicidal Hunter activity to a halt, and now the Hunters were restless. Not that he cared. The anxious trigger fingers of a few mortals were the least of his concerns. The world was turning underneath him, tilting until he felt he would fall off. 

And there was something else.


It was the reason he was here now, walking the halls of this hospital on North America’s west coast. He was no closer to locating Amunet than he’d been when he’d first taken mortal form, but he had located someone else. Someone he could not comprehend, could not fathom, and who should not have existed: Amunet’s daughter. 

She was here in this hospital. He’d been watching her over the last few months, though she and her multitude of protectors had no idea he was there. She looked like her mother; her eyes were similar. Dannai Caige had eyes like muted rainbows, green, blue, brown and gold. Her husband lovingly referred to them as “kaleidoscope eyes.” Her hair was similar. Her bone structure. And she carried her mother’s ability to heal. 

It was hard for Ramses to look upon this woman while his queen was out there in this new and strange world, her heartbeat so weak he could barely feel it. It was hard for so many reasons. Dannai Caige had no idea who she was. She had no clue what kind of blood ran through her veins. 

Ramses would make certain she knew in time. For now however, she had
more important things on her young mind. Under the May sun and moon, she had given birth to Amunet’s grandchildren.

He had to see them. He had to see her. He had to know… who Dannai’s father had been. All it would take was a look, a touch, and he would have the answer he sought. It burned in his veins, this question unanswered, a rhythmic threat that pulsed with every beat of his ancient heart. Someone had touched his mate, his bride. His Amunet. 

And Ramses wanted his name.

Dannai’s room was up ahead and to the left. Ramses released thin tendrils of his magic as he walked, clearing his way of any curious or questioning individuals. Nurses and attendants moved around him like currents in a stream around a stone, affording him room and leaving him alone.

Amunet’s daughter had sent most of her would-be protectors away for the night. Aside from her husband, she’d wanted to be alone with her newborn children. That even the Warlock King had acquiesced to her stern wishes bore credence to the goddess soul she carried. She was her mother’s daughter through and through.

He felt proud. He was anxious, confused, and angry; she was not even his child. But against reason, he felt proud all the same.

The door swung open on quiet, well-oiled hinges when he turned the knob, and he hesitated only slightly before moving forward into the darkness. Dannai’s werewolf husband lay sprawled on the large chair beside the bed, his dark head thrown back over the chair’s rest. Dannai slept on the hospital bed, her mass of ebon hair spilling over the pillow and sheets, her sleeping fingers clutched around the bar of the bassinet beside her even in slumber.

Ramses’ gaze cut to the husband, and knowing that he would have a “new father’s” fight on his hands if Caige awoke, Ramses used a good deal of his magic then and there to place a cloak of deeper unconsciousness over the dangerous man. 

Then he turned his attention back to Amunet’s daughter – and the bassinet beside her. With legs that felt like lead, the god of gods made his way to the bed. Inside the bassinet rested two tiny, perfect infants. One was wrapped in pink, the other blue. Atop the babies’ heads were soft knit caps to keep them warm. From beneath these caps, wisps of hair peeked. The boy’s hair was thick and black. The girl’s was lighter and finer.

Like Amunet’s.

Ramses could hear his mortal blood racing through his avatar veins as he reached out to touch the female child. It seemed to take forever; time adopted a stretched quality, blurring the rest of the world and tunneling his vision.

With the tenderness of someone who was already aware of the truth deep inside, Ramses placed his fingertips to the infant’s cheek. She opened her eyes. A kaleidoscope of color greeted him, utterly at odds with how a newborn’s eyes normally appear.

He looked into those irises, focused on the pupils, and met the baby’s spirit half way. And he knew. The girl’s name was Jazarah – princess. It was fitting. Because though it was impossible, though he hadn’t seen his bride in five thousand years, Dannai was his daughter. And these twins were not only Amunet’s grandchildren.

They were his as well.

*****

Dannai felt as if the entire world had strapped itself to her body and was pulling downward on it. And maybe it had, technically. After all, that was gravity in a nutshell. It was just that the laws of physics were absolutely broken that morning, and gravity had more of an effect on her, she was sure, than on any other living being on the planet. 

She was exhausted. She had never known a person could be this exhausted. She’d faced real evils in her life, but none had drained her more than the last twenty-four hours had.

With tremendous effort, Danny pushed her eyelids into an open position and tried to focus on the hospital bassinet beside her bed. Inside, two tiny forms slept side by side like a yin-yang. Kavanagh’s dark hair was already thick on his head. Jazarah’s hair was finer, and had golden highlights. Where those had come from, Danny had no idea. Both she and Lucas had jet-black hair, as did Lucas’ brother Byron. Clearly
her parents must have possessed traits that were now becoming evident in her children.

Very slowly, Danny sat up in the bed. She’d healed immediately after the birthing process, and of course they’d been careful to insure that their doctor was also a werewolf, so the secret of her “miraculous” healing abilities as a female wolf were never in jeopardy. However, she was sore and tired on a deeper level, and she also didn’t want to make any sudden moves that would awaken Lucas, who still slept soundly in the large chair against the wall.

Her babies were wrapped in blue and pink blankets, more to help the nurses and staff tell them apart than anything. Danny didn’t need the blankets, of course. They were as different as night and day to her already, and each as precious.

She watched them in silence, held immobile in the peace and wonderment that came with gazing into your newborn children’s faces. And as she did, their eyes opened. At the same time.

Danny’s brows raised. She smiled. “Hungry?” she whispered, placing her forefinger within Kavanagh’s tiny grasp. He squeezed, and his lips parted, his small legs kicking once in a baby stretch. “Okay,” Danny told them, lifting Kavanagh lovingly while bending to place a tender kiss on Jazarah’s forehead. “One at a time, then.”

Her breasts had grown several sizes over the last few days, and either through the help of Lalura’s various
teas or all on her own, she was now producing enough milk for both of her children – and then some. She was ever grateful for that now as she sat back on the raised bed and cradled her son in her arms. 

And then she felt something hard beneath the blanket over his chest. Frowning, she pulled the edge of it loose and unfolded it from his tiny body. 

A medallion had been placed around his neck. The chain was impossibly thin, and wrought of gold. The symbol on the pendant winked up at her in intricate secrecy. Dannai gazed at it in shock and wonder. It looked familiar to her.

Without thinking, but working on autopilot, Danny reached over and pulled the blanket off of her daughter as well. Jazarah fussed a little as the cool hospital room air caressed her exposed skin. 

A second medallion rested against her tiny chest, twin to the one her brother wore.






Chapter Seven

Roman D’Angelo remained in the doorway to his wife’s office and watched her in silence. Her long sun-streaked brown hair cascaded over her back and shoulders like a silken waterfall. Her long lashes brushed her cheeks as she blinked, and her perfect skin seemed to glow from within. His chest felt tight as he looked upon her, and for the ten millionth time since she had agreed to marry him, he thanked whatever lucky star had blessed him.

She didn’t know he was there. It wasn’t that he was cloaking his presence, it was just that she was absorbed at the moment, her head bent, her beautiful gaze narrowed, her long, slim fingers clenched tightly around what appeared to be some kind of newsletter.

An empty paper cup that had once contained coffee rested beside her hand on the desk. Coffee was one of the few things Evie still imbibed in since becoming a vampire. In fact, he wasn’t certain whether her veins carried more blood or caffeine at any given point in time. When she badly wanted one and was too busy writing to go after it herself, their butler, Jaxon, seemed to appear out of nowhere just in time with a fresh cup. That was what you got with a good butler.

At the moment, Evie was angry. That much was patently clear.

For a fraction of a beat, he considered reading her mind, before he remembered that such a thing was not possible with Evie and hadn’t been since shortly after they’d met around three months ago. Besides, it wasn’t necessary. It didn’t take a vampire to know she was thinking homicidal thoughts.

“If you want a someone killed, as my queen you have men who will do that for you,” he told her, pulling her attention from the paper. She looked up, her eyes glazed over with indignation and fury, and slowly her gaze re-focused. “They called it crap,’” she said, her voice nearly quaking. “They said that if this was what all of the creator’s work was like, she should reconsider her vocation.”

Roman went still, his vampire firing to life. “They said that about you?”

Evie rolled up the paper and slammed it down on her desk hard enough to knock the candle off of the end. It fell toward the ceramic tiles below, but before it could connect, she waved an irritated hand, and it stopped in place and then jumped right back up onto the desk to settle into the spot it had been knocked from. “No,” she said, scowling at the candle and at nothing in particular. “Not me.”

Now Roman was confused. He felt his fangs slide back from where they’d extended as he came into the room. He made his way to her side of the desk and leaned against it. “Then who?”

“A friend of mine, a playwright. Her opening night was this past Saturday. This is one of her reviews.” She shook her head, pushing back in her chair and crossing her arms over her chest. “I’ve known her for years, since way before either of us earned any kind of publicity. She’s one of the kindest
people I know, and her work is anything but crap.” 

Evie gritted her teeth, and Roman could see that her fangs had come out. “What would they know about writing plays? God, she’s gonna to be devastated when she reads this.”

Roman considered that in silence for a moment. He’d lived a long time, and in those eons, one of the many things he’d learned was that in the end, those who often had the least to contribute to an
art form were very often the ones who had the most to say about it. 

“Be kind and considerate with your criticism,” he said softly, “It’s just as hard to write a bad book as it is to write a good book.”

Evie was taken aback enough by the sudden quote that she blinked and looked up at him. “Who said that?”

“Malcolm,” he said.

“Cole?” Evie questioned, clearly surprised.

“No,” he told her, smiling. “Malcolm Cowley.” He reached out with one hand and gently tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “American author, journalist, poet, and literary critic who died in ’89. And you’re right,” he said. “They probably don’t know anything at all. Some people simply get bored if they’ve gone too long without being cruel.” He could think of a few off hand.

Evie closed her eyes as Roman’s fingers trailed gently from her ear to her jaw line, and finally brushed softly against her bottom lip. “If you’d like, I can pay her a visit and see that it doesn’t bother her.”

She didn’t answer; he could see her pulse speed up in the side of her slender throat, and his fangs were back to their full length in his mouth.

“Sometimes it’s good to be married to the Vampire King,” Evie whispered.

Roman smiled, fangs flashing.

“Tell me something,” his wife said, frowning a little, her eyes still closed. “Do all vampires consider you their sovereign? Even if they’ve never met you?”

“Not all vampires are aware of the way our society is set up, just as not all Akyri or warlocks or werewolves are aware – especially now. Sometimes we are brought into the fold blindly.”

Evie was silent as she thought about that. A minute later, without bothering to open her eyes, she said “By the way, why are you here?” Her voice was soft, distant. She was referring to his presence in the mansion where she had an office and the vampire council often held meetings. 

“The council is meeting in fifteen.”

Her eyes opened. “What for?”

“Some of the council are becoming restless in the face of the Hunter withdrawal. It makes very little sense, and they’re worried that the Hunters are pulling back only to regroup in a more dangerous manner.”

Evie nodded and pushed her chair out to stand. “I was worrying about the same thing, to be honest.”

“We’ll be arranging a series of contingency defenses throughout the kingdom,” Roman told her. He hesitated before adding, “I think it’s also time we discuss Marius and his practices. They’re getting out of hand and Alberich has stated that some of his warlocks were being hounded by Akyri warriors.”

“That’s a bit of a departure from the norm,” Evie stated, no doubt referring to the manner in which warlocks had always used Akyri as slaves due to the Akyri dependency on black magic for survival. 

“It is,” Roman agreed. “And not necessarily for the better. The Akyri seem to be taking on a bully’s cast, going after warlocks who are not capable of defending themselves.”

Evie frowned. “What warlock isn’t capable of defending himself?”

“A warlock who doesn’t necessarily like the powers she has and who tries very hard not to use them for anything but good.”

Evie bit her lip, squeezing the plump flesh between two white teeth. Roman’s vision shifted slightly red. “A good warlock,” Evie said softly, talking to herself. “A walking oxymoron.”

“Indeed,” Roman agreed. “And one that drains the warlock, making them easier prey.”

“Of course it does,” Evie remarked sarcastically. “No good deed goes unpunished.”

Roman could see the frustrations written across his bride’s lovely face and he knew that they were placed there, not by the bad news of the day, but by the hardships of humanity in general. She was a sensitive soul. Today’s events were merely straws weighing heavily on the camel’s back. 

“I was hoping you would consider attending this one,” he said, referring again to the vampire council’s upcoming meeting. His wife was a highly intelligent woman, and she had a vast imagination. Such qualities were helpful when brainstorming both defensive and offensive tactics. 

Evie inhaled through her nose and blew it out through her mouth. “You know how I hate meetings.”

“I do,” he said. And then he leaned over her, his body towering as he gently cupped her chin and tilted her head so that she once more looked into his eyes. “I’ll make it up to you.”

Evie’s pupils dilated, her lips parted, and he could see that her fangs were again extending behind them. He went in for the kill.

“I’ll have Jaxon bring fresh, hot coffee to the meeting.”


“Deal.”

Roman smiled, feeling the warmth and vitality of his wife deep in his bones. He leaned in for a kiss, and she closed her eyes. 

An unsettled wave coursed through him, a frisson of something starkly negative. He froze, his senses spiking, his fangs at once fully bared, his eyes shifting to red. 

So soon you forget about me, my love. What is two hundred years to one such as you? A flash, a dream. Nothing. And now you kiss another.

Roman was stunned into immobility. The voice in his head was so familiar, it was as if he’d heard it yesterday. And yet it was foreign, touched with something unsettling and changed, and the fact that it was in his head in the first place was unthinkable. 

Ophelia!

Aw, you remember me after all.

Roman’s body was moving before he fully realized he was directing it. He could feel Evie behind him at the desk and could sense her confusion, but it couldn’t be helped. He tore the curtains from the window and peered into the darkness beyond with the keen eyes of a hunter. The inner garden was empty. Ophelia’s statue stood solemnly, gazing up at the night sky.

“Roman?” Evie’s voice, soft and sweet in its concern.

Oh, she’s just precious. But you’re too late my love. You’ve poked the bear. 

Roman whirled around as the voice in his head seemed to echo off of the walls of his consciousness, coming from every different direction at once. Confusion rattled his bones, abrading his nerves. He could barely believe what he was hearing. Ophelia was alive? 

And she was a vampire.

More unbelievably, somehow she had amassed enough power to enter his mind. No other vampire on Earth could do that.

You’ve poked the big, bad master vampire bear, Ophelia continued. Then she laughed, the sound like audible evil.
Now it’s hungry, her voice continued, petulant and further away than before. She was receding. And it has a taste for what you hold most dear.






Chapter Eight

Siobhan felt something brush her leg and looked down. A large ginger cat cocked its head back and stared up at her through clear yellow eyes. Its tail flicked against her calf, curling around her leg. 

Brrreow.

Siobhan smiled, pulling off her gloves to dump them in the soil in the flower bed against the east wall of her house. The cat had no collar and no tags. She knelt and gave it a gentle scratch behind the ears. An odd vibration traveled up her fingertips and into her wrist. Frowning, she withdrew her hand. The feeling disappeared.

The cat began to purr loudly, making that half-meow sound again and butting its big orange head against the side of her knee. It wanted more petting.

Siobhan glanced up at the sky. The sun was finally lowering in the western sky; it was the hottest time of the day. Though she preferred day to night since the urge to use her magic was less then, she’d never been a fan of the heat. “Tell you what,” she said to the cat, giving it another little scratch and trying to ignore the strange vibration that came with it. “I’ll go get us a couple of drinks. Stay right here.”

She stood and made her way into the house, passing by the drive way, which no longer sported a shiny black Mustang. She’d used magic last night to expand the garage and the car was now resting safely inside.

Siobhan pulled the milk from the fridge and poured some into a bowl for the cat. Then she filled a glass with ice water for herself. She was heading back toward the front door when she heard the motorcycle.

She froze mid-step, and a touch of milk sloshed out of her bowl to splash onto the hardwood floor below. She glanced down at it in irritation, but the bulk of her attention was pinned on that sound. It was a deep rumble, not the higher pitched whine of the motorbike that had followed her down Highway 107. But strangely enough, it was familiar anyway. It filled her with a sense of foreboding, drying her throat and turning her stomach to lead.

“What’s wrong?” Steven asked, suddenly beside her and more solid than ever.

Siobhan shook her head. “I don’t know.” She turned, put the bowl and glass down on the shelves against the wall, and looked up at him. “What did the demon look like?”

It was the only time she’d asked him to describe his attacker. He’d told her once right after he’d come back as a ghost, but she’d been in so much shock, she hadn’t really digested the information. Not properly.

“Did he have black hair?” she asked.

Steven shook his head, frowning. “No, he was blonde. Why?” His blue eyes narrowed. 

It had occurred to Siobhan that this senseless fear she’d been feeling toward the  motorcyclist might have something to do with Steven’s attacker. It had been too long since the attack; she had no idea why she’d been left alone. Why hadn’t the demon kept good on his promise to come back for her? 

Well, maybe he had. Maybe her moving to a new house had temporarily thrown him off her trail and now he’d found her again. And this was him. Always on a motorcycle.

But the rider’s hair had been the color of midnight, not blonde. 

“Siobhan, what is going on? Talk to me.” Steven reached out, perhaps instinctively, as if to take her by the upper arms in an earnest grip. He’d done it before, several times since coming back as a ghost. However unlike before, this time his hands did not glide right through Siobhan’s body. Instead, they slowed at the threshold of her flesh before finally slipping through with a thick, sluggish slowness. 

The effect was painful. It was wrong in a fundamental way, and Siobhan found herself backpedaling until his grip was gone. But even as she moved out of his reach, it seemed to take too long for his fingers to come free of her body. The passage was frigid and foreign, leaving Siobhan with the feeling that a part of her that never should have been cold had just iced over.


“Steven,” she said as a violent shiver took her and she hugged herself over the invisible ice marks he’d made on her arms. “What the hell?”

Steven blinked and looked down at his hands. Siobhan watched as he turned them over. She couldn’t see through them any longer. Not really. 

Outside, the sound of the motorcycle became louder. The bike drew near, and Siobhan chanced a glance over her shoulder toward the living
room door. “It’s him,” she muttered without realizing it.

“Who?” Steven asked. It was more of a demand than a question.

Siobhan hesitated. And then she exhaled. “The man who followed me on the highway. He kept up with me no matter what I did.” She shook her head. “I know that’s him.”

Steven straightened, his tall form eyeing the door. Siobhan watched him as a kaleidoscope of emotions played through her. Steven’s body was nearly solid. She knew it in her heart; just another day, and he would be whole again. He’d barely made it through her own body without getting… stuck or something. She shivered as she thought of it. And now his eyes were so bright they were nearly glowing. He seemed amplified somehow. Different.

Powerful.

But the expression on his face changed as she looked on. At first he wore anger, self-righteous and fierce. But as the motorcycle outside pulled up into her now empty driveway and shut down, the look slid into one of uncertainty. Then doubt. And then outright fear.

“Don’t let him in, Siobhan,” Steven whispered. “Whatever you do, don’t let him in.”


With that, he disappeared. The detective was there one moment and no more than a puff of wispy white that quickly evaporated into nothingness the next.

A wave of cold washed over Siobhan as she stood there, eyes wide, fingers clutching her upper arms. 

There was a knock a the door, firm and clear.


Siobhan remained motionless, her heart pounding, her breath caught. Seconds passed and the knock came again, this time a touch louder.

Siobhan slowly turned. On legs that were going numb and feet that tingled, she made her way to the door then leaned over, placing her eye against the peep hole. The man outside was turned away, his attention on something near the porch steps. Just before he bent, she was able to take in the broadness of his back, encased in black leather, and the way his thick black hair curled over the collar, outlining the strong curves of his neck and chin. And then he was out of view and all she could see was the pink-orange color of the sky as the sun began to set.


Siobhan straightened, closed her eyes, swallowed hard, and undid the latch. She swung the door open. “Can I help you?” she asked, surprised at the amount of strength she was able to inject into her voice.

The stranger was crouched on legs that looked well-muscled and strong where they pressed against his jeans. He was scratching the same ginger cat who had vied for her attention earlier. Without turning or standing, he said, “That was some impressive driving you managed the night before last.”

Siobhan felt the blood drain from her face. His voice was deep and filled with all kinds of forbidden knowledge.

“I’m assuming you’ve hidden the Mustang in the garage,” he added. “Which wasn’t big enough for it the day before yesterday.”

He stood then, placed his hands on his hips, and turned to face her.
His hands dropped from to his sides and he froze, his entire tall, strong body going still as a statue’s. The pupils of his light mercurial eyes dilated, and his lips parted slightly. 

Siobhan’s breath caught. A buzzing erupted in her ears.


He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.






Chapter Nine

It took forever for either of them to speak, much less move. They seemed frozen there in time on either side of the threshold, separated by a boundary neither of them could see but both could feel. 

The stranger’s wavy dark hair brushed the collar of his black leather jacket and a stray lock or two scraped along the scruff that graced his strong chin. His eyes seemed to be throwing off sparks in the handsome frame of his face, so light they looked like electricity. She was going to fry in the heat of their dangerous depths, but she couldn’t look away.

He was broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted, and his form filled the doorway like a shadowy wall. As she stood there and gaped out at him, she caught a whiff of soap and leather. Her mouth watered, the effect Pavlovian and instant.

There was a weakness settling into the bones of her legs when the stranger finally raised his arms, ever so slowly, and braced them on either side of the door in order to lean in. It was predatory, and Siobhan would have stepped back but for the fact that she felt nailed to the spot.

“It’s you,” he said, his voice cascading over her like a waterfall of magic. “You’re the one I’ve been-”
He swallowed and seemed to stop himself short, to catch his next words before they had a chance to be born into the world. He hesitated, his eyes boring into hers, his incredible charisma acting like a magnet on her blood. 

Finally, he said, “You were the one I sensed on the Anime. It’s your power keeping him here, isn’t it?” His tone never rose, but the inflection was so personal, the words so starkly unnatural, it was as if he’d speared her with them. 

Her breath stilled in her lungs and her eyes grew even wider in her face.

He smiled, his lips slowly spreading to reveal straight, white teeth… and incisors a fair deal longer than they should have been. “You’re a witch,” he said.

“Leave,” she replied. And then she blinked. It was as if she’d spoken without no instruction from her brain whatsoever. The word had simply slipped out – defensive, protective, and frightened.

The stranger’s molten gaze narrowed, and it felt it tear right through to her soul. 

And then those eyes widened, just a little, and he straightened in the doorway. His head cocked slightly to one side. “You’re a warlock.”

Aside from touching up old cars and antiques and making changes to a centuries-old mansion, Siobhan rarely used her magic, and never against people. The reason she didn’t use her magic against people was because that was specifically what her magic wanted her to do. Her life had been a struggle with her power, with temptation, and until that very moment, Siobhan would have sworn up and down that she was winning.

But as she stood there within the confines of her own property and felt caged in by the massive presence of the man before her, Siobhan sensed the magic pouring into her hands. It was heating up her palms and swirling just behind her eyes. It felt hot, volatile, and deadly. 

“Please leave,” she repeated, this time almost more concerned for his safety than for her own.


The stranger eyed her with careful wariness, unreadable emotion, and with something akin to determination. The set of his jaw was hard, and his hands were clenched tightly where they held to the door frame. He shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

Don’t let him in, Siobhan. Steven’s words replayed through her head. Whatever you do, don’t let him in.

God help me, she thought as she stepped back, raised her right hand, and gave in to her magic. It coursed through her triumphantly, all too ready to take over, all too willing and able to know just what to do.

But as her hand lit up with dangerous light, the stranger moved forward and into the living room, slamming the door shut behind him with incredible speed. It was the last thing she expected. She’d expected him to move away, recoil, or maybe even dodge to the side. Not come closer.

She flinched as the magic released, shooting toward his chest in a conic stream of red light that darkened to inky black at its center. Sparkles that looked like stars danced within the darkness, motes of illumination that resembled pixie dust and the Milky Way. Siobhan held her breath as for the first time in her life she attempted to do harm to another.

But the beam of multi-colored magic struck the stranger and was diverted, wrapping around his chest as it dissipated into a dull orange and then a gray before it evaporated altogether. The stranger watched her all the while, his eyes never leaving hers, his tall body utterly unharmed.

“How….”

“Your magic won’t hurt me, warlock,” he told her, taking a step forward and shaking his head in reprimand. “And I have to say, that wasn’t very nice.” His look turned dark, his perfect mouth curling in a nasty, closed-lipped smile. It looked good on him; God help her. It really did. It was the kind of look women ached for in the safety and comfort of their own dreams at night. It was a dangerous kind of look, all promise and predator, and Siobhan had never felt more the prey.

She was assaulted by a menagerie of emotions in that moment and wouldn’t have been able to make heads or tails of them if she’d tried. Fortunately for her, the conscious thoughts of her mind made way for the physical actions of fight-or-flight. She had no choice but to give in; as far as her old brain was concerned, her life was in peril.

She raised both hands this time, and the magic poured into her palms as if someone had opened the flood gates. The stranger looked down, saw the light gathering at the ends of her arms, and this time he did react, raising his own right hand palm-out in response.

Power shot from her body and raced toward him like the blaze of a flame thrower, but the bright, crackling magic fizzled as it neared the stranger’s own out-stretched palm. He seemed to catch it in his hand, coalescing it into a single weak ball of light before he closed his fingers, crushing the magic out of existence altogether.


“Who the hell are you?!” Siobhan finally cried, real terror taking hold of her now.
He hadn’t taken his eyes from hers, and now they sparked with magical energy, glowing nearly white to give him a demonic appearance. Siobhan’s heart pounded painfully. “Oh my God,” she said softly, as a realization struck her. “You’re the demon. You killed Steven.” Just because he had black hair and not blonde didn’t mean he wasn’t the one who’d killed her ex-boyfriend and set fire to her house. If a demon could catch magic the way he just had, he could probably change his appearance as well. She’d been stupid not to consider this before. The lapse in judgment might now cost her her life.

But instead of admitting to the accusation as Siobhan had expected him to, the stranger frowned and gave her a quizzical look. “You’re talking about the detective.”

“Yes,” she said through teeth that were beginning to clench. “He was.”

Some kind of knowledge flickered in his white glowing gaze before the glow began to die down. He seemed to be coming to a conclusion or an understanding. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “I absolutely did not kill Steven Lazarus.”

Siobhan would never be able to describe the amount of relief that flooded her system at those words. She had no logical reason to believe him. She had no idea who he was and in fact didn’t even know his name. He was some kind of being capable of great power and despite the fact that she hadn’t said it, he even knew Steven’s last name and that he’d been a detective. He had all of the markings of the demon. She was certifiable to believe him. All the same, she absolutely
did believe him. In her heart, she positively knew that he wasn’t the one who had set Steven ablaze, and that knowledge was more comforting than words could tell.

“But he is the reason I’m here,” he said. He stepped forward again, and Siobhan found herself stepping back. The atmosphere moved before him, as if even the very air wanted to afford him more room. She could feel his power brush up against her just before she stepped out of the supernatural bubble that surrounded him, and the brush of that magic made her skin tingle. It wasn’t unpleasant.

“I know he’s here somewhere,” he continued. He pulled his gaze from hers and glanced around the old house. All was quiet upstairs; there was no movement around them. He turned in place, as if trying to sense where Steven might have gone. “I can feel him.”

“Who are you?” Siobhan repeated herself. Meanwhile, she was thinking of the gun she had upstairs, a collector’s Smith and Wesson she’d repaired along with a lot of other items purchased in an estate sale a few months ago. It was in working order now, thanks to her magic. And while her intruder might be immune to said magic, she very much doubted he could move fast enough to stop a bullet.

The problem was getting to it. That, and working up the nerve to use it. 

As she stared at his broad, leather-encased back, his perfect tight ass beneath those worn jeans, and the sheer height and breadth of him, she felt horribly torn. He was so beautiful, it literally made her ache a little inside. And so far, he had done nothing to harm her. So far.

The stranger turned back around to face her. Once more his silver eyes lightened, his pupils expanding. “My name is Thane,” he told her. “I’m….” He seemed about to explain further, but his voice trailed off and his gaze narrowed. “How much do you know, warlock?”

“About what?” she asked. It would be ten running steps to the foot of the staircase, another seventeen steps to the second floor, and eight steps after that to the bedroom door. She knew. She’d counted them.

“About what you are.” He eyed her warily. “About what Steven Lazarus now is.”

“Thane,” she repeated, ignoring his question. “Is that it?” She hedged a little closer to the edge of the wall, preparing to break into a run. “No last name?”

“It’s short for Thanatos,” he told her. “No last name, and believe me you won’t get two steps in before I catch you.”

Siobhan froze, inside and out. The incisors she’d noticed before were longer now. Fangs. Like a vampire’s.

Or a demon’s, she added. No matter what the hell he says.

Thanatos, she mentally repeated. She’d heard it somewhere before, hadn’t she? She was so confused; her world was tilting. Nothing made sense any longer.

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied as her gaze slid from his teeth to his starlight eyes. She knew exactly what he was talking about. He was looking for Steven’s ghost. She didn’t know why and she didn’t know how, but she understood that much plainly. “And I didn’t invite you into my home.” Spoken like Buffy. “You’re trespassing,” she added, as if to smooth over the vampire reference.
“Leave or I swear I’ll call the cops.”

She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her cut-off jeans. She’d taken it with her outside on the off chance that she would receive calls while gardening. The stranger – Thanatos or Thane or whatever – might have been magic incarnate, and with those teeth, the gods only knew what else he was. And maybe she couldn’t run from him either. But as she dialed 9-1- and kept her finger poised over the final one, she placed a bet with the fates that he at least didn’t want an audience of blue and whites to show up and ruin his night.


At that, Thanatos laughed. The chuckle was real, and deep, and the sound was intoxicating. 

“Okay,” he said, “you go ahead and do that. Call the cops. Tell them that a stranger who is immune to warlock magic just broke into your house because he’s looking for the ghost of your dead boyfriend.” He took another step.

Siobhan bumped into the wall behind her.

“In fact,” he said, glancing once more at the darkening house around them before settling his eyes on her again, “why don’t you save us both a lot of time and trouble and just call the good detective himself?”

“She doesn’t need to,” came a voice from behind him. Siobhan tore her eyes from his to crane her neck and peek around him. The sun had gone completely down and a gloom had settled over the house, deepening the shadows. Across the living room stood Steven Lazarus, his tall, strong form as real and solid as ever. “I’m here,” he said. “You want me, Phantom King?” His blue eyes were now officially glowing.
“Come and get me.”






Chapter Ten

The words had almost come pouring from his mouth. “It’s you,” he said. And then he’d almost let everything spill then and there.


Thane had known that there would be some kind of magic within the mansion. Whoever lived here was the driver of the Mustang that had broken every law of physics known to man. He’d been expecting some kind of force, and he’d even half expected it to be a woman once he put two and two together, realized that someone by the name of “Siobhan” was behind the rogue Anime’s escape from Purgatory, and recognized the power signature coming from the house’s façade.

So he’d thought himself prepared when he approached the house and knocked on the door. The cat should have tipped him off. It was a rogue spirit, too, a cat long dead that had, for some unknown reason, returned to the Earthly plane and was now more solid than any ghost he had ever encountered.

“Can I help you?” came a tentative voice, husky but wary. He’d put the beauty of its sound on a backburner, knowing he needed to focus on finding the spirit and heading back to do his job.

But then he’d stood up and turned to face the door – and everything in the universe changed for him then and there.

A mass of thick and wavy deep russet hair framed a face so fair, a delicate smattering of freckles decorated the bridge of a petite, upturned nose. A China doll chin, perfect, small ears, and a wide, sexy mouth entranced him. But most stunning of all were the eyes, a brown so pale they were amber, sparked by the golden highlights in her auburn hair.

Those eyes gazed out at him, wide and innocent, and in the space of that short eternity and across the endless distance of the few inches that separated them, they captured his heart as nothing else ever had.

Siobhan. He remembered her name. Steven Lazarus had spoken it.

It all hit him at once, every last ounce of it, flooring him emotionally and taking the wind from his lungs. He had no idea how long he remained there staring at her, unspeaking, unblinking, and unmoving. 

It was a millennium before he found himself leaning forward, his hands gripping the sides of the door, his entire body, spirit and mind wanting nothing more than to touch her, to infiltrate her, and to be enveloped by her all at once.

“It’s you,” he said, his voice sounding far off to his own ears. “You’re the one I’ve been…”


Dreaming of.

That’s what he’d almost said.

But some wariness in the depths of her magnetic eyes had pulled him up short, and he’d swallowed the last of the sentence, holding it within himself as if to save it for a later date.

Not yet, his mind had whispered. She’s not ready. Not yet.

In a heartbeat, he changed directions. “You were the one I sensed on the Anime. It’s your power keeping him here, isn’t it?” It was true, at least. Not only was she the woman he’d been dreaming of, he recognized the signature of the aura around her as the same that had surrounded Lazarus just before his disappearance. It was what had drawn him back to the house to begin with. He just didn’t know what it meant.

Siobhan told him to leave, but he ignored the command. It was weakly issued and he knew she didn’t mean it. Not really. At least, he hoped she didn’t.
Because there was no way in hell he could leave, especially not now.

He looked deeper into her eyes, pushed harder past the barrier of her aura, and tried to read her with everything he had. As he did, he realized that she was a magic user. And not just any magic user, but a warlock.

It was unexpected and peculiar. There was an incorruption about her, a purity and stainlessness that was not normally found with regards to warlocks. It was as if she’d possessed the ability to do great harm from the moment she’d been old enough to walk – and yet had never used it. 

The sparkles in the darkness, he realized. That was what had made her dark power so beautiful when it had surrounded Lazarus’ Anime. It glittered and shone like pixie dust – because it was not yet evil. Only dark. And there was not anything inherently wrong with that. After all, it was in purest darkness that one was most able to see the stars.


A warlock who did no harm. Such a thing was nearly unheard of. The strength it must have taken to come this far astounded him.

But as he pondered this, as he took it all in, he felt the balance of life and death ripple elsewhere in the world. A car bomb had just taken twelve lives. Just like that, in the course of a mere fraction of moments.

The human race had no idea how precious life was. The very improbability of existence was taken for granted, and yet a living creature was so rare, it was as  the astronomer Carl Sagan had once spoken: “In a hundred billion galaxies, you will not find another.”

And just like that, Thanatos was needed elsewhere. Once more, the tug of time was growing too strong and he knew that his moments on this plane were limited. He had a job to get back to.

“Please leave,” she repeated.

But he couldn’t do that. Not without you, he thought. 

No, he corrected himself. His own mind was going rogue now it would seem. “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said aloud. Not without Steven Lazarus. 

Two things occurred to Thane just then. One, if Lazarus had returned here in order to protect this woman, then probably the best way to draw the ghost out was to threaten her in some manner. And two, if Lazarus had returned here in order to protect Siobhan, he must have cared for her. There were no rings on her fingers, and no shadow or dent that would have indicated she’d ever worn one. So she’d never been married. Steven Lazarus must have been a boyfriend.

Thanatos very sternly decided to let the second observation go in favor of concentrating on the first. He hadn’t the time to deal with the anger the other evoked.

Siobhan’s reaction to his words should have been expected. She may have been innocent, but she was probably far from stupid. He was a grown man, a stranger, and she was a beautiful woman, otherwise alone. His words and his presence were the unfortunate straw that broke the warlock’s resolve, and Thane experienced a stark sadness as he watched her magic pool into her hands, her natural response to the beckoning of the danger he presented.

Because of him, she was going to use magic against a person. It tore at him, that knowledge, and he hated himself for what he was forcing her to do.

Even so, he remained resolute and moved forward, entering her house uninvited to shut the door firmly behind him.

Of course, the bolt of power that shot from her hand had no effect on him. He was the Phantom King, and as such, magic on this material plane had as much of an impact on him as it would upon a literal phantom – a ghost. That is to say, none. 

The energy bolt wrapped around him, diverted as if by a shield until it fizzled out of existence entirely.

“How….”

“Your magic won’t hurt me, warlock,” he told her, taking a step forward and shaking his head in reprimand. It was best to look as threatening as possible, though the very thought of it was pulling at something in his guts and making him slightly sick. “And I have to say,” he added, as if in defiance of his own hesitation. “That wasn’t very nice.” He allowed his expression to darken and smiled a cruel, closed-lipped smile.

He also moved forward again, making his way further into the house, feeling the weight and pressure of time as he sent out his mental feelers in search of the Anime. He still came up empty. Steven Lazarus must have known who he was, what he was, and what would happen if he appeared. Clearly, he’d been a detective in life for a reason.

But Thane was only partly upset by Steven’s refusal to show. The waiting dead were piling up and time was not his friend, and yet a very large part of him wanted this to go on forever. As long as Lazarus resisted… Thane would be here, in this house, backing the little warlock into a corner.

Was it wrong of him?

Who the fuck cares.

Siobhan’s second attack was stronger. She raised both of her arms this time, and the power that gathered in her hands was ten times greater than the blast she’d initially released. It was her fear reacting now, charging her up like an electrical outlet and setting her off like lightning. 

If he allowed her power to simply bounce off of him this time, there was a chance it would damage things around him – the door, the walls, the floor. And there was also a chance that some of it would escape, possibly through the windows or even straight through the structure of the house. A bystander might see or even be harmed, and Siobhan’s secret would be out.

So Thane raised his right hand this time and waited for the blast to come his way. When it did, he concentrated, absorbing it into a single pin point of ever-densening magic before crushing it in his palm with a tightening of his fist.

That did it. The terror was plainly visible in the warlock’s eyes, an echo of her desperation that set the sparks of gold blazing. “Who the hell are you?” she demanded. “Oh my God,” she said before he could reply, “you’re the demon. You killed Steven.” There was a tremor to her voice, an unsettled wavering to her tone that hinted of hysterics. 

You’re a bastard, Thane, his inner voice accused.

But he frowned at the mention of a demon. Demon? And then he remembered. Steven Lazarus was killed by a demon. The detective had been murdered by a monster who’d literally set him on fire. 

He realized that Siobhan thought he was that demon, and that he’d returned in order to finish the job.


“No,” he said right away. “I absolutely did not kill Steven Lazarus.” He wanted that to be very, very clear. “But he is the reason I am here,” he added. He stepped forward again, and Siobhan stepped back. The tiny movement brought out the predator in him, cueing up the thrill of the chase. 

“I know he’s here somewhere,” he continued. He pulled his gaze from hers and glanced around the old house. Show yourself Lazarus, he thought. The house was quiet around them, no hint of Steven’s ghost making itself known.


Thane took a chance and turned his back on the warlock as he continued to search the mansion’s corners for any sign of the Anime. “I can feel him.”

“Who are you?” Siobhan repeated herself. Thane turned back around to face her, and as he did the beauty of her visage once more entranced him. He was losing himself to her.

“My name is Thane,” he told her. His tone had gone considerably softer since the last time he’d spoken. He couldn’t help it when faced with her. “I’m….” He held off. He’d been about to tell her he was the Phantom King. But that innocence that he saw in her eyes spoke of more than an absence of knowledge about killing. It reflected an absence of knowledge about the supernatural world in general. 

She doesn’t know, he realized. 

She didn’t know who the Phantom King was or probably who any of the 13 Kings were. She most likely barely realized who and what she was. Which might be part of the reason she had yet to do anyone any real harm. It was easier to give in to black magic when you had a support group for doing so. It was gang mentality. Another opiate of the masses. If she’d thought she was alone, she would have been forced to make her own decisions, to consider the right and wrong of her actions on their own merit.


He considered his options. “How much do you know, warlock?”

“About what?” she asked. The tremor was still there in the lovely huskiness of her voice. She was scared, but hopefully she was realizing by now that he meant her no harm.

“About what you are,” he told her. Her gaze flicked to the side, and his own gaze narrowed. He eyed her warily, noticing that she inched ever so slowly to her right. 

Maybe not, he thought with a mental sigh. She was thinking escape thoughts. Probably planning to run up the stairs, he told himself. There might have been a weapon of some kind on the second floor.


Keep calm,
Thane. “About what Steven Lazarus now is,” he added, choosing to ignore the fact that she took another tiny step to the right.

“Thane,” she repeated, blatantly ignoring his question. “Is that it?” she asked incredulously. She hedged a little closer to the edge of the wall, clearly preparing to break into a run. “No last name?”

“It’s short for Thanatos,” he told her as his jaw clenched and his hands curled into fists at his sides. He was not of this world, not merely man, not nearly mortal, and the canines that were always slightly longer than the norm for a human now lengthened in his mouth, becoming full-fledged fangs. “No last name, and believe me, you won’t get two steps in before I catch you.”

Siobhan froze, her eyes moving to his mouth, where his fangs were no doubt clearly showing.

“Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she so horribly lied. 

He knew that she knew damn well what he was talking about. But she was protective of Lazarus. Which did not help Thane’s mood. “And I didn’t invite you into my home,” she continued. “You’re trespassing. Leave or I swear I’ll call the cops.”

She pulled a small cell from her back pocket and hastily dialed two of the three numbers it would take to connect her.

Thane couldn’t help it. He laughed. It was a real laugh, pulled from the depths of his belly. He was just under too much fucking stress for this.

“Okay,” he said, “you go ahead and do that. Call the cops. Tell them that a stranger who is immune to warlock magic just broke into your house because he’s looking for the ghost of your dead boyfriend.” He took another step.

Siobhan bumped into the wall behind her.

“In fact,” he added, knowing that this was it. Either Steven showed himself now or Thane could not be held responsible for what he resorted to. His teeth were out, his ire was up, and Siobhan’s full, alluring mouth was driving him just a little bit bonkers.
If the bastard rogue Anime didn’t materialize in time to stop him, he was going to slam the sexy little warlock up against the wall, trap her there with a firm grip, and kiss the living hell out of her. 

“Why don’t you save us both a lot of time and trouble and just call the good detective himself?”

“She doesn’t need to,” came a voice from behind him. Siobhan tore her eyes from his to crane her neck and peek around him. As she did, she exposed her throat to him, and his fangs throbbed in his mouth.

It was something he had in common with the Vampire King. Roman D’Angelo imbibed in blood because he had to; it was the liquid of life. 

Thanatos enjoyed the occasional taste not because it sustained him, but because it gave him a high. It really was the liquid of life. And the Phantom King never felt more alive than when he infused his own phantomesque, barely-there veins with the very essence of human existence.

But the Anime had finally arrived.

And there would be time for fun later. Thane would make certain of that.

Slowly, he turned to face the rogue spirit. Steven Lazarus had materialized in the living room, his tall form as real and solid as he was. “I’m here,” he told Thane, defiance etched into his handsome features.
“You want me, Phantom King? Come and get me.”






Chapter Eleven

Marius, the Akyri King, knew well that he was treading on thin ice. The being he now approached was unlike any he had ever so much as looked at, which wasn’t saying much, as so far he couldn’t really see anything.
It was dark up ahead.

He was taking a great chance in coming here. But he’d been given information so valuable, a chance so rare and precious, to ignore it would probably have been a grave mistake. Especially now – now that he could feel the other twelve of the thirteen sovereigns getting edgy. Namely, D’Angelo. 

It wouldn’t be long before the Vampire King stepped in, and when he did, Marius would have the fight of his life on his hands. 

This would help him avoid it. It would help him get what he wanted now – and in the long run.

When Marius had gone after the red-headed warlock, Siobhan, he’d wound up facing off with a mortal who Marius was no longer so certain was only mortal.
A fight had ensued; the man had been a cop, and well trained in the art of combat. He’d given Marius a run for his money, and in the end, the entire ordeal had been a bust in more ways than one. 

The struggle had drained Marius more than usual. He’d cornered the human and begun to destroy him with a conflagration spell when an odd sensation had assaulted him. He enveloped the mortal in a killing blaze, and as he did so, he had the strangest feeling… that he was killing himself.

It was off-putting enough that Marius pulled back at the very last moment, withdrawing the final elements of his spell. The damage he’d done was more than adequate to kill a human. And if his opponent was human, he would be no more than a spirit now and no doubt inhabiting the Phantom King’s miserable realm. He was out of the way, and that had been the point.

However, if he was not human, if there was the slightest chance that Marius’ feeling about the man was on the mark and he truly was some kind of Akyri despite the shell of humanity he wore, then he would survive. His mortal form would disappear and he would undergo changes as the humanity in him was sloughed off. After a brief recovery period in which he would no doubt need to absorb the power of a warlock, he would return to being as he was, if a bit more powerful than before. A bit less human and a touch more Akyri.

The problem was, issuing this spell and then pulling back on it as he had was untowardly hard on Marius. He’d needed sustenance after the cop had disappeared and the fire had settled – and the little warlock he’d come for was nowhere to be found. This further disappointment served to anger Marius enough that he proceeded to destroy the house around him before leaving the area.

He’d lost on two counts. 

And now he not only felt denied, he felt vengeful. He’d tried to return to take her many times. Her power, so dark and sparkling and pure, pulled at him as no other magic ever had. But each time he located her – during her move, in her new home – it was there. Some sort of force field, keeping him out.

Enough was enough. 

Last night, he’d had a dream about a figure on a dark throne. In the dream, he’d been given a great gift. He’d tasted magic upon his tongue, in his bones, coursing through his veins. It had been
her magic. In the dream, he’d won. And she was his.

The figure on the throne would give him the power he needed to get past the force field and take what he wanted. And that was why he was here, standing at the opening of a hidden cave and gazing across a torch-lit expanse at a darkness that would grant him his deepest desires.


He could see nothing in that depthless black, so out of respect and a touch of fear he hoped did not show, Marius bowed his head.

“I told you others would come,” came a female voice. 

Marius’ head snapped up, his cold eyes sparking like the sun glinting off an ice berg. The darkness had lifted a little and he could now make a few things out. 

A woman he hadn’t seen before stood beside the stone-hewn throne across the cavernous chamber. She was incredibly beautiful, from her thick ebon hair, pale skin, and red lips to the tall, voluptuous body below and the provocative manner in which it was dressed. 

She was also a vampire. 

Centuries as the Akyri King afforded Marius many things, not the least of which was the ability to identify supernatural beings on sight.

The vampire woman smirked at him, her crimson lips turned up in that secret smile so many vampires had down to an art. Her dark blue eyes gave off an unnatural light. She was hungry. It was a look he knew well.

Beside her, in the shadows of a massive pitch-black throne apparently carved out of obsidian or onyx, a figure in a black robe stirred. It was the slightest of movements, and yet the air in the cavern moved with him. It shifted as he did, almost flickering as if he’d disrupted the balance of ions in the atmosphere.

Marius swallowed. It made a very audible sound in the unnatural silence.

The woman leaned toward the figure as if listening. Marius heard nothing, but a moment later, she straightened and her smile expanded, giving him a glimpse of her fangs. She left the throne’s side and made her way down the stone steps of the raised dais, her heels clicking on the rock.

“My lord has decided to grant your request,” she told him.

His gaze narrowed. I haven’t asked yet.

“No need,” she said as if she could read his mind. He was an Akyri, and hence born on the same warlock magic that ran through a vampire’s veins. The advantage was that most vampires could not read his mind. Roman D’Angelo was a notable exception. 

Perhaps this woman was as well.

“My lord knows what it is that you want, and he believes that giving it to you would prove beneficial where everyone is concerned.” She stopped a few feet from him and lowered her gaze to take him in from head to toe. “Especially for him,” she finished. Her tone had taken on a sultry note.

“Can you read my mind, Offspring?” Marius asked her point-blank, referring to her by the other name vampires were known as in the supernatural world. “Offspring” was not as formal as “vampire,” and a little derogatory since it insinuated that a vampire was nothing more than the product of someone else’s roll in the hay. However, he kept the level of his voice personal. There was no need to raise it; vampires had excellent hearing. 

The woman cocked her head to one side and her smile broadened. Her eyes were beginning to glow. “I can.”

“Then I can see you’ve had a few wishes granted yourself,” Marius wagered.

She chuckled, the sound enticing. “I have. You saw this in a dream, did you not?” She gestured to the room and the dark throne behind her. “So did I. This is my destiny, and it is clearly also yours.”

Marius said nothing.

“The rewards for your servitude will be many, Akyri King,” the woman continued. She raised her hand and gently trailed a fingernail along his jaw line. “You have no idea.”

Marius looked from her to the dark, shadowy figure upon the throne that had yet to move again. “Oh, I think I do.”






Chapter Twelve

Phantom King? Siobhan thought. Had she heard that correctly? She had little time to consider it, because a foreboding was uncoiling within her. A tight knot of dark fate was coming loose, painful in its whiplash unraveling. Something bad was about to happen.


Thanatos had turned and was facing Steven now, and the tension in the air between them was palpable. 

“You don’t belong here, Lazarus,” Thanatos said.

“Are you absolutely positive about that?” Steven asked. His tone had lowered and was laced with a calm certainty that she’d never heard him use before. There was something different about him, something that Siobhan couldn’t put her finger on. He was not only as solid as he’d been before his death, he also seemed… taller? She frowned. It felt like his presence had become more powerful, his aura brighter. He was more there than he’d ever been, even in life.

In front of her, Thanatos seemed to notice something about the former detective as well. He hesitated, and his sparking gray gaze slid down Steven’s form, considering it with keen care.

Siobhan sidled around Thane, watching them both with abject interest. Her heart hammered and every neuron in her brain screamed for her to leave that mansion, but her body refused to listen. Her feet were heavy and her eyes were glued to the two men before her, both of whom were so strong, so very male, the entire living room was practically pulsing with testosterone.

“I can’t let you remain here, detective. I’m sorry. You were sent to my realm for a reason.”

“I’m sure I was,” Steven agreed. “But I was also sent back here.” He paused, took a few casual steps as if to meet Thanatos somewhere in the middle of all of that electric tension, and added, “Wasn’t I?”

Thanatos considered his words in silence. Siobhan held her breath.

“I’ll make you a deal, detective,” he finally said. “Come back with me now, and if you happen to pop out again and zap right back here, then so be it. It will no longer be my problem.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Steven replied with a shake of his head. He sounded just like Thanatos had when he’d refused to leave her front door. “The only thing keeping that demon from returning for Siobhan is my presence here.”

Thanatos’ gaze narrowed. He glanced over at Siobhan, his eyes catching and holding hers with brute force. “The demon?”

Siobhan cleared her throat. “The one who killed Steven.” She tore her gaze from the stranger’s, though it was decidedly difficult, and looked up at Steven. “The reason he hasn’t come back for me is because of you?” This was news to her as well.


But it made perfect sense. She’d been wondering why he hadn’t returned.

Steven seemed torn. “I hadn’t wanted to tell you. But he promised to return for you, and though I have no idea how or why, I know that by being here, my spirit is keeping him at bay.”

“Your spirit,” Thanatos said, returning his gaze to the former detective. “Is looking curiously solid these days.” 

It was a statement of fact and a curiosity given voice, but since there didn’t seem to be any kind of response for the observation, everyone remained quiet. 

Siobhan’s attention returned to what Steven had just said. Was he really keeping the demon away? Was that why she was so afraid? Despite the roughness of his edges and the heady weight of his very presence, it really was clear to Siobhan that Thanatos meant her no harm. He wasn’t here for her, he was here for Steven. So why was she so afraid? Unless what Steven was saying was true and the moment he disappeared, the demon would show up and fry her to a crisp.

“Why is it after me?” she asked. She hadn’t meant to voice the question aloud, and as soon as she spoke it, she regretted it. For one thing, she didn’t want to remind Steven that he’d died because of her, however indirectly. And for another, she almost didn’t want to know why the demon was after her.

Thanatos watched Siobhan, and she felt her own gaze returning to his. It was unnerving in a terribly delicious way to be studied so carefully by such a man. She wanted it to stop. And she really, really didn’t.

“Tell me about him,” he commanded softly. 

Siobhan blinked. Whether he was speaking to her or Steven, she couldn’t tell. He was looking at her – but Steven was clearly more qualified to describe his attacker.

“He’s… he’s blonde,” she stammered, giving him the only detail she really knew.

“He had blue eyes until he began attacking. Then they were red,” Steven picked up, stealing Thane’s attention and taking the weight of his gaze off of her at last. 

Thane straightened. “Go on.”

“Tall,” Steven continued. “Around our height.”

Siobhan realized then that Steven and the stranger were nearly head to head, toe to toe. Their builds were similar as well. Both were incredibly good looking men, but Thane did something to Siobhan’s insides that Steven never had – and she’d barely met the man.

“He had powers much like Siobhan’s,” Steven said, looking at her. A worried and slightly guilty expression came across his face. “He blew the door off its hinges with a single spoken word.”

Siobhan felt a fury build inside of her. “I’ve never done anything like that in my life!”

“No,” said Steven. “But you could.”

The fury intensified. “How would you know?” She looked from Steven to Thanatos, who was watching her in silence, the swirling silver of his eyes taking everything in.

She turned her attention back to Steven. “And why didn’t you tell me about
this, Steven?” she demanded. “How could you not mention something like this to me? The fact that he was a magic user like I am? That’s… that’s….”
Essential, she thought.

And so wrong. What did it mean? Did it mean that the demon was actually just a warlock? That someone like her and not a fire-breathing monster had been evil enough to utterly destroy her ex-boyfriend?

“And that’s why I didn’t tell you,” Steven said quietly. “Never
would I equate you with the beast that killed me, Siobhan. But I knew you would feel differently. You’re the most head strong woman I’ve ever met.” He shook his head, ran a hand through his blonde hair, and looked so very real, so very not
dead in that moment, Siobhan temporarily forgot he’d ever been killed. 

He went on. “I also knew that if I gave you any information at all about the killer, you would stop waiting around for him to show up and go after him yourself.”

Siobhan’s mouth opened.

And then shut again. She blinked. She shifted her weight to her other foot. And then she exhaled sharply. 

He was right.

“Admit it,” he said. “You’d have been out of here the moment I turned my back. And believe me when I tell you that you do not want to go up against this man, Siobhan. “He’ll eat you for breakfast.”

“I’m guessing that’s exactly what he has in mind,” Thanatos cut in. His deep voice was so unexpected in the tension of their conversation, it was instantly entrapping. It was also soothing, like a salve on the raw edge of her fear.

She looked at him. Steven looked at him. They both waited.

“Your demon is an Akyri.” 






Chapter Thirteen

 “I actually can’t believe I didn’t realize it before,” said Thane.

“An Akyri….” Siobhan whispered. The demons who fed off of magic – magic like hers. “That’s why it was here. It wanted my magic.”

“You know about Akyri?” Thane asked.



Siobhan bit her lip, wondered how much she should tell the man, and then said, “Steven called you the Phantom King. Why?”

Now it was obviously his turn to wonder how much information should be shared. But he must have been more willing to come clean with her than she was with him because he said, “It’s what I am. I rule the Anime plane, a world where the spirits of those who have died wrongful deaths are sent. Over the years, these spirits have been called many things, one of them ‘phantoms.’ Hence, my title.”


He watched her as she tried to digest the information, but there was just too much of it and she’d barely begun to process how many years he must have been talking about when he said, “Now tell me what you know.”

She blinked. “What?”

“About the Akyri,” he continued. He’d given her his full attention, his body turned toward her now, his eyes burning a hole through her.

Steven, for his part, remained where he was in front of the door. She chanced a glance in his direction. He was watching her as well, and he looked a little surprised. The fact that she knew about the Akyri was news to him too.

Siobhan took a deep breath, ran a hand through her hair, and winced when it caught on a knot. Then she told them everything. She told them about her childhood, how she’d hidden what she was from those around her, and about the Akyri she’d met over the years.

By the time she was finished, they’d turned on the hallway and living room lights and she was sitting on the love seat in the living room, her hands in her lap. Across from her, Thane
was leaning against the side of the couch, his arms crossed over his chest. Steven stood in the archway that led to the kitchen and had his hands on his hips. 

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” he asked.

Siobhan gave him a dead-pan look. She was a witch. She was talking about demons. “Figure it out, detective.”

Steven’s blue eyes narrowed. Siobhan looked away and found herself caught in Thane’s gaze again. He was smiling. It was an incredibly hot look on him, even if his canines were slightly longer than they should have been. At least the fangs had retreated.

Fangs. The man has got teeth on him.

And then, just like that, his smile was gone. His eyes were widening. He tore his attention from her and looked up at Steven. “Holy shit,” he whispered. “I think I know why you’re keeping the Akyri from returning.”

Steven’s hands dropped, his expression both alarmed and eager. 

“You’re an orphan, is that right?” Thanatos asked as he came off of the couch and uncrossed his arms.

Steven nodded. “So?”

Thane studied him for a moment in secret silence and Siobhan could see he was chewing on the inside of his cheek as if weighing some kind of decision. A hint of a smile was back as he finally said to himself, “Well there’s only one way to know, Thane.” 

With that, he raised his right hand. Power pooled in his palm. She instantly recognized it as the magic she had used on him; it had the same look and feel to it. It bore her signature the way a portrait does its painter’s.
Her magic now returned to the world, building in the grip of Thane’s hand as if he’d simply absorbed it and pocketed it away for later.

Steven looked down at it nervously. “What are you doing?”

“Testing a theory.” Thane raised his right hand and hurled the swirling, sparkling black mass at Steven.

The detective didn’t have time to dodge or run. Instead, he did the only thing he could do. He raised both arms in front of himself like a shield.

Siobhan felt her eyes widen with disbelief as her magic slammed into Steven, but instead of blowing him to smithereens, as she’d originally meant for the bolt of power to do, it cascaded over his arms… and then sank into his form.

It was like watching water get soaked up into a sponge. There was no other way to describe it. The glittery black enveloped him and slowly faded, sinking through his shirt and into his skin as if he were thirsty for it.

Slowly, the detective lowered his arms. His eyes were shut and his teeth were clenched. He seemed to be in pain.

No, Siobhan thought with alarm. Not pain – pleasure.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Thane asked, probably not really meaning it to be a question so much as a statement of fact. Steven still hadn’t opened his eyes, but she could hear him exhale shakily in the magically charged air of the room. 

Thane took a step forward, the sound of his boots on the floor boards ominously loud. “I think I can safely say that I know a little something about your parents now, detective. Or at least about one of them.” He took another step. “And I wager I know the reason you were drawn to Siobhan –” He stopped and looked over at her, then blatantly allowed his gaze to trail over her figure. “Well,
one of the reasons, anyway.” His smile was back, and it was oh-so-wrong.

He turned to Steven again. “You’ve got Akyri blood in you, Lazarus.” Another step. 

Steven finally opened his eyes. They were glowing again, but this time they were glowing red.

“And you were right,” Thane finished, coming to a stop a few feet from the former detective. “You don’t belong in my realm. Because you were never dead to begin with.”

*****

Marius stood on the edge of the sidewalk beneath the shading of a massive oak and gazed through cold blue eyes at the house across the street. The sun had set hours ago, the moon was high, and the lights shed weak illumination on the empty asphalt and parked cars below. It was mid-May and other than the suicidal moths and mosquitoes swarming around the humming bulbs of street lamps, nothing moved in the stillness.

Except the cat.

Brrreow.

Marius looked down. It had appeared out of nowhere and now sat in the middle of the black street, its orange tail curled around its legs, its large yellow eyes glued to Marius. It didn’t move, but just stared as if waiting for something.

It was unnerving.

Marius’ gaze narrowed into a glare before he pulled it off of the ginger cat and turned his attention back to the house across the street. 

It had been several days since the last time he’d looked upon it. The warlock had made some more changes to its facade, continuing to waste her enormous potential on piddly tasks such as home improvement. The Mustang that had been in the carport before was no longer there. 

The force field remained, however. Whatever had kept him out the last few times he’d tried to enter was still around. It surrounded the house like a thin cellophane wrapper, iridescent to him, invisible to all others.

The house sat on a cul-de-sac in an older but quieter part of Salem. The rest of the lot around the house had been given over to landscaping that had seen better days. All the better, Marius thought as he felt his newly absorbed power swirl to life within him. The more trees and shrubs there were around the house, the less noise the neighbors would hear.

He smiled a nasty smile and stepped off of the curb. The cat in the road lowered its head and its yellow eyes turned orange with inner light. It made a warning sound, low and long, and the night stopped to listen.

Marius glared at it some more, hesitated, and then raised a hand, intent on giving the ginger beast a taste of his new found powers. However, the cat’s warning meow turned into a hiss, and then the lights on the street began to hiss as well. Marius looked up. One after another, the lights popped into darkness, the bulbs bursting. Glass sprinkled to the ground, tinkling across the sidewalk and asphalt in a shimmering waterfall.

The street went dark. When Marius looked back down, the cat was gone. It had vanished. Into thin air.

Marius glanced back up at the house. Its lights had gone out as well. The animal was clearly not mortal; he’d somehow blown the electricity for half the block. Marius felt his teeth clench together, his jaw tight in irritation. Fucking cat. When he was finished here, he would hunt down and kill twenty of them. It would make him feel better. But for now, he had bigger fish to fry.

With a determined pace, Marius continued across the street. As he drew nearer, he picked up the sound of voices in conversation. He stopped when he reached the rose bushes along the walk of the warlock’s yard and listened.

Two men, one woman.
One of the voices was familiar to him. Very familiar.


Rage shot through the blue of his eyes, turning them first to a muted amber color and then into red. Thanatos was in the house. The Phantom King.

Marius inwardly swore, his blood boiling, his head spinning. What the hell was that man doing here? Didn’t he have a really important job to do somewhere else? Wasn’t he almost never in the mortal plane? Marius’ jaw began to ache and his head throbbed. Thanatos was honing in on his territory. It was the only explanation. He must have come across the warlock at some point and liked what he saw. He couldn’t blame him; she was a pretty thing with all of that red hair and those perfect lips. They were kissable lips – they were fuckable lips. He fully planned to have her kneeling in front of him, her throat wrapped tightly around his cock before he was done draining her of all of that glorious, dark magic. 

There was no way in any of the planes that he was going to let Thane get to her first.

Marius’ hands curled into fists. If he attacked now, while the Phantom King was there, it would mean war. His place at the table of the 13 Kings would be forever revoked. He would become an outcast and all twelve of the others would actively hunt him down. D’Angelo would no doubt see to that.

This was it. Either he believed in the power of his new and dark ally enough to sever his old ties here and now, or he admitted to himself that he’d made the wrong choice and sided with the wrong man. It was zero hour.

Marius stood in the darkness and gazed up at the three-story mansion for another three seconds. And with that, he called forth the power he’d been given. Above, in the deepening night sky, clouds began to form and swirl together. The stars were blotted from the sky.

And a thousand miles away, an imprisoned goddess frowned in her sleep as a little bit more of her magic was drained away. 






Chapter Fourteen

Thane waited while the former detective got himself back under control. Lazarus’s eyes were now glowing with Akyri light and probably looked the way his attacker’s had several weeks ago. He also looked shocked. And scared.

“You didn’t know,” Thane said. One of his parents had been an Akyri but the other had clearly been human, and that humanity had acted as a shield for the darker part of him all his life.  

“What just happened?” Siobhan whispered. She was standing beside the love seat, her lovely face even more pale than normal. Her eyes looked like golden saucers in her head. She looked small. He wanted to hold her.

“I’m… I’m sorry, Siobhan. He’s right,” Steven said, his voice quivering slightly. “I didn’t know.” He shook his head, a helpless and shamed look claiming his handsome face.

Thane could understand the sentiments. He could imagine what Steven Lazarus had gone through for the last thirty-some years. He’d probably always felt a little bit hungry and had no idea what for. Thane could see him burning his way through school and then through the police force hierarchy, always driven, always focused, and never feeling satisfied.

Until he happened upon Siobhan – and her dark and pure magic.

Siobhan said, “Would someone please explain to me…. I mean, what the hell is going –”

From outside came a low hum and the sound of glass shattering. Then another. The three of them silenced, six ears perking to the noises beyond. Buzz-pop. Buzz-pop. 

After the fourth, all was quiet again. A second later, their own electricity zapped out, leaving them in darkness.

Thane stood stock still, his silver eyes flashing, his black clad form blending into the darkness. He listened. Mental feelers issued out from him in all directions. It was clear from the deeper blackness peeking through the curtains that the street lights had gone out, and not in a gentle manner. Something had taken out the electricity for most of the neighborhood.

By the door, Steven Lazarus reached for the guns he would have had in a double holster at his sides as a detective, but of course they were no longer there. 

On the other side of the living room, Siobhan’s magic was once more responding to her newborn fear, heating up her palms and illuminating them from within. Outside, a wind picked up, causing the thorns of rose bushes to scrape along the window panes. No one spoke.

And then Steven’s red eyes flashed, pulsing like flares in the shadows. “It’s him,” he said softly. “He’s here again.”

“Him?” Siobhan whispered. “Him who? The demon?”

“The Akyri,” Thane said, confirming her fears. She looked up at him and he could feel his eyes going bright, lightening until they were glowing in his face. He knew how it looked: eerie, stark and unnatural. He didn’t want to scare her, but it was not the worst of his worries at that moment. “I don’t believe this,” he whispered.

“What?” Steven asked, his own whisper harsh in the darkness.

“It’s not just any Akyri.” He could feel the intruder’s signature just like he could feel any supernatural creature’s aura. It was erratic and jagged and filled with the green and red of envy and lust. He would recognize it anywhere.

“It’s the Akyri King,” he said. His fangs had returned. Normally, he’d be regretting that he’d wasted the magic he’d stolen on Lazarus. “Stealing magic” was an ability he shared with the Akyri and a few other supernatural creatures. As a veritable “phantom,” he was immune to any direct effects of magic, but if he tried, he could capture what was cast at him and save it for later.

He’d used what he’d saved from Siobhan’s blast on the detective and was now without a weapon that would have any kind of an effect upon most creatures. But in this case, it didn’t matter. Because Marius was an Akyri and he too would only absorb any magic used against him.


“Another king?” Siobhan whispered. Her quieted tone was rising, as if skirting the edges of hysterics. “So it’s not just any demon that wants to eat me, huh? But the king of demons?” 

Definitely nearing hysterics.

He had to get her out of here. It was the logical solution. Marius was here for her, and Lazarus could clearly take care of himself. In fact, there was something more to Steven Lazarus, something that Thane couldn’t put his finger on. He was only half Akyri, and yet he felt more massive with power than almost any Akyri he’d ever met.

It was a conundrum best unraveled at a later date.

“Siobhan, come with me,” Thane whispered, turning to her and holding out his hand.

She looked at him with wide, luminous eyes, then looked down at his hand, and then looked back up again. Her mouth opened. And then closed.

“It’s the only way, warlock. We don’t stand a chance against someone like Marius. Not here, not now.”

“You’re right there,” came an entirely new voice, but another that Thane instantly recognized. He spun around as the air parted behind him and a portal opened up. A half second later, out stepped Jason Alberich, the Warlock King.

“Alberich!” Thane exclaimed, trying to keep his voice down, but a little too surprised to succeed.

“She’s one of mine, Thane,” he said by way of explanation. The tall blonde, green-eyed king looked from him to Siobhan. “Whether she knows it or not.”

Roman was right, thought Thane. The Warlock King had come a long way. 

There were only so many warlocks in the world, a thousand at most. Their magic was dark, but it was powerful, and a nation of a thousand warlocks was a powerful kingdom indeed. As their king, Jason Alberich had inherited the ability to detect a warlock anywhere on the planet. All that was necessary was the use of black magic for what it was intended – that being harm – and Jason would know of its user and where to find them.

When Siobhan had attacked Thane, even in self defense, the magic she’d saved up her whole life had finally been put to the use for which it was meant, alerting Jason to her existence. The fact that she used it in self defense had no doubt triggered Jason’s protective instincts, bringing him here now. As did most of the kings at their table, Alberich clearly took his responsibilities to his people seriously. Thane was impressed.

“Get her out of here,” Jason told him, nodding toward Siobhan, who was staring at the three of them now in nothing short of shock. Whatever happened, if they survived, Thane was going to have to do a lot of explaining to do for her sake.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” he muttered and strode toward Siobhan. Instinctively, she stepped back, but his hand was wrapped around her wrist before she finished the movement.

“We have to go,” he told her firmly. “Now.”

Outside, lightning streaked across the sky. A second later, the windows along the east wall of the house exploded inward with tremendous force. The sound was deafening, and it gave the world a surreal quality as Thane pulled Siobhan to the side with superhuman speed and bent over her. The glass sprayed across the living room, followed closely by the wave of force that had shattered it to begin with. Thousands of miniscule shards buffeted everyone and everything inside; Thane felt it slice across his leather jacket like hellish sand paper. His death grip on Siobhan tightened and he bent lower as the power hit him next, rocking him forward and washing over him, dark and hot and wrong.

That was what black magic taken to its limit felt like. It was the difference between someone like Marius and someone like Siobhan. Two warlocks, one good, one evil, the separateness of their respective magics elementally tangible. Though Marius’ magic moved over Thane and had no real effect upon him, he could sense the potential damage within it and had never been more grateful for his immunity than he was in that moment. Especially since it protected the woman in his arms.

Time slowed for him, despite the hectic thrust of reality. In that space of stretched out seconds, as a furnace of glass and magic shot over him, Thane found himself blissfully distracted. She was warm where her back was pressed against his chest. She smelled like roses, potting soil, and a hint of lotion. The skin of her arms was so soft against his biceps, it felt like satin, and the curve of her hip beneath his palms enticed his fingers to curl and claim tighter purchase. 


And then the glass was sliding across the floor and someone was shoving him to the side, and he was turning, taking Siobhan with him as Jason Alberich raised his arms and began to cast a spell. There was a flash of red light and to Jason’s left, Steven Lazarus spun to face the Akyri who popped into existence beside him. Another flash – and another – and the living room was filling with Marius’ Akyri lackeys.

Jason’s hastily spoken spell began to fill the room with a sucking sound. “Just take her and go!” the Warlock King bellowed, and Thane acted without thinking, spinning Siobhan around and shoving her
down to the only glass-free space on the floor boards behind the couch. He went after her, opening a portal beneath her.

 He caught her cry of surprise floating up toward him as, instead of hitting the wood and catching herself as she’d intended, she continued to fall.

And fall.

Until his bed bounced beneath her, absorbing the impact and shocking her into silence. Thane hit the bed beside her, one strong arm draped over her body, the other expertly braced to catch the majority of his weight. 

White sheets wrapped around Siobhan’s legs as she pushed herself up on her arms, took in her surroundings through wide brown eyes, and then flipped over in the bed and tried to very quickly sit up. 

Her shirt and bra strap had both slipped, exposing the long, creamy expanse of her throat and shoulder

Thane’s instinct reared its dragon-like head, urging him to push her back down, to slide his body over hers and do whatever it took to keep her there.
It was a driving force, unexpected and strong, and it took an immense amount of strength to act against it.

He was no stranger to the one night stand, but he’d never had a woman in his
actual bed before. Not his bed – not this bed. Hell, he’d never brought a woman into his realm before. Now, seeing Siobhan
with all of her glorious red messed-up hair and hearing her soft, quick breaths, and feeling the warmth and softness of her only inches away from him on top of his sheets and pillows had a strange effect on Thane.

It was a little bit maddening.

Siobhan stared up at him from where she sat up a half a foot away. A lock of hair had fallen in front of her face and moved with each scared breath she took. “Where am I?” she asked, her voice quaking. “What the hell did you do?” She sat further up and tried to scramble away, but his sheets were doing a number on her legs. “Where am I?” she repeated, louder this time.

Thane hesitated a moment, desperately not wanting to leave the bed. He was a man, however, not a teenage boy, so he shoved his hormones back into place and took a deep, calming breath.

He thought of the Warlock King and Steven Lazarus – and Marius. He could slow time here on his plane, but not indefinitely. He was well aware that he was going to have to return very soon. He doubted Marius could take Jason Alberich, and Lazarus was in no danger since he was an Akyri and clearly knew how to brawl, but he also knew that there would be a mess to clean up. And Roman D’Angelo would need to know what was going down. The entire council of the 13 Kings would need to meet.

Well…. The entire council of twelve.

Slowly, Thane pushed himself up and off of the bed. There he gazed down at Siobhan for a long time, taking in every detail of the disheveled, auburn-haired, black magicked woman and memorizing it for later, before he once more offered her his hand. “You’re in my bed,” he told her frankly. 

When it was made patently clear by her gold-sparking glare and white gritted teeth that that was not what she meant, he allowed himself to smile. “In Purgatory,” he continued. “Welcome to my world.”






Chapter Fifteen

Purgatory…. 

Siobhan looked up at him, at the room around her, and the bed beneath her, and tried with all of her might to make sense of the fantasy her life had become. 

Not an hour ago, she’d been gardening outside in the sun, and now she was falling through the floor and onto the soft, warm, after-shave scented bed of some incredibly tall, dark and sexy stranger who was apparently a phantom and a king, and the bed was apparently in his bedroom in another plane altogether and supposedly that plane was called Purgatory. 

And she was fairly certain that a white rabbit had preceded her down this hole. 

With effort, she swallowed, and the difficult action was loud in the new stillness. She stared at the hand he offered and then looked back up at his eyes. Swirling silver gazed steadily, keenly, as always taking everything in.

“Am I dead?” she asked. Purgatory was where you went when you died, right? Hadn’t she heard something about that at some point? Wasn’t it something like hell but not quite as bad?

“No, Siobhan,” he said softly. Her name on his tongue sounded like a blessing. Like a curse. Like something she wanted to hear again. “You’re not dead,” he continued. “You’re safe here.” He didn’t retract his hand, and in fact leaned in a little. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

She hesitated, her hand traveling nervously over the sheet that was tangled around her right leg. 

He smiled, showing her his teeth. The fangs had retreated again.

And she was shocked to find she was almost disappointed.

“Siobhan,” he said, granting her secret wish that he would say it again. “Take my hand and let me help you out of my bed… unless you’d rather I join you there again.”

Siobhan’s eyes widened and her face flushed instantly hot. His expression was shameless, his smile a mile wide and hot as hell. Her hand slammed down onto his and at once his strong fingers curled over it, locking it in a firm grip.

“That’s a good girl,” he gently teased. With his other hand, he leaned over and pulled the sheets off of her legs, freeing her from their tangled embrace.


She stood quickly at first, and then slowly wobbled. Her legs were unsteady.

“Give it a few seconds,” he told her. “Traveling between realms can be disorienting for mortals.”


Siobhan felt her heart hiccup. Mortals, she thought. She’d never thought of herself as a “mortal” before. It had always been more like she was just different. She was a magic user, someone with a dark gift. Someone special. Now she was bumping elbows with seemingly immortal kings and Akyri and who knew what else? And she’d gone from being at the top of the supernatural hierarchy to more or less being at the bottom. That was disorienting.

“I’m fine,” she said, pulling her hand from his. It took a bit of effort; he didn’t want to let her go. And she didn’t want him to. It was two fighting against one. But in the end, she was free, and she was running her palms over her jeans in the half-hearted attempt to straighten out the wrinkles. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked suddenly. Siobhan looked up at him. He was watching her carefully, his expression concerned. 

She shook her head. “No, thank you.” Then she asked, “How old are you, Thanatos?”

“Please,” he said, smiling a small smile. “Call me Thane. Thanatos is what the other kings call me.” He looked away, seeming uncomfortable for a moment. “And the Anime,” he finished, turning his gaze back to her.

“Okay,” she said. “Thane.” She swallowed, and then she squared her courage and asked, “What are you?”

The room, which Siobhan hadn’t yet had a chance to fully take in, grew quiet. Thane’s gaze narrowed, the silver in them intensifying. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she started slowly, “you say that Steven is an Akyri. And I know I’m a warlock. You’re supposed to be the Phantom King. But what is that?”

“It isn’t a what,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s a who. And I’m afraid I have nothing to compare it with because there’s only one of me.”

That told her absolutely nothing, and her expression must have said as much because Thane took a step back and gestured toward the bedroom door. “Come with me and I’ll show you.”

The space he suddenly put between them afforded Siobhan room to breathe. When he was near, he was overwhelming, all-encompassing, and he acquired every ounce of her attention. However, now she was able to look around and take in her surroundings. 

The room was quaint, the walls white-painted hardwood, the floorboards the same. The floor was scuffed from what looked like years of boots treading upon them, but they were spotlessly clean. There were no hanging decorations, and only three pieces of furniture: a small side table with a tin bowl and a few other objects on top of it, a large wood and leather chest, and the bed covered in crisp white linens. To her left was a single window. It was open, and a gentle breeze came in through white gauzy curtains. A clear vase sat on the window sill; it held three perfect daisies and half a cup of water.

It was peaceful. Quiet, a bit lonely. But peaceful.

As if he’d known that she needed to gain her bearings, or perhaps because he was simply a gentleman underneath that rough exterior, Thane allowed her the time to look around. But when she looked back up at his face, it was to find his eyes so light, they were nearly glowing again, and his jaw was set. Tense.

He seemed distracted, impatient, and perhaps even in pain.

“Are you alright?” she asked, suddenly very wary.

It took him a moment to respond. When he finally did, he had to take a deep breath first. It wasn’t a good sign.

“This realm is home to the Anime,” he began. “They are the spirits of those who have died wrongful deaths.” He paused. “There are seven billion people on the planet right now, and homicide runs rampant.”

Siobhan absorbed that, her mind spinning with the implications.

“In the last hour, more souls have come knocking on my door than I’d care to count,” he said. “They’re waiting. And I'm not sure how much longer I can put off doing my job.”

She stared up at him, his tall form, his dark visage, his incredible beauty, and she thought about what his “job” must entail. If he was the king of this place, Purgatory, and he had to tend to all of the souls of those who had died wrongful deaths…. She could scarcely think of a worse profession. A more lonely one certainly did not exist.

“You have to deal with each one?” she asked quietly. 

His eyes confirmed it. “Every one.”

*****

He could well understand her silence then. She’d been hit with a lot over the course of the afternoon, but this final bit of news was most likely mind-numbing. He was actually very impressed with how well she was handling it all.

He, on the other hand, was not doing so well. There were too many wars, too many things people found to fight over. The human race was as diverse as any species he had ever come across, and yet they were the least equipped to deal with that diversity. They simply could not accept differences. Instead, they relied upon those differences to validate their hatred. 

The result was astronomically, profoundly sad. And he had to deal with it now; it simply could not wait any longer.

“Come with me,” he said, holding out his hand once more. “I’ll show you.” This time, he prayed that she would simply take it. He prayed for it with all of his might, because he felt bereft in that moment, helpless and lost, and more than anything in the world, he wanted her touch. He couldn’t explain it. It was just what he craved – more than he craved air to breathe.

Like a blessing or a miracle, Siobhan looked down at his hand and slipped hers into it. She was so small, so seemingly delicate in the contained strength of his grip. She had no idea who it was she was touching, the death he’d seen, the battles he’d fought, the knowledge he possessed. And that innocence took her own beauty to another level. She’d been an inconceivable angel in his eyes, somehow strong enough and good enough to fight the pull of black magic her entire life. But now?

Now
she felt out of his league. 

Which was what made his fingers curl over hers and his grip tighten before he turned toward the door and led her out into the hall. 

He could let the spirits in anywhere, but no one had ever seen the interior of his home. No one but Siobhan. He didn’t want to change that now. For some reason, sharing this small thing with a warlock he’d barely met was important to him. 

Instead he took her out through his kitchen, small but clean and barely used for anything but coffee, and through the door to his adjoining garage. His boots made a hollow sound as he descended the three steps to the concrete floor of the cavernous space. He heard Siobhan hesitate behind him; the garage was dark and she didn’t know what to expect.

He leaned over, flipped a switch, and waited as one by one the massive lights fifty feet overhead popped to life. A long and sturdy tin roof protected the garage from sun and wind. The interior space was cool and calm and seemingly endless.

It was not really so much a garage as a hangar. There were walls of aluminum that he could pull closed to section off parts of it from time to time if he wanted to, but right now, they were all wide open and the hangar and its inhabitants stretched into the distance.

As he always did when entering his garage, he found himself standing still, admiring the view. 

And then he realized that the woman behind him was doing the same thing. He turned to look at her. Her beautiful light brown eyes were wide, her lips were parted, and from somewhere deep inside, she muttered the softest oath he’d ever heard.

He smiled. He was proud of his garage.

“Holy… mother,” she muttered, coming down the steps like a zombie. She moved around him as if in a dream. “You’ve… you’ve got… a Mercedes Benz 540 K?”

Thane blinked. How did she know that?

“And a Maserati 3500 GT!” she exclaimed softly. “Oh my God, you have a BMW 327 Sports Coupe! Thane, these cars are worth a fortune! They’re collector’s items! And they’re….” Her voice trailed off as she moved out into the garage in a state of wonder. 

He was beginning to feel himself slip into the same state.

“They’re all perfect,” she muttered. Her hand reached out as if to touch the nearest of the vehicles, a massive beast in white from the 1940’s, but stayed several inches above the paint as if touching it would ruin the illusion. And the gloss of the paint. “Jesus, you have a 1948 Delahaye 175 Coupe de Ville,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I always wanted to find one of these and fix it up.”

Thane was certain that as he stood there and watched the young warlock make her way through his garage, he felt more stunned than she did. In all these years, he’d never met a person who knew as much about them as he did. Not until today.

The wonder on her face was breathtaking. She had moved between the glossy-coated vehicles and slipped into a darker space beyond when he heard her gasp.

“Holy shit, a Brough Superior SS100!” 

Thane breath caught and his pulse quickened. He moved through the garage to stand beside her. She gazed down at a bike from the 1940’s in absolute awe. 

“This thing is eighty years old if it’s a day and it’s worth a quarter of a million dollars,” she said breathlessly. “I can’t believe I’m looking at one. And I swear to God it’s in pristine condition.” She managed to pull her gaze off of the motorcycle in order to look up at him. “Have you ever even ridden it?”

It took Thane a moment to find the words to speak. He had several dozen motorcycles in this garage, both sports bikes and cruisers. They were lined up like chrome soldiers, each unique in its own way. But the Brough Superior was his all-time favorite bike, and she’d picked it out of the line-up in no time. Just like that. Had he ever ridden it? Holy fuck, had he ever.

Would you like to go for a ride?
he wanted to ask. 

But the spirits were banging restlessly on his door, their varied darknesses amassing like a thunderhead. 

Thane had never hated his job before that moment. He’d never really minded what he had to do. It had been a desolate existence, and it had been never-ending, and it troubled him that he’d been progressively busier at it as the centuries passed. But until that very moment, he’d never actually resented it. 

Now his duty as the Phantom King stood in the way of something he wanted. And suddenly it was nearly unbearable.

With great effort, Thane pulled his gaze from Siobhan’s and turned away to run a hand through his thick black hair. “Yes,” he told her flatly. “I have.”

She was silent behind him, no doubt surprised by the shortness of his reply. He wanted to kick himself. But there was no time, not even for self degradation.

“This is what I wanted to show you,” he said, tasting the bitterness of his own words. He raised his hand to the darkness of the deeper end of the garage – and opened the door.

The air wavered, the darkness lightened to gray, and a fracture erupted in the fabric of space and time. A figure appeared in that darkness, a middle-aged man with leathery skin, wiry hair, and linen clothing. He wore a countenance of misery, as so many had before him and no doubt so many would to come. 

As if he’d been born knowing what to do when the time came, the man stepped forward, seeming to hover in the air above the vehicles several yards away.

“Cover your ears,” Thane said, speaking to Siobhan. He saw her obey out of his peripheral vision, her palms pressed to ears just in time as, behind the male spirit the portal began to close once more.
It crashed shut behind him, filling the air with the sound of thunder.


“Where am I?” he asked in a quaking voice and speaking his own language. Thane would not have bothered with the translation, but because he wanted Siobhan to understand what it was he did, the Phantom King allowed the words to change. They were spoken in one language – and heard in another.

“You’re in Purgatory,” he told the spirit, using cultural terms and synonymous words that the man would be familiar with.

“Why am I here?” he asked next.

Before Thane could do as he always did and explain the situation to the new Anime, Siobhan stepped forward beside him.
“You were trying to protect your son, weren’t you?” she asked quietly.

The man’s eyes grew wider, and the stark pain of his expression deepened. “Yes!” he said, releasing the word in a half-sob. “My little boy….” Another sob escaped, and the man’s pain became palpable. “Oh God, my son. My precious son.”

“A car bomb went off,” Siobhan spoke, the voice distant and numb-sounding. She went on, as if she had to explain the situation to Thane, who had been doing this for centuries. “His son was trapped in the building beside it. He went in to save him and was shot in the back.”

Thane gazed at her in shock. How had she known that? How the hell had she known all of that?

“Yes,” the man breathed, his entire body shaking with emotion. He looked at Siobhan with as much surprise as Thane must have been showing.

“He’s not here,” Siobhan said. “He hasn’t come here, which means he lived.”

Now Thane felt the wind knocked from his lungs. What the fuck?! There was no way she could know that for certain! He’d only begun letting the spirits in to Purgatory; this was the first and they were backed up by at least three dozen. How would she know that this man’s son wasn’t among them? 

Unless….

I know it, don’t I?

He did know it.
As the Phantom King, he knew all that was essential when it came to the Anime. No one else possessed this inherent knowledge, only the ruler of the realm, only the sovereign of this vast and desolate kingdom.

The words Roman D’Angelo had spoken to the council of Kings when he’d told them of Lalura Chantelle’s vision now floated through Thane’s mind. “There were thirteen kings on the chess board. And thirteen queens.”

A world of deep understanding seemed to pass from the spirit to Siobhan, a silent stream of empathy and sympathy and something intangible but more important than all of the riches in the universe. And then the man raised his hands, palm up, and with all of the gratitude in his heart, he said, “Thank you.”

He stepped back, and the portal that had closed behind him re-opened. It was like watching what had happened with Steven Lazarus all over again. But this time, there was no sparkling black magic surrounding the spirit, and Thane knew that he wouldn’t be returning to Earth. He was simply leaving. He would not be staying in Purgatory. There was no need.

Because of Siobhan, the understanding she’d shown him, and the reassurance she’d given him, he was letting go.
Because of her, a spirit was being laid to rest.

The man’s ghost dissolved into the portal, and the portal closed once more. As if she’d done it a thousand times and no longer had to be warned, Siobhan placed her hands over her ears as the thunder passed through the garage.

A few seconds later, she lowered her hands again, but her eyes remained focused on the empty space where the spirit had been. Thane gazed down at her, his entire world tipped on its axis. He’d never seen anything more miraculous than what he’d just witnessed. He’d never seen anything so beautiful. 

Can I keep you? The words raced through his mind, a thought – and a nearly undeniable compulsion. 

Keep you.

Finally, Siobhan blinked. Then she slowly turned to look up at him. “I don’t understand what just happened,” she said. “I mean, I know what I did. I do know… deep down.” She blinked again, pressed her hand to her heart, and looked down at the floor. “But I don’t know why or how.” Her eyes returned to his. “Thane, what’s going on?”

There were probably a hundred different things he could have said in that moment. But only one really seemed to fit.

“Do you think you could do it again?” 

Siobhan’s brown-gold eyes glistened, their depths seeming to swirl to life with understanding. After a few seconds had passed, she nodded. Just once.

And Thane turned to let the next spirit in.






Chapter Sixteen

The day
had passed like an impossible dream. She’d begun it in fear and uncertainty, deciding to go about her quotidian existence by tending to the ordinary tasks of gardening, cleaning, and maybe a little low-level magic to fix up a few clocks she had in a back room. She’d never imagined that before the sun set, she would come face to face with a being like the Phantom King.

And never, not in a million years, could she have forecast everything that happened after that:

The revelation that Steven was an Akyri, the attack by the Akyri King, on her home, the slip through the portal into Thane’s strange and lonely world, and finally the heart-rending interactions with the wronged spirits he had to deal with day in and day out. It was game changing. It was life altering. It was actually so enormously bizarre and extraordinary, there were no words to properly describe it.

And now, a full thirty-seven spirits later, Siobhan leaned against Thane’s
gleaming black Rolls Royce Phantom feeling forlorn but strangely satisfied. She was drained, but in a good way.

“Here, drink this,” came a deep, wonderful voice. Siobhan looked up to find the Phantom King standing beside her
holding
two ice cold bottles of beer. He’d just returned from his kitchen and the bottle was frosted over, the
cap already removed. No drink had ever looked so inviting in all of Siobhan’s life.

He held one out for her. 

She took the bottle and immediately placed it to her lips. It was so cold, so refreshing, she closed her eyes as the liquid slid past her tongue and down her throat. Smooth, delicious, invigorating. She took several long pulls, drinking deeply before finally lowering the bottle again, now half empty. 

When she opened her eyes, it was to find Thane smiling down at her, his silver eyes twinkling with amusement. “I like a girl who can guzzle beer.”
Thane joined her in leaning against the car.

“A Rolls Royce Phantom,” she teased. “You do that on purpose?”

He chuckled, the sound positively delicious. She took a long drink of her beer to hide her
blushing reaction to his nearness and the deep, glorious treble of his voice. “I just like the car,” he said, his smile broad and beautiful.

The two shared a long silence then, each of them drinking from their own bottles, Siobhan more or less hiding behind hers. 

Finally, when she trusted herself to talk again, she asked, “Where do they go?” 

“The Anime?” Thane asked.

She nodded. 

He cocked his head to one side, considering her for a moment. “I’ll show you.” He straightened, coming off the car, and walked toward the garage wall. It was metal and vast, and would probably take some muscle to push to the side.

The Phantom King placed his beer on a work bench against the wall to his left and shrugged off his leather jacket. Siobhan swallowed hard and felt her belly begin to grow warm.

Holy Mary have mercy….

He was living perfection, every hard curve and cut edge seemingly sculpted from stone and dyed a deep tan. Colorful and expertly rendered tattoos graced the bends and rise of his biceps, scrolling over his broad shoulders and disappearing behind the thin material of his black t-shirt. 

With unnatural grace, he tossed his jacket onto the bench beside his beer and then grabbed the garage’s metal door handle with both hands. Siobhan stood there and watched, her mouth watering and her legs turning to jelly as every muscle in his body flexed and the door began to slide open.

Oh fu-

Before she could complete the lascivious thought, a harsh light streamed into the room from beside him, robbing her of her incredible view and blinding her on the spot. She raised her hand in front of her face and blinked into the swirling dust motes that surrounded her. Across the room, the screeching of metal against pavement finally came to a stop and was followed by the sound of boots coming her way.

Siobhan squinted, lowering her arm. A shadow moved in front of her, filling her vision, and she found herself looking into Thane’s eyes so close it stole her breath. He could kiss her right now. Just a few more inches…. She caught his scent; leather and soap and something like engine oil or grease. 

Her stomach was warm again, filled with moths and indecision. He smiled, showing her those white teeth with fangs that were just waiting to lengthen, and turned slightly to gesture toward the ultra-bright doorway he’d opened across the garage. 

The tattoos he sported seemed more vibrant now than they had before. And… was it her imagination, or had they changed? 

She stared at them, a phoenix of fiery red
on one arm, a stone and silver dragon on the other. She marveled at the way the art wrapped around the curves of his generous biceps. She felt transfixed by them.

Then his hand was at her back and she was being gently nudged toward the light. She blushed again, furious with herself for her uncharacteristic lack of willpower, and followed him through the garage.

A warm breeze greeted her as she stepped out into the noon-bright glare of day. She blinked a few more times, adjusting to the difference. When her vision cleared, she faced an endlessly vast expanse. Miles and miles of flat land, of desert and nothing else, stretched into the horizon. She turned, taking in the view from every angle. It never changed; the desert went on forever in every direction. 

Siobhan moved away from the garage and walked out several yards from the house. Then she turned back to face it. 

Against the backdrop of a landscape almost dream-like in its stark solitude stood a lone single-story house of white painted wood and a one-car garage. Siobhan frowned. Where was the hangar she’d just been in?

Clearly, the image of the house she viewed now was not what was truly there. And should she be surprised? She turned in place, at awe with the unchanging landscape. Nothing made sense that day, so this wasn’t anything new.

That day…. She just realized it had been night in Salem when they’d left. It was high noon here. The dry, desolate expanse baked beneath an unforgiving sun.

She shook her head, not knowing what to think. “Where are they?” she asked, referring to the Anime she’d asked about. Other than Thane, who was now walking toward her, his hands thrust into the front pockets of his jeans so that the muscles of his arms were clearly outlined, she didn’t see a single soul.

Thane came to stand beside her and his gaze pierced the endless distance. “They’re out there,” he said. 

Siobhan gawked at him. “What, just
out there? Just – out in that nothingness?”

Thane looked down at her. The silver in his eyes was muted out here, more a gun metal gray than the glowing silver they sported in the darkness. He looked a little more humble, too. The wind rustled his hair, the dust of the desert settling into it. He looked tanned and troubled, like the “Desperado” of an Eagles ballad. He also looked older. And profoundly sad.

“This is where souls come to forget,” he told her. “The wounds are deep and it takes time. They’re given that here.”

Siobhan felt rocked to her core. She looked from Thane to the horizon and back again. “No,” she said. She closed her eyes, shook her head, and opened them. “No, that’s not right.” There was something so fundamentally wrong about what Thane was telling her, she could barely find the words to express it. 

She turned to face him fully. “’Life isn’t fair.’ That’s what they say.  That’s the thoughtless, regurgitated expression we’re always given when things go pear shaped in life,” she said. Her tone was rising, her words coming faster and with more fury. “But this?” she said, gesturing to the parched land. “This is death. And goddamn it, at least in death things should be fair for once, don’t you think?” She exhaled a shaky breath and threw up her hands. “You mean to tell me that people who are murdered or who die in terrible ways are sent to this wasteland with no – no – no empathy? No kindness, no comfort, no nothing? They suffer in life, suffer in death, and suffer again here?” She couldn’t hold it in. “That’s bullshit!”

“They don’t suffer here,” Thane said, his tone placating. “They just are.”

Siobhan found herself both glaring and open-mouthed. She started to say something, then stopped. Her mouth shut. She shook her head. “No,” she finally said. “That’s not good enough.” She looked away, her gaze traveling the horizontal line in the distance.

It was a while before either of them spoke. The wind filled the silence, the sound hollow and lonely. 

“I don’t think it is either.”

Siobhan slowly straightened, frowning. She turned to face the Phantom King. He was watching her with soulful eyes now a dark gray, like stone. “I’ve never felt it was good enough,” he told her. “It’s just the way it is. And I was created to do what I do because I just was. I don’t have an explanation for any of it. I can’t make any excuses.” He stepped forward, closing the distance between them and shutting out the rest of Purgatory. “But I’ll tell you this,” he said. His voice had dropped to become more intimate. “In the brief time you’ve been here, Siobhan, you’ve helped more souls than I have during my entire reign.”

Siobhan felt the ground shift beneath her feet as Thane reached out and brushed his fingertips across her upper arm and then gently took it in his hand. A buzz-like thrill passed through her skin and into her blood, heating her from the inside out. “There might be something to that,” he said.

Like what? she thought distractedly. Suddenly, all she could concentrate on was his touch. 

It ended too soon. He lowered his hand and his expression changed. “I’m sorry Siobhan,” he told her. “I have to get back and help if I can.”

Siobhan frowned. “Help? With what?” He couldn’t mean the fight with Marius. They’d left hours ago. Surely it was over by now, good or bad. She wasn’t worried about Steven any longer; clearly magic had no untoward effect on him. And she didn’t even know the blonde, green-eyed man who had appeared and claimed her as “one of his own.” He was a charismatic figure, that much was certain. But he was neither friend nor family. She had nothing to lose in the fight they’d left but material wealth, and because of her magical ability to repair any item, material things had never meant all that much to her. She could always get more.

“When I will it to, time moves differently in Purgatory,” he said. He took a deep breath and let it out. “I have to return to your house, but you need to stay here.”

“Do you mean that Steven and the others are still fighting?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he said. “I won’t know until I get there. It’s been minutes in your realm, but I can’t keep up the time difference much longer.”

Siobhan looked from him to the small house in the middle of nowhere. “You can’t leave me here.”

“I can’t take you back with me. Marius is after you.” He was resolute in this; she could hear it in his voice. But Steven had been right about her. She was a head-strong woman, and there was no way she was going to be left behind in this limbo indefinitely.

Her gaze narrowed and she could feel the magic within her raise its head and prick an ear as if it could sense that it was finally about to really come out and play. “You take me with you, Phantom King, or I swear to God I will make you regret ever laying eyes on me.”






Chapter Seventeen

Siobhan paced with restless fury back and forth across the large study. It was well appointed, furnished in things so old and yet so brand new, they might as well have been antiques she’d repaired herself. There were no windows in this room, only tapestries and book shelves and massive leather chairs adorned in throws so soft, she wanted to pick one up and carry it around with her. 

And then there were the guards. Four of them, two on either side of the closed door inside the room, and two in the hall in the same position.
Seriously! Four men? Each was the size of a tank, and each had an aura about him that felt distinctly non-human.

When she’d demanded that Thane bring her back to the “real” world with him, he’d run his strong hand through his thick black hair, his eyes had flashed like lightning, and then he’d finally taken a deep breath and nodded. “Fine,” he said. “But you still need protection. And I know just where you’ll get it.”

With that, he had taken hold of her wrist in a grip that both thrilled her and made her distinctly nervous, and he’d waved his other hand to open another portal. She watched it grow and expand, an actual rip in every law of physics that existed, and then she stumbled slightly as he quickly pulled her on through.

The trip was disorienting again, and this time a little draining. She wanted to sit down, take in her surroundings, and get her bearings, but the Phantom King never gave her the chance.

Instead, she found herself in a room that was already occupied – by two men who were as tall and as impressive as Thane. One had lighter colored hair and was dressed in a butler’s clothes, which somewhat surprised Siobhan. She had no idea people even used butlers any more. He stood beside the door as if awaiting instruction.

The other occupant of the room, a dark haired man with pitch black eyes, was intimidating on sight. When the portal opened up in what appeared to be his study of all places and Siobhan and Thane stepped through, the man turned from where he’d been facing a bookshelf, a phone to his ear, and disconnected the call.

His eyes met Thane’s and some kind of silent communication went on between the two. Meanwhile, Siobhan had simply stood there sagging beneath the weight of the portal transport and one mystery too many.

“She’s a warlock,” Thane said. “And she needs protection.” He looked down at her, his fully grown fangs showing clearly as he added, “Lots of it.”

The tall dark-haired man nodded and said, “Consider it done. And I’m assuming you’d like to add another reason why the thirteen need to meet.”

Thane had nodded, just once, further adding to Siobhan’s general confusion. Then he released Siobhan’s wrist, and she ran a shaking hand over her face. She felt flushed and something in her brain buzzed.

“Jaxon, please help miss Ashdown to a seat and see that she consumes something.” Siobhan lowered her hand and looked up at the black-eyed man. His voice was stunning in its unnatural command. And how had he known her name?

The butler came forward, took her gently by the upper arms, and steered her toward the nearest leather-backed chair. “I must insist that you have some tea, miss Ashdown,” Jaxon the butler told her. His voice was calm and soothing, and when he told her she needed to have some tea, she had to admit that it sounded like a really great idea. So she nodded, and he tucked one of those uber-soft throws around her and disappeared. 

“We’ll speak further in here,” the black-eyed man said, gesturing toward a second door that led from the study. Thane glanced at Siobhan. As he did, two shadows filled the doorway. Siobhan turned to find two more men standing on either side of the open entrance.

She looked back at Thane and he seemed to come to a decision. He followed the other man to the door and through it. They closed it behind them. And she was alone with two strangers.

Jaxon the butler returned a few seconds after that carrying a tray covered with a steaming tea pot, milk, cream, sugar, honey, three different kinds of tea, and at least five different kinds of cookies. He set the tray down on a coffee table in front of her, told her to help herself and ask one of the guards should she need anything further, and then he left once more. 

As he disappeared through the door, he was replaced by two more “guards.” 

And that was how she’d ended up here, under the watch of four highly intimidating men. 

She was edgy; her magic didn’t like the fact that she was under lock and key. It was the stubborn part of her, the headstrong part. She looked at the men – and her magic begged her to poke holes in them. 

The clock on the wall told her she’d only been there for twenty minutes, but she was sure it was wrong. She was sure it had been days. She felt displaced, without a home, without a purpose or even a general understanding of what was going on in life any longer.

She’d eaten the entire plate of two dozen cookies. It was a sure sign that she had reached some kind of breaking point. Her fingertips itched, as if they were being very gently shocked. Her head felt light. 

Finally, she looked back over at the two men standing on either side of the closed door and found herself wondering which one it would be best to attack first.

*****

It took all of five seconds for Thane to relay the situation
to the Vampire King. Just as he’d known would be the case, no words were needed. Roman D’Angelo had taken one look at Thane upon his appearance with Siobhan in his study and he’d delved straight into the Phantom King’s mind to take the information he needed. There was a supernatural battle going down in Salem that involved Marius, Jason Alberich, and the new and oddly powerful Akyri Steven Lazarus, and Thane was asking for Roman’s help.

For Siobhan’s sake, Thane had spoken a few very basic things aloud: 
She was a warlock and she needed protection.

Roman had already gathered as much though, no doubt. With the outward calm and grace of a 3,000 year old king, D’Angelo had gone to the trouble of trying his best to put Siobhan at ease by having Jaxon tend to her. At the same time, he’d mentally called his guards to watch over her.
And then he’d led Thanatos through a normal, every-day door and into a separate room from which they could transport away.

As they stepped through the portal that would take them from the Vampire King’s safe house to the streets of Salem, Thane could sense that there was more at work than even he was aware of. When he’d appeared in the study with Siobhan, he had been instantly hit with the impression that Roman D’Angelo was already troubled. There was an aura about the room, and the mansion in general, that was wrong. 

Now thane could see that the power was building up around Roman at a nearly frightening pace. He was agitated. He’d been able to mask his internal rage back at the mansion – but the monster inside was rearing its head now.

On one hand, if the Vampire King let loose with all he had stored up, Salem would crumble beneath a disaster of earthquake-like proportions. On the other hand, Thane’s mere proximity to the man was allowing him to absorb a bit of that magic, and that was probably a good thing. In fact, knowing Roman, that might have been the Vampire King’s plan.

They stepped out together, two men wrapped in darkness who seemed to bring the very night with them. The portal closed behind them without a detectable sound because a storm brewed around them, its lightning splitting the sky, its thunder drowning out all other noises.

Wind whipped through Thane’s hair and his eyes flashed to white. His fangs extended behind lips drawn back in a ready snarl. Magic permeated the air, dark and twisted, grazing his skin and making the hairs on his arms stand on end. Beside him, Roman transformed as well, the monster within him allowed to shift his eyes to a glowing red and expose the fangs he normally kept hidden.

Up ahead of them lay the cul-de-sac of Siobhan’s street. Not a full minute had elapsed since Thane had transported Siobhan and himself to Purgatory. He could sense the change in time; nearly none had passed. He’d never held it for that long before. Was he growing stronger?
It was a question to be answered later.

Thane and Roman broke into a run toward the house in the cul-de-sac, drawn to it by the color spray of magic that could be seen through the billowing curtains that rustled and danced through the mansion’s shattered windows. The sky fractured with a bolt of electricity that struck the roof of the house directly, the force so powerful, it cascaded over the tiles, across the lawn, and out into the street to bring Thane and his companion to a halt.

The two crouched beneath the wave’s electric, black magic-filled onslaught as it rushed across the asphalt, a visible ripple in reality. Thane lowered his head, braced himself, and took the opportunity to absorb every ounce of magic that tidal waved over his strong body. There was so much there, it almost hurt to take in. But he managed.

And then he and Roman both raised their heads to train their gazes on the house once more. Thane’s vision was tinted red. Something crashed inside the house, glass exploding and tinkling across a great distance. Someone grunted in pain – and then cried out in agony.

Roman headed toward one of the windows and Thane was crashing through the front door before he realized what he was doing. He had no idea where the Vampire King ended up and almost didn’t care. 

The scene in front of him was one of chaos and struggle. Jason Alberich stood at the center of the room where Thane and Siobhan had last seen him only seconds earlier. He was in hand-to-hand combat with Marius. The two had each other in firm grips and so much magic surrounded them, their figures were blurred and indistinct in the miasmic cloud.

Alberich had just finished casting the spell he’d begun as Thane took Siobhan out of the house. Now that it was finished, he recognized its signature. That particular spell was meant to absorb magic instead of attack with it. The Warlock King was intelligent enough not to use magic directly against Marius since the notorious Akyri would only absorb it and use it against him if he did. Instead, Alberich had turned the tables and used a spell meant to draw as much of Marius’ power out of him as possible.

The clash of wills had to have been immense for it to have created the mess in this living room. Every surface was scorched, though Alberich and Marius themselves seemed completely untouched by the damage. No doubt the lightning bolt that had brought Thane and Roman to a halt outside had been the result of their two powers battling it out – Marius struggling furiously to keep what he had to himself and Jason struggling just as hard to take it away from him.

They were not alone in the room. Rogue Akyri everywhere struggled in fist-to-cuffs with Jason’s warlocks and personal Akyri servants. As the Warlock King, Jason had amassed an immense amount of power, and that power drew Akyri to him like moths to a flame. He chose the strongest and the most loyal as a kind of guard. These men now struggled alongside him. 

Also in the fray was the former detective Steven Lazarus, who much to Thane’s inordinate shock, was slamming one of Marius’ Akyri up against the scorched wall behind him even as Thane watched. 

He had fractions of a second to take all of this in. That was all.

In the next moment, he was hit from the side by something hard and fast and strong, and two bodies went sailing across the living room to connect with the dining room table, smashing it to splinters beneath them as they continued to the floor.

Thane made it through his attacker. And the next one. And somewhere between knocking out the third and turning to deal with the fourth, he wondered how there could possibly be so many. Marius had acquired a veritable army of demons to follow him. 

And they’d all come here to help him get to Siobhan? Why? Yes, she was beautiful, and yes she was a warlock, and yes she had stored a boat-load of power over the years, and yes she might even be his queen…. 

Thane felt a frisson of fear and determination rush through him. He’d answered his own question. The Akyri King would be hard pressed to come up with a more desirable meal than an innocent warlock who might also be one of the 13 Queens.

Thane gritted his fanged teeth and the fourth Akyri he was fighting went sailing, as did the fifth. He felt the magic he’d stolen earlier rush to the fore, ready to be cast even though he knew it would be a fatal error in dealing with these men. As he spun to find his next opponent, a second bolt of lightning split the
night air. 

This one was so close that it set Thane’s teeth on edge, buzzed through his mind, and made the world seem distant for a moment.
Electricity struck the roof and then traveled through the already burned wood and cascaded like a spider web over every piece of furniture in the house. It lit up the ground beneath him like a grid, melting a bit of the tread on his motorcycle boots.

Time seemed to slow in the wake of the blast, almost coming to a stop. Thane turned in that slow-motion battle, his silver eyes searching the bizarre chaos. 

He found himself standing at the center of the lit-up and burned-out house, Jason Alberich, Roman D’Angelo,
Steven Lazarus, and Marius the Akyri King all within a few feet of each other. The five of them formed a pentagram of throbbing, crackling magic, of power ancient and unnamable.

The shadows danced and wavered around them, their depths darkening into familiar shapes. Thane glanced at them and frowned. He had the strangest sensation… that each one was watching him. Waiting. It was as if the spirits of his realm had gathered along its borders, an army of souls ready to charge the world they’d once known for their king. It couldn’t be, though. Once an Anime was trapped in Purgatory, they could never get out again. It was impossible.

Wasn’t it? 

For some reason, in that very moment and in the midst of the magic as thick as water in the air around him, it felt like anything was possible.

Two feet away, Marius’ red eyes burned with untold hatred and far too much power. He turned those red eyes on Thane and flashed his fangs. “I’ll have her, Phantom King. Mark my words.” Then he looked at Alberich. “And you, Warlock King. You can find any warlock anywhere in the world….” He laughed, and it was a horrid, wretched sound, harsh and hoarse and deep. As he laughed, the fallen Akyri around them began to pull themselves up – even the ones he was sure he had killed.

“The warlocks are your domain,” Marius continued. “And the Akyri are mine.” His smile broadened and his eyes burned like laser beams where they were locked in Jason’s gaze. “Even the beautiful blonde ones hiding on tiny islands in the middle of the Pacific.”

Jason’s green eyes flashed red. He moved forward – and met a force field of inconceivable magic as the Akyri King thrust his power in an outward blast, simultaneously opening an instant portal to some other place. 

It was a dark place and it was a horrible place. 

Thane had a split-second impression of it before Marius and every one of his Akyri lackeys were enveloped in deep, dark cold and impenetrable black – and then sucked away.

A second later, Jason sent away his own Akyri, all of whom had come through the fight relatively unscathed. He only chose the best.

In the aftermath of the battle, three kings of the supernatural world and one surprising newcomer stood alone, their chests rising and falling with exertion, their clothes torn and tattered, the house around them in ruins.

Outside, a handsome ginger tomcat whipped his tail against the pavement of the sidewalk in agitation. He made a small, perhaps frustrated sound. His whiskers twitched. 

Sirens wailed in the distance.






Chapter Eighteen

There was a dark cloud hanging over Roman D’Angelo as he entered the meeting room for the 13 Kings that night. The air was already swimming with the heady mixture of barely checked magic when Roman stepped in and closed the door behind him. He was late. His place was at the head of the table, and normally he would have been the first to arrive. Especially when he’d called the meeting himself.

However, nothing about this night was status quo, and when he walked in, he felt the weight of twelve sets of very powerful eyes follow him to his seat.

There were twelve original Kings present today. Marius the Akyri King was missing. In his place sat Jesse Graves, the werewolf council Overseer. He’d had the invitation to join them for months, but it took something very personal and close to home to finally bring him to the table.

So much was happening all at once, it felt apocalyptic.

There was this business with Ophelia…. Roman was not a man any sane person would want to piss off. But Ophelia was not sane. And she was not really even a person. She was a vampire, which was difficult enough for Roman to wrap his head around, but not only was she a vampire, she had acquired more power than a vampire of her age should have acquired. 

He’d sensed it as she’d entered his mind. No one else in the world could do such a thing, not even Evie though she was close. He could feel his wife’s abilities growing every day. Lalura had been right when she’d reiterated that in the game of chess, the queen is always more powerful than the king. Evelynne D’Angelo was about to prove that perfectly.

But for now, Roman’s private thoughts were safe from everyone but the young woman he had once courted, had once thought he loved, and who now apparently hated him and everyone he actually did love.

Someone out there – some other vampire – had turned Ophelia despite Roman’s edict as king that such a thing would no longer be done. Now the law against turning  mortals was lifted and the vampires of Roman’s realm were allowed to bring new humans into their ranks in certain, special circumstances. However, in 1798, it was not allowed. There were very good reasons for this.

When Roman killed the former king and took over as sovereign of the vampires three thousand years ago, he’d claimed the throne of a nation so debauched and overrun with bloodthirstiness, it had disgusted him to his core. The first thing he’d done was ensure that the death, destruction, and utter disregard for human emotion come to a sudden and firm end.

Three magic words were necessary for the transformation of human into vampire: Addo Nox Noctis. Roman had hidden away the words, hidden away the means to force this change upon mortals, and issued the decree. Punishment for breaking this law had been strict indeed. 

And apparently, at least one very important infraction had gone unnoticed. It was no wonder that when Roman, delirious with grief, had gone to the Phantom King’s realm to ask for Ophelia’s Anime, she had not been there. Despite the fact that she’d died a wrongful death, run down by a carriage in the streets of London in the prime of her life, she was not in Purgatory. That was what Thanatos had told him.

Roman hadn’t believed him at the time. 

He believed him now.

He could not help but wonder what vampire had caused this to happen. And why turn Ophelia? Certainly, she was lovely. But had it been worth it? Roman’s vice-like grip on the vampire nation and the punishments for breaking his laws were so severe, any vampire willing to do so would have had to be insane. Or very, very smart. 

Or both.

Whoever he was, Ophelia had referred to him as a “master” vampire and as good as promised that he would be coming for Evelynne. To say nothing of the threat Ophelia posed herself. She felt forsaken by him and displaced by Evie, and she meant to seek revenge. The easiest way to devastate Roman would be to attack Evie directly. 

It was his worst fear.

Roman knew he couldn’t trust the 13 Kings. The fight that he, Alberich and Thane had just experienced with the Akyri King was testament to that as well. He couldn’t have Evie join him in the meeting room. There was so much power sitting at that table, if any one of the others was somehow involved in Ophelia’s transformation or was on Marius’ side, Evie’s life would have been placed in
jeopardy.

Instead, he’d left her in their cavern, the one place he could be certain she would be safe. 

“Thank you for your time, gentlemen,” Roman greeted the others. His deep, powerful voice filled the room with authority, as it always did. He went to the chair that was his, but instead of sitting, he placed his hands palm-down on the table and leaned into it. “I’m afraid several omens bring you here tonight, none of them necessarily good, and some
most certainly
less than good.”

Ophelia was one problem.

This business with the Akyri King was another.

To Roman’s left sat the Shadow King, hidden in the stygian recesses of the cowl of his cloak, nothing showing but the unnatural glint of his eyes. Not many people knew the face that lurked in that darkness. Roman was one of the few who did.

To the left of the Shadow King sat the Winter King, also known as the Ice King – or Kristopher. His thick, fine hair was the color of snow, his eyes were an arctic blue-gray, and a hint of frost appeared before his mouth with each slow breath he took. This didn’t always happen. Normally, the ice inside of him was kept well under wraps. However in times of danger, the cold of Kristopher’s ancient soul was loosed. One of their own had betrayed them, one of their fellow kings. If they could not trust and rely upon one another, it could bring supernatural war. Such a thing would see the end of the Earth as anyone knew it.

So Kristopher had reason to be upset. They all did.

Kristopher’s hands were in his lap, but if he were to lean forward and touch the table, Roman knew that rime would begin to crackle across its surface. It was a disquieting thing to witness.

To
the Winter King’s left sat the Unseelie King, Caliban. He was one of the more… frightening men at the table. The fey were always beautiful, and Caliban was no exception. Raven hair, fair skin, and a charming smile hid the undertow of darkness that defined his kingdom. He and his brother the Seelie King were both sovereigns of the supernatural court. His brother sat directly across from him, an opposite to him in nearly every possible way.

The two Sidhe Kings wore identical rings that protected them from the iron so prevalent in modern day society and allowed them to meet in the larger cities it was sometimes necessary to hold gather in.

To the Unseelie King’s left sat the Phantom King, Thanatos.

Thane was normally a rough and tumble but incredibly laid back sort of man who only attended meetings because it was expected of him as a king. However, that was not the case tonight.

Instead of the suit he normally wore while seated at this table, he remained dressed in his usual garb of blue jeans, a t-shirt, and a black leather jacket. All three showed the signs of their former struggle. What Roman could make out of his tattoos where they peeked over the skin of his neck and wrists beyond the cuffs of his jacket
showed ink of pure black
that was seemingly more agitated than ever.

His gray eyes swirled from silver to charcoal, and every muscle in his entire body appeared to be flexed. He was as taut as a bow string, and his situation was mirrored in the Warlock King, who sat directly across the table from him.

Jason Alberich had also come to the meeting in street clothes, black, as was his usual garb. His jade green eyes were shooting sparks of furious emerald, and the air around him was filled with an aura so intense, Roman knew the man was having to concentrate hard on forcing his black magic to heel. 

Both men were like wolves protecting their mates, fangs out, eyes flashing, muscles bunched for the fight. And the reason for this stance was clear; their mates were indeed threatened. Jason had yet to claim his queen, or even meet her face to face. As for Thane…. 

Roman glanced at the dark-haired man. Thane had yet to fully realize or admit it to himself, but the young Siobhan Ashdown was made to rule by his side. His soul knew it,
his heart recognized it, and his body was reacting to the threat to her.

And speaking of wolves.

The newcomer at the table, Jesse Graves, was also showing signs of carefully contained wrath. It was easier for the Overseer, who had once been a sentinel in the werewolf community and therefore a highly trained enforcer, to keep his emotions under wraps. But the amber of his eyes glowed as fiercely as the sun. It was always a sign with werewolves. The fact that his pupils were tinged with red and his lips were closed to hide his fangs were two more.

“Threats to our community, to our people, and even to our loved ones have made themselves apparent over the last few days,” Roman said. “They are pressing and potentially catastrophic.” He paused for effect. “So I won’t keep you long.”

The werewolf community was dealing with an interloper powerful enough to make it past Jason Alberich’s wards and several enforcers, not to mention Lucas Caige, in order to lay hands on the Healer’s newborn twins. The idea was not only terrifying to Dannai and her husband, but to everyone who cared for her – which was a wide circle indeed.

That circle included the twins’ godfather and protector, Jason Alberich. The Warlock King had enough to worry about with the threat to his queen and to one of his warlocks, but his troubles clearly didn’t end there. 

Roman took his seat and began to divulge the details of each of their issues when there was a sudden disturbance in the air. It was not unpleasant, and it was very familiar.

He looked up in time to watch the expressions on each of the Kings’ faces change as they too
noticed the vibration. Some were surprised. 

He was not. Neither was Jason Alberich, who also clearly recognized the signature of the sensation.

Switching gears, Roman straightened, standing fully once more. “Gentlemen, I would like to introduce the very wise and venerable high witch, Lalura Chantelle.”

As soon as the words were past his lips, the air above the table began to shimmer. Roman watched in silence as his very old friend made her dramatic appearance amidst a cloud of gray smoke and a flash of bright light.

The Kings sat back in their seats to stare up at the newcomer who now stood at her full four feet of height in the center of the polished redwood table.

She was facing away from Roman when she appeared, and with a quick look around, a small sound of irritation, and a jostling of old bones, she turned to face him. Her heels scraped the table beneath her. Roman took a deep, slow breath.

The high witch who appeared to be half dwarf, half elf looked down at Roman, her clear blue eyes piercing him through to the soul. “You don’t look good, Roman,” she told him. “I’m the one who isn’t supposed to look good at my age.”

No one had ever popped into a meeting of the 13 Kings before. No one even knew of the location of the meeting places, and they changed geographically every time. However, he could not summon the effort it would have required to be taken aback by Lalura’s intrusion. He just wasn’t surprised.

This was Lalura. He should have known it would only be a matter of time.

He moved forward and, with long-learned grace, he offered her his hand to help her down.

She accepted without a word, using his empty chair as a step stool. When she was standing beside him, she straightened her robe, adjusted her cane, and said, “I won’t take much of your time.” Her tone was somber and strict. “The gods know I have duties to attend to elsewhere.” She turned, shot Alberich a knowing glance, and the Warlock King gave her a single, slow nod of recognition.

She looked at Thanatos next. “I’ve only come to give something to the Phantom King.”

Thane watched her in silence. He was an untouchable kind of king, made of things intangible and mysterious. His world was so desolate and so stark, the very fabric of his being seemed to reflect its harshness. He did not cower before Lalura’s piercing gaze, and he did not speak. He had a lot on his plate, and whatever the old witch wished to give him would probably seem inconsequential to the troubles brewing within him.

Lalura leaned on her cane and made her way in his direction. As she walked, she looked at each of the kings, her gaze steady and keen, her small form unnaturally strong in the presence of so many sharp-toothed men.

“This meeting is distinctly lacking in femininity,” her voice scratched disapprovingly. “But that will change,” she said softly. 

When she came to stand before the Phantom King, Thane grasped the armrests of his chair, pushed it out, and stood, gesturing for her to sit in his place. 

Roman quietly approved. Thane was ready to kill; as much was apparent by the flash of fang he revealed when his lips parted. And yet he remembered to be a gentleman. His behavior was that of a true king.

Lalura shook her head, “No thank you,” she said, reaching out to brace herself on his tall form as she stopped, turned around, and began heading in the opposite direction once more. 

Roman frowned. “Lalura, did you not wish to give something to Thanatos?” he asked. 


“Oh, I already did,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. 

Roman looked over at Thane, who still stood beside his chair
and was clearly empty-handed. 

Lalura glanced over her shoulder at Thane. “Check your pockets, dear,” she said. And then she turned back to Roman. “And you, Roman,” she said, “Thank you for the introduction,” she relented. “It was very kind of you.”

“If I hadn’t introduced you Lalura,” Roman said, chancing a glance at the men in the room and smiling a tight smile. “You might be dead right now.”

She either didn’t hear him or didn’t feel the need to justify his words with further response, because she changed the subject at once. Her tone lowering, her expression growing serious, she leaned forward. The blue of her eyes intensified. He found himself bending to meet her. “The wolf is at the door old friend,” she said. “And it’s like no other wolf you know.”

She straightened and shot the werewolf Overseer Jesse Graves a look. “No offense, Jesse.”

The black man inclined his head. “None taken.”

With that, the high witch disappeared. No fairy dust or smoke or poof or drama this time. She simply vanished into thin air.

Roman looked over at Thane as Lalura’s words echoed through his mind. Thane slipped his right hand into his pocket and blinked. When he pulled it back out again, he was holding a chess piece.

A crimson colored queen.






Chapter Nineteen

The one on the right, she thought. He was the bigger of the two, though not by much. If she took him out first, she would have a better chance at taking out the second guy.

Just as Siobhan thought she was going to have to let loose with some of the pent-up anxiety brewing inside of her, the door to the room Thane had disappeared through opened once more. Siobhan whirled to face it, her red hair flying all around her like a fanned flame. That same flame was crackling in her eyes; she could feel it. She was pissed off and she wanted answers yesterday.

The man with the piercing black eyes came through the doorway first. Siobhan glared at him, the magic within her no longer caring how terrifying or charismatic he was. He watched her with an ultimate air of calm, and unless she was imagining it, there was even a hint of amusement in the depths of his dark eyes. He moved into the study and his gaze flicked to the men at the door. He nodded.

Siobhan turned in time to see the men open the door and step through it to close it behind them. 

She spun back around as Thanatos entered the room behind his suit-wearing companion and the moment he appeared, a bit of Siobhan’s fury slipped away. She looked at him, at his beautiful face with its shadow of scruff and its piercing silver eyes, and some of the unyielding anger that had been hardening her heart over the last twenty minutes melted. 

He was perfect.

Had she noticed it the last time she’d seen him? The way his jeans hugged every curve, the boots, the jacket, the hair that brushed his leather collar – the sheer masculinity of him? Had she paid it the heed it deserved?

She realized in that moment that she’d been missing him. She’d barely met him, had spent mere hours with him, and yet the entire time she’d been alone in that study with the guards, she’d been thinking about Thanatos and how she couldn’t wait to see him again. 

It was a sobering realization.

Those silver eyes of his at once found hers and locked on as he stepped into the room and shut the door behind him. She felt held by him through that gaze, nailed in place, shackled and bound, and Siobhan was filled with the oddest sensation. It was as if the Phantom King were as entranced, as shocked, and as desperate to lay eyes upon her as she had been with him. 

Was that possible? Or was it just wishful thinking?

A soft, deep chuckle tore her from her strange reverie and ripped her gaze from Thane’s. She looked over at the man in the suit. He was watching them both, his eyes moving from one to the other, his expression knowing and definitely amused.

“Siobhan, I’m afraid that much must be shared with you and that we haven’t a lot of time in which to share it,” said the stranger. “But I’ll begin by introducing myself. I am Roman D’Angelo,” he said, placing his fingers to his chest by way of introduction. He bowed slightly. “The Vampire King.”

*****

Thane saw the emotions flicker across Siobhan’s beautiful brown eyes one after another. First was surprise. Then fear. Then wariness. Then came plain old weariness. She looked from Roman to him and back again. And then she looked down at the floor and pinched the bridge of her nose, and Thane had never been more tempted in his life to pull a woman into his arms in order to comfort her.

He made his way toward her, but something told him to give her a bit of space, so he stopped a few feet away and suggested softly, “Please sit down, Siobhan.”

But she shook her head and sighed. “The Vampire King?” she asked incredulously, her voice soft and breathy. She closed her eyes. “You’re not shitting me, are you,” she whispered.

That last bit wasn’t a question. It was a flagging statement of fact, a realization that in her tired state, she was simply admitting to herself aloud. 

“No,” Roman said. He had used a little of his magic to clean them both up so that neither of them looked as battle worn any longer. Now the Vampire King appeared as put together and in control as ever. He moved around his desk, pulled open a drawer, and procured from its depths a bottle of liquor and a single crystal glass. The
glass he filled with the alcohol before making his way to Siobhan.

She looked up when she saw the tips of his shoes on the carpet in front of her. He offered her the glass. “As I said, we have much to discuss,” he told her as he bent and took her hand to press the glass into it. “So drink up and have a seat because we’re truly short on time.”

Another twenty minutes later, Thane was standing beside a large love seat in which Siobhan sat, and Roman D’Angelo was reclined against his desk, his palms wrapped around its edges, his eyes on the young warlock. He’d explained to her everything essential, such as the existence of the various supernatural factions, the thirteen kings, and the sudden rogue behavior of the Akyri King, Marius.

Now she was silent and her gaze was locked on the fire Roman had called to life in the hearth. Thane could only imagine what must be going through her head. 

And with what he was about to tell her, it was probably about to get worse.

“I’m taking you back to Purgatory,” he said. He could also take her to the astral plane, since as far as he knew, only the late Charles Ward and Roman D’Angelo were astral masters capable of traversing that particular plane along with him, and it was far less harsh than his own. He could even send his own Anime into the astral plane, so he was not without power there. However, he was certainly stronger in his own realm, and at the moment he wanted that extra edge.


As he’d expected, she looked at him with wide eyes and a building anger, despite the alcohol she’d imbibed.

He’d thought hard about how to get her to agree to come back with him. In the end, Steven Lazarus’ words about her stubbornness played a big part in his decision. If she wouldn’t come back to protect herself, then maybe she would do it to protect someone else.

After all, she’d gone several decades without using the potent power within her to hurt another person. Knowing how often people tempted violence, that could only mean she really cared about humanity. She wouldn’t have been so upset about the unfairness of Purgatory if she didn’t.

And so
Thane went for the jugular, hitting her where it counted. Before she could object, he said, “Marius has sworn to come after you. As long as you remain here, you’re not only endangering yourself, but everyone around you.”

Siobhan paused mid-breath. She closed her mouth, looked up at Roman, glanced over her shoulder toward the door through which the guards had disappeared, and then turned back around to face Thane again. 

He saved her from having to admit he was right. “Please come back with me, Siobhan. I promise to make you comfortable until the other kings and I have dealt with Marius.”

He had yet to tell her about the chess piece resting in his jacket. He touched it now as he slipped his hand into his pocket and it rolled beneath his touch. He had yet to tell her about the dreams he’d had about her before they’d met. 

He was being rushed through this, through what were probably the most important moments in his existence, and for that he wanted to take fate out behind the tool shed and beat the fucking crap out of it. 

“Tell me about it,” said Roman suddenly from where he still stood leaning against one of the book shelves, his arms crossed over his chest. Thane looked up and their eyes met.
Silent understanding passed between them. Roman had gone through the same thing with Evelynne, his own queen. 

Beside him, Siobhan leaned to one side and eyed Roman with a mixture of confusion and a hint of the anger she was probably actually feeling toward Thane. “Tell you about what?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Thane said. He reached out, gently grasped her by the chin, and turned her head back to face him. He caught her eyes with his and a thrill of electric warmth rushed through him.

It felt good to touch her like this. It felt
powerful. A rush of adrenaline went through him, a thrill of something like anticipation and, for the thousandth time since meeting her, he was tempted to touch so much more.

“We’re going back to my realm,” he told her, his tone deep and personal and determined.

But Siobhan wasn’t the kind of woman who liked being bossed around. She jerked out of his grip and shoved to her feet. She only swayed a little, most likely dizzy from the sudden change in positions and from the alcohol in her system. Her brown gaze narrowed, lightening to amber. “I’m not going anywhere with you, Phantom King,” she said, her own tone just as determined as his had been. 

Thane waited, holding his breath.
He sensed the battle coming like a rumble on the train tracks. Across the room, the Vampire King looked on with quiet interest.

“If you’re right and this Akyri really is coming for me,” Siobhan continued, “then far be it from me to pose a danger to anyone around me.”

Thane noticed the slight glow to her fingertips. Her eyes were growing lighter, almost yellow now.

“So I’ll leave,” she said. “But not to that barren wasteland you call a realm. If Marius wants me, he can have me. I’ll track the fucker down myself and rip his goddamn head off.”

Thane froze. A shock went through him – one of fear, anger, and admiration. He was afraid to lose her, he was afraid for her life, and he was afraid of the confrontation that was looming on their horizon. He was angry that she was bringing this on, that she wouldn’t listen to reason, and that she wanted to face off with a man like Marius without his help. But amidst these harsh, demanding emotions was a hint of respect. He admired her for facing her problems head-on. He didn’t want to admit it.

But he did.

“You’re a brave woman,” said Roman. “I’ll give you that.” Thane and Siobhan both turned to look at him. He remained where he was, leaning casually against the books behind him, his arms still crossed over his chest. “But how exactly do you think you’ll face a man like the Akyri King?” He waited, pausing for just a moment before he added, “Will you use your magic?”

Siobhan looked ready to reply with an affirmative right away, but a half-second later, the reality of what he’d just said hit her. She couldn’t fight Marius with magic. He would simply absorb it all and it would make him stronger, not weaker. In fact, that was probably what Marius wanted most in the world right now:  For the young Siobhan Ashdown to use her magic on him.

“I…” she hesitated, swallowing hard. “Well, I….”

Roman saved her from further uncertainty. “Anyone else in the world, you might have a chance against. Well, anyone save Thanatos,” he added, shooting Thane a sharp, very slightly amused glance before he straightened, coming off of the shelves and slipping his hands into his suit pockets. “But Marius will use everything you have against you and you will lose.” He moved around his desk, his gaze on the rug under his shoes as if he were contemplating something.
“This much, I can promise you.”


Siobhan bit her lip and closed her eyes, her frustration palpable. “Then what the hell am I supposed to do?”

“Come with me,” Thane told her, drawing her attention back to him. He caught her now gold gaze and held it. “Come back to where I know you’ll be safe,” he reiterated, and because he couldn’t help it, he cupped her soft, beautiful face in his palm and slowly rubbed his thumb along her cheek bone. She felt like heaven in his hand.

Her large eyes glossed over. 

He smiled. “And let’s just take it from there.”






Chapter Twenty

“What will happen with Steven?” Siobhan asked after she finally nodded and Thane prepared to open a portal for them both back to Purgatory. The question brought him up short. He glanced at Roman and their eyes met.

When the four of them – the three kings and Lazarus – had faced off against the Akyri King, Steven Lazarus hadn’t felt like just another outsider. He hadn’t felt like a former detective or even a mere half-Akyri. He’d felt like a vital part of their formation. Like family.

Thane had no idea how else to describe it, and he didn’t trust himself to try to relay the feeling out loud. But from the look Roman was giving him just then, it was clear that he was not the only one who’d felt that way.

When Marius disappeared and left the four of them there together, Steven Lazarus had been the first to take his leave….


“Is Siobhan safe?” the Akyri
had asked, his eyes fading from red to purple and back to their natural blue.

Thane had nodded.

“Make certain it stays that way,” Steven had said. And then he’d stepped back. “There is something I need to do.” He’d turned away, and as if he’d been absorbing magic and re-casting it his entire life instead of learning he was an Akyri all of an hour ago, he actually transported out of the destroyed mansion.
Zap – he was gone.

No one questioned where he’d gone.
He’d left a lingering impression, but the other three were shell shocked and angry and not at all looking forward to the tasks ahead.
Roman had informed them that they would need to call a meeting of the Kings, and they’d all transported away as well.

“I don’t know,” Thane said now. He turned back to Siobhan. “He was uninjured in the fight and he left when it was over. But I have a feeling we’ll be seeing more of him.” 

She seemed satisfied with that, as she nodded. Thane bid his silent farewell to Roman and raised his right hand toward the door that led from the study into the next room. A portal swirled to life.

He and Siobhan stepped through. 

The darkness that always greeted him within the portals felt strange this time. Siobhan was directly behind him, but
the unaccountable oddness in the portal’s make-up forced him to reach back and take hold of her arm. She was surprised by the action but didn’t pull away. He glanced at her, a wavy, rather insubstantial form through the miasma of portal darkness. He could just make out her features; she was glancing around them, clearly agitated and uncertain.

She could sense the strangeness too.

Ahead of him, something wavered as if it were being stretched too taut, and he had the sensation of
more air ripping within the tear he had already created.

His initial instinct was to step through the way he’d come and shove Siobhan back into Roman’s study behind him. But he knew better. Such movement was impossible within a portal. It would be like forcing a bird to fly backwards; the laws of supernatural physics didn’t work that way.

“Thane….” Siobhan’s uncertain voice was muted in the portal. Sound traveled with difficult progression, as did everything else. But he felt her other hand on his arm and sensed it trembling. 

And then the second rip occurred, and it was like watching lightning strike in the negative. A dark fissure spread across the swirling portal in front of them, crisscrossing from the darkness below to the darkness above. The force created with the unnatural reverse blast buffeted against them. 

Thane turned and drew Siobhan into his arms. It took both concentration and magic to open a portal through dimensions and move from one to the other. Over the years, it became easier. It even grew to be second nature.

But in the grips of this unnatural event, Thane was forced to double and even triple his efforts, focusing with all he had to maintain the opening long enough for them to get through whatever was happening without the portal closing on them. If it did, they would be ripped to shreds and tossed to either end of the universe.

“You’ll lose in the end, Phantom King,” came a deep, grating, and echoing voice. In some ways it resembled Marius’ voice, but the physical strangeness of their surroundings was morphing it, drawing it out into something wholly horrible. 

Thane raised his head and looked over his shoulder. A face appeared in the nothingness of the lightning-bolt rip behind him. It wavered like the Wizard’s head in the Wizard of Oz, and then it smiled. “You have no idea what you’re up against.” 

The massive face’s red glowing eyes seemed to turn, to shift, and to look at the woman in Thane’s arms. As if she knew she was being addressed, she un-tucked her head and looked up.

“Come to me willingly warlock, and I will let you live. I make no promises otherwise.”

Siobhan stared wide-eyed at the warping, wavering visage. Her grip on Thane’s arm tightened in fear, and something inside of Thane snapped with fury. He whirled, raising his hand and unleashing the magic he’d stored earlier that night.

Every ounce of it came rushing out of his form. He’d never released magic from within a portal before; he had no idea what was going to happen. 

*****

It made a warning sound a split second before it began to expand. Across the room, the two vampire guards Roman had dismissed slammed open the door and came rushing back in, obviously alerted by the distinctly strange noise.

Jaxon appeared beside him as well. But Roman’s gut clenched and the experience that came with being a king in charge of kings gave him warning. He acted with blurring speed, shoving Jaxon back several feet and using a burst of his magic as a sudden thrust of force to knock the other two vampires out of the way as the portal that Thane and Siobhan had just stepped through protracted like a balloon.

There was a rending that vibrated the walls of the safe house, and the portal shook. Instinct drove Roman.

“Get out!” he bellowed the command. At the same time, he conveyed the mental warning not to use transportation magic. His vampires obeyed at once, every one of them rushing in a blur through the two doors that exited the study. Roman remained behind and off to one side, his dark eyes trained on the eerily unstable hole. A buzzing came from somewhere deep inside it.

There was a cracking sound, like ice shifting in a glacier. And then the portal rapidly shrank. But as it did, a black space appeared to Roman’s right. And another across the room. A piece of the bookshelf vanished. A section of floor went next. As the portal convulsed and closed up entirely, holes began to appear throughout the room to suck away what was once there.

Roman’s heart hammered. He didn’t dare move, and he also didn’t dare transport away. Within seconds, the holes stopped appearing, leaving three bizarre spaces of black that yawned from the study and led to some place unknown.

Roman slowly turned in place, studying the holes carefully. Grimly, he wondered how far the effect had stretched. 

*****

Siobhan’s instinct was to scream as she was violently thrown forward, but the impact knocked the wind from her lungs. The world spiraled out of control as she was sent into bright and swirling space.

She hit the ground with a kind of numb feeling, as if her body were already in too much pain to notice this further indecency. After she rolled for what felt like a minute or more, she simply lay face down in the dust, her eyes closed.

Little by little, sensations returned to her. 

There was a breeze in her hair. There was dry, cracked and dusty ground beneath her. Her chest ached a little, but she was breathing. She moved her legs and then her arms, slowly checking to see whether anything was broken.

A hand gently grasped her shoulder and pulled, rolling her over.

She blinked up at a too-bright sky and the shadow that moved before it, blocking it from her sight. 

The Phantom King gently brushed a bit of dust from her cheek and tucked a lock of her red hair behind her ear. He was beside her on one knee, the muscles of his arms and legs pronounced as he leaned over her. “You’re alright,” he told her, seemingly both for her benefit, and for his.

Her gaze narrowed. “How do you know?” she said, feeling irritated. She’d just been thrown through a portal at what felt like light speed only to land face-first in the dirt. How the hell would he know if she was okay? She could have a broken leg or… or a ruptured spleen!

He smiled down at her, instantly melting a bit of her ire. “I’ve seen every injury known to man,” he told her. “I know what the human body looks like when it’s hurt,” he explained. His eyes raked over her from head to toe. “And when it’s not.”

A low-grade thrill went through Siobhan as he took her in with those silver-gray eyes. The woman in her felt subconscious under his scrutiny… and the warlock in her wanted to strip off her clothes so that his view was unencumbered.

But that beautiful, coveted gaze of his lifted, leaving her feeling a bit bereft. His expression darkened, and she followed the line of his eyes, sitting up as she did so.

Several yards away, a black hole for lack of a better term sat in the middle of the desert, a stygian space of nothingness where dirt and sand and sky once was. Beyond it, another forty or fifty feet away, was another. 

Siobhan slowly rose, allowing Thane to help her to her feet. But as she did, her gaze skirted over the horizon. Three… four… five. As far as the eye could see, these black empty spaces stretched, no rhyme or reason or pattern to their appearance. What had once been a stark and unbroken landscape was now riddled with spots like Swiss cheese.

“What the hell is that?” she muttered.

“Darkness,” Thane said, his tone low. “When I cast the spell within the portal, it met whatever it is on Marius’ end. Wherever he is, whoever he is dealing with,” Thane continued, shaking his head, “it’s evil. And some of it leaked through.”






Chapter Twenty-One

“He can’t get to you here, so he attacked in the portal. He’s getting gutsy,” Thane said. “I need to see how far the damage goes,” he told her over his shoulder as he made his way toward the large metal door that led to his dimension-defying garage. “The easiest way is to take a bike out for a survey.” 

Once more, the Phantom King shrugged off his black leather jacket. It was dust-covered and as he took it off, a small cloud of the stuff hit the air. He slammed it against his side distractedly to dust it off, every inch of him masculine to the core. As he moved, his muscles flexed and bunched, and Siobhan felt her teeth clench tightly together.

Christ, she thought as she ran her hand through her hair.
I need a cold shower.
She’d long ago figured out how to use her magic to keep clean so that she could go without showers during long trips. But right now, it was the cold part of the shower she was most interested in.

The tattoos she’d spied on Thane earlier were different now. The vivid colors of the phoenix and the dragon were gone. In their places were just as beautifully rendered tattoos of black, tribal and stark, that scrolled around his biceps and up under his short sleeves. The difference was surprising enough to distract her for a moment from the mouth-watering spectacle he made as he finished pulling the door open. 

He straightened and turned to her once he was done. His eyes were vivid in the half-shadow coming from the garage beside him. They fell on her like a brand. “Come inside and I’ll get you a drink,” he said. He watched her for a few seconds more, as if contemplating something. Then he stepped into the darkness beyond and disappeared.

Siobhan glanced over her shoulder at the dotted landscape with its ominous holes. She wondered where they led, knowing for certain that if she were to step into one, she would come out the other end where Marius was.

She wondered whether he could use those holes the same way. Could he step through on his end? Would he be showing up now with an army of Akyri behind him? But the desert landscape was quiet save for the sound of the hollow wind. And somehow, she knew he couldn’t.

She turned back around, took a deep breath, and made her way to the garage. Thane had switched on the interior lights by this time, and the overhead halogens shed a gleaming reflection on the polished chrome and paint below. 

Thane was nowhere to be seen, probably having slipped into the house to get drinks, so Siobhan allowed herself to walk in-between the vehicles and take them all in. They stretched on forever it seemed, their magnificent shapes and colors becoming lost in the darkness of the garage’s infinite stretch. 

She passed by the Delahaye, BMW, Maserati and Brough Superior from earlier, gave them their respectively earned glances of admiration, and moved on. There were vehicles from every decade lined up and parked within equal distance of each other. Interspersed throughout the cars and trucks were motorcycles, some on elevated platforms as if only for show, others simply kicked back on their stands as if they’d recently been ridden.

They were all stunning. Not a scratch or smudge, all gleaming chrome and endless possibilities.

She’d gone a ways in and lost track of time when her eyes widened and her body froze. A brilliant excitement lit her up from inside as she stood glued to the spot and gazed at the bike in front of her. 

She’d only ever seen one before, on eBay when she’d been hunting antiques to repair. It was the Vincent Black Lightning and since she was partial to things that were older, the Lightning and its predecessor the Vincent Black Shadow were her very first motorcycle loves. The Vincent motorcycle engine was once the fastest bike engine ever created, capable of doing 125 miles per hour in the late 1940’s, which had been unheard of before that. It was still fast, even for today.

It was a gorgeous motorcycle, all shining black and light as air, trimmed down to its essentials for the sake of speed. It was what some motorcycle buffs would have called a  “hooligan,” no real thought to comfort involved. Only wind.

She couldn’t help but touch it. The handlebars called out for her grip, the saddle for her parted legs. She felt strangely wanton just staring at it….

“Get on,” came a cool voice beside her.

Siobhan jumped and looked up over her shoulder. Her brown eyes locked with silver. He was so close, his chest nearly pressed against her back. She wondered how long he had been standing there watching her. 

She tried to calm her heart, but his nearness was intoxicating. She licked her lips and caught his gaze flicking to her mouth. “Are you sure?” she asked softly.

Still watching her mouth, his pupils dilated, Thane replied, “Positive.”

The inebriated feeling she was getting off of him intensified and her fingers and toes tingled as she turned back around to face the bike. With the expert ease of someone who had ridden quite a few bikes in her short years, she moved to its left side and swung her right leg over.

The wicked warlock in her forced her to do it slowly, stretching her leg and easing into the seat with a seductive curve of her hips. 

Thane was beside her again, moving in like a black-clad, tattooed, sexy-as-hell beast. He straddled the front tire of the motorcycle and placed his hands over hers on the handlebars, sending a buzz-like thrill up through her arms and across her chest. Her nipples hardened against the material of her bra.

“How long have you known how to ride?” he asked. His eyes held hers like iron chains.

“About fifteen years,” she told him.

The corner of his mouth twitched and his hold on her hands tightened. He seemed satisfied with her response.

“Can you move a bike the way you moved your Mustang?” His gaze was glinting with unspoken mischief.

Siobhan wondered whether she should respond. But he had some kind of hold over her, and even if she’d decided not to, there was no way she could keep from telling him the truth now. She nodded. She could do whatever she wanted with a vehicle. It was one of the very few ways she allowed her magic to take form.

“Yes.”

He smiled now, and his beautiful features took on a wicked cast. His fangs were out, long and white and incredibly sharp. “I’ll tell you what, then,” he said, leaning forward a bit and blocking out the rest of the world. “I’ll make you a deal. You take this bike and I’ll take the Shadow,” he nodded toward the bike a few feet away, one she hadn’t even noticed because she’d been so wrapped up in the Lightning. It was the Vincent Shadow that was the bulkier predecessor to the Lightning. 

She looked back up at Thane, her eyes wide in her face. His smile was unforgiving.

“If you can outrun me, I’ll sleep on the couch tonight,” he said. 

Siobhan froze, her heart thumping.


“But if I catch you,” he warned, “then you’ll share my bed with me.”

The world moved a little under Siobhan as his words registered, and she felt the blood drain from her face. At the same time, it seemed to be rushing everywhere else – flushing her chest and neck, turning her already hard nipples into painfully taut nubs, and warming the area below her belly as if she’d just consumed an aphrodisiac.

But he wasn’t going to allow her any time for modesty or embarrassment. Instead, he asked, “So what do you say, warlock? Do we have a deal?”

For a moment, all Siobhan could do was blink up at him. But then something inside of her switched up, one of her puzzle pieces moved aside for another, and the wicked in her came to the fore once more.

“And if I refuse?” she asked, her gaze narrowing, but her lips curling.

Thane’s silver gaze went all-pupil. “We share the bed anyway.”

“Fair enough,” she said, trying to fake
a bravery she absolutely did not feel. As if to emphasize that fakery, she used a bit of magic. The bike beneath her roared to warlock-induced life, vibrating deliciously between her long, strong legs. “Where do we draw the line?” she asked, knowing that they couldn’t ride forever.

But her words were a double entendre.

Thane’s grin broadened. “You’ll know it when you reach it,” he told her. “Two rules,” he said, his low voice illogically carrying over the sound of the bicycle. “Stay clear of the darkness,” he warned, referring to the black holes that now riddled Purgatory. “And don’t even contemplate trying to leave this realm.”

Siobhan’s gaze was caught by the flash of his fangs behind his lips. She absently wondered how she could possibly leave his realm, but didn’t ask about it. Instead, she just nodded.

Thane straightened, coming off of the bike. He un-straddled the wheel, released her hands where they rested on the handlebars, and made his way to the Vincent Shadow.
She watched him mount the bike, once more caught in the ridiculous pull of his graceful manliness.

“I’ll give you a head start,” he said. Then, for the first time since meeting him, Siobhan was treated to a genuine display of the Phantom King’s power. He had full control over the aspects of his realm, which he demonstrated as he raised his head and focused his vivid gaze on the cars and motorcycles between them and the garage door. One after another, the vehicles shimmered out of existence and shimmered back to life somewhere else. The garage seemed to shift around them, making room for their new locations and leaving a clear path for Thane and his guest to exit.

Siobhan sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, eyed the vast expanse beyond the garage, and felt the rumble of the bike beneath her. The engine seemed to echo the will inside of her. I can do this, she thought. There was no way she was going to lose. She had years and years of magic stored up, just waiting for something like this. 

Okay Phantom King, she thought. You’re in for the chase of your life.

But when she looked back over her shoulder and met his gaze, her confidence hit a speed bump and her stomach jumped up into her throat. The lights in the garage seemed to have lowered; shadows cast themselves across his face, making it appear dark and hungry. The smile on his lips gave her the impression that he knew what she was thinking and that he thoroughly disagreed she had any chance of winning. It also said he would thoroughly enjoy proving it.

And there was a red glint at the center of his pupils. 

Like a fire.

“You first,” he taunted, revving his bike’s engine in a direct challenge.

Siobhan gazed at him for another two seconds – and then she whirled around, kicked the stand out from under her, and shot the bike forward into the waiting desert.






Chapter Twenty-Two

Thane’s look darkened as he watched Siobhan tear out of the garage ahead of him, dust flying behind her back wheel. His hands made tight fists around his handlebars as he twisted his throttle.
You’re not fooling anyone little warlock. He knew damn well she was going to use her magic to try to outrun him. He was counting on it, in fact. And he could tell she was using it already. 

That extra bit of defiance, her wicked sense of will, were like gasoline on the fire that was already raging inside of him.

She was his queen. He’d known it already, but Lalura’s little “gift” had thrust the truth home and slotted it into place. Thane’s realm was vast and endless, but Thane no longer had to bear its harsh expanse alone. Siobhan was capable of changing his entire world. He’d already seen evidence of it. She’d been in Purgatory all of a few minutes and her inherent leadership had begun seeping out. She’d completely taken over – helping Anime to overcome their grief and move on. 

The little warlock was practically made of magic. The ability to withstand Purgatory’s desolate influence was running through her precious veins. It was in her. She could not only survive here, she could thrive. It was why he trusted her to be able to avoid every dark blotch that littered his lands while on his motorcycle. Skill and magic were on her side in that. The show she’d given him on Highway 107 had been a small taste of her capabilities. She was a natural.

He had known she was something sacred
the moment he’d laid eyes on her, he just hadn’t recognized what that sacred thing was. 

But he did now. And the knowledge that he’d found a beautiful being capable of spending the rest of his long existence with him was having a profound effect upon Thane. 

The fact that another man wanted to take her away from him was having just as profound an effect.

When Marius had traversed the borders of the portal in order to reach Siobhan, something inside of Thane had reached a boiling point. And then the Akyri King had addressed her personally, threatening her with death unless she gave in to him willingly, and Thane had seen red. He’d never lost control before. 

But in that moment, it was like he’d literally been able to hear a cord inside go
snap. It made a stretched-taut sound and then a threatening silence – and then it ripped wide open and he’d been shooting everything he had at the image of the man he suddenly hated more than he had ever hated anyone in his very long life.

In the wake of the barrage of let-loose magic, he and Siobhan had been thrown. At the last second, she’d been ripped from his grip and he felt everything he had ever wanted slip away. When he hit the ground and rolled, he instantly shoved himself back up, got to his booted feet, and could not even breathe until he saw that she had fallen only a few short yards from where he’d landed.

He was down on one knee at her side before he realized he’d moved, and the world made sense to him again when he saw the rise and fall of her chest. 

Until that moment, he hadn’t realized – not fully – how truly important she was. How essential, and not just for the world and his kingdom, but for his own beating heart.

For him.

Now a
conflagration of emotions whirled and twisted and built up within him. He needed to figure out what the hell had happened to his realm when his magic had collided with Marius’ within that portal. He also wondered whether it had affected any other realm. But he couldn’t transport any longer, not now. The gods only knew what would happen if he tried to open up another rip in time and space with all of this unstable magic riddling his landscape.

For now, he was trapped here
and the protective beast within him had been unleashed. And his red-headed, fire-blooded, wild-hearted queen inflamed that beast with unbridled lust.

An evil smile curled Thane’s lips. He felt his fangs prick just behind them. She was running from him now. It was really too perfect. His girl gone rabbit in a plane he controlled like a slave. She could cast any spell she wanted, and he would only absorb it, ignore it, or turn it around to use it against her. Let her drain herself.

He kicked up his stand and tore out of the garage on a fury fit for a king. Unnatural smoke and ash billowed out behind him as his bike began to change beneath him. 

When she was weak and exhausted, he would be right behind her. There would be no place left for her to turn, nowhere to run. 

The engine expanded, the pipes elongated, and the bike’s exhaust took on a reddish tint as if breathed by the beasts of Hell.

In the distance, a faint dust cloud gave Siobhan’s location away. The Phantom King honed in like a dragon on dinner, his vision sliding into stark contrasts. Overhead, the sun began to sink in the sky, painting the horizon a gradual pink and orange. He magically shoved the sun into fast forward, knowing that Siobhan would all too soon be forced to use her headlights in the dark. It would be that much more of an advantage for him.

He chuckled and the sound was echoed in the evil rumble of his demonesque motorcycle. 

He was done playing fair.

*****

This is insane, she thought as she leaned and the Vincent Lightning beneath her leaned with her, carving beautifully around yet another odd and dark rip in space. They were becoming fewer and farther between and she had the sense that she would soon be seeing the last of them.

But they were the least of her worries. 

That was how it felt in that moment, as the sun began to set and she could feel the land’s king bearing down on her. She was certain he’d given her a massive head start, and when she looked over her shoulder, she couldn’t see anyone following.

And yet…. It was almost as if she could feel his breath on her neck, his hand sliding over her torso… his knee between her legs, nudging them apart.

Siobhan shook her head, trying desperately to clear it. If she didn’t escape the Phantom King, he was taking her to his bed.

Oh fuck, she thought now, her eyes wide, her hair whipping about her like the loosed sails of a ship in a gale. What the hell was I thinking? What had she done? What kind of person just up and made a deal like that out of nowhere? Not her! 

She felt like a teenager, and not just any teenager, but a really stupid teenager who had ignorantly eaten all of the fruit at the bottom of the bowl of Jungle Juice. 

Siobhan chanced another glance over her shoulder, and this time, she saw something that momentarily took her breath away and sent her heart racing.

A second cloud of dust arose on the horizon, but this one was dark, like smoke. 

She knew it was him. She knew that he knew she was planning to use her magic to escape him and that he planned to counteract it with magic of his own – which he was clearly demonstrating now. Whatever was coming her way, it was no Vincent Shadow. It was bigger. Faster. And there was no way in any realm she could outrun it.

I’m screwed, she thought as she turned back around and frantically tried to think of the best use for her magic at that point in time. It was an odd desperation to be experiencing. She felt as if she were being run down by a monster – a living nightmare. This realm, its dead, and the fact that the king bore the name “Phantom” were not helping to quell the rising sense of turmoil in her gut.

At the same time however, a small part of her couldn’t help but wonder what the Phantom King would look like without any clothes on… rising above her, his strong arms braced on the bed on either side of her, his lightning eyes flashing in the devastatingly handsome frame of his face.

That was the small but brave part of her, the hopelessly horny part of her, and the part that at the moment seemed to be in the saddle of her motorcycle. 

Siobhan made a loud sound of frustration and squeezed the handlebars, gritting her teeth as if she could force that part of her to shut up and behave. It didn’t work. And both her anticipation and her fear were mounting.

Time for a spell. 

Her warlock awoke, pushed the mortal woman in her aside, and Siobhan felt her eyes heat up in her face. She glanced down and saw that her fingers were beginning to glow, heating up where they gripped the bars of her bike. And she let it happen.

With a deep breath to calm her nerves, Siobhan twisted the throttle as far as it would go and let the darkness in her take over.
The bike picked up speed. Just as her Mustang had always done for her, this vehicle fed on her power, pulling horses out of thin air and turning them into torque. 

Behind her, the ground cracked in her wake. A fissure sped across the parched land and then separated in a perpendicular direction. Siobhan never looked back; she knew what was happening. She was making it happen.

The cracks widened, becoming fault-like, and further spread and deepened until a veritable canyon separated her from the land behind her. And hopefully from its lone rider.

But she wasn’t going to stop there. The Phantom King owned this realm; if she was going to defeat him in this little game of theirs, she would have to hit him on all fronts and not stop until she was certain she’d reached the “finish line.”

Darkness began to descend upon Purgatory, and Siobhan realized that she’d passed the last of the black holes a while back. Nothing but the desert stretched before her now. In the indigo horizon, individual stars and what looked like planets of rainbow colors started to make their appearance, hanging low and huge in the night sky.

Siobhan switched on her headlight. She knew that it would only help Thane find her, but she needed light to see where she was going. She could waste a lot of energy allowing her magic to guide her, but she had other things she wanted to do with that magic.

Beneath her, the Vincent Lightning she’d always wanted and was now finally getting to ride began to change. She concentrated and the very frame of the bike shifted, stretching and molding until it became something entirely different. The shape of it was so vastly dissimilar to the classic beauty of what it had been seconds before, Siobhan was forced to move and adjust along with it.

The seat beneath her shifted backward, relocating itself toward the rear of the monster vehicle. The handlebars loomed ahead, forcing her back to arch and her chest to lean forward until she was nearly lying breast to chrome on the bike.

The Dodge Tomahawk was the fastest motorcycle known to man. Its outright ridiculous ten cylinder engine was capable of producing 500 horsepower and achieving a speed of nearly 350 miles per hour. 

She could never take it up that high. She was fairly certain that her own mind would rebel at the prospect of going any more than two hundred, but there was something about having the power there, just in case, that deeply appealed to Siobhan at that moment.

Her body fairly crackled with magic now. It was like waking up from a long slumber only to find yourself in the middle of Times Square on New Year’s Eve. It was time to party, and the warlock in her was game.

She didn’t dare look back now. It would do her no good. If Thane was still there, then she wouldn’t put any more distance between them by chancing a glance over her shoulder. The only thing she would do is waste time, scare herself, and possibly wreck her bike.

Instead, she focused dead ahead. She had little choice, really. The bike beneath her was increasing in speed and now rocketed forward so fast, the world began to literally blur on either side of her. The wind pulled so hard on her hair, she wondered whether she would lose some of it during this ride. For half a second, she considered slowing down.

But she knew that if she did, she would lose. And losing wasn’t in her blood.

Keep going, she told herself. She surrendered to the warlock within her, lowering her head as it stepped out of its darkness.

Just don’t let him catch me, she told it.

Siobhan felt the hypnotic, almost orgasmic sensation of black magic allowed to fully take the reins as her own sultry voice seemed to whisper, You got it, babe.






Chapter Twenty-Three

She was smart, he would give her that. She was a fast learner.

The problem was, she thought there was a difference between Thanatos and the dimension he ruled. She’d already been shown evidence that casting spells directly at him would do her no good. But she mistakenly thought it ended there, that the reach he possessed for absorbing magic stopped at the end of his own fingers. 

Not so.

The realm of the Anime and its king were one. And as Siobhan threw her magic at the land, Thanatos simply gobbled it right up.

The chasm was a nice touch, he thought. If he’d been anywhere near human, it might have actually slowed him down. And the beast of a motorcycle she turned the Vincent into was certainly picking up some speed. But he was riding his own metal monster, and right now it was breathing fire.

Thane laughed, and the sound carried out across the realm, echoing with mal-intent. He knew she could hear it. He knew it would spur her on.

Thanks to him, the sun had gone down, and he closed in on her headlight at close to two hundred and fifty miles per hour, knowing that if this had been the real world and if he and Siobhan hadn’t been inherently magical beings, the slightest turn of either of their heads would probably have snapped their necks. The winds they sustained would have been greater than class five hurricane level.

But a layer of otherworldliness surrounded them both and was echoed in the expanse of Purgatory. This was not the real world. This was not real time.

Especially when Thane decided the chase had gone on long enough.

Warlock power flooded his veins, stolen from the spells the little magic user continued to cast on the world around her. He was drunk on it, high on lust and residual anger, and spurred by the predatory instinct to hunt down what ran from him. As this red-hot emotional cocktail swelled and throbbed through his tall body, Thane folded space before him, warping the distance between him and the headlight far ahead until she was a mere few hundred feet away.

As if in response, he felt her magic pulse. An enormous boulder appeared in front of him, so close that he barely had time to swerve to miss it. It was an instinctive reaction since he could just as easily have ridden right through it. But perhaps she knew his instinct would be in charge; maybe she was counting on it to slow him down.

Thane righted the bike beneath him, straightening it out as dust and smoke went flying. Not three seconds passed before she was tossing her power out at him once again, this time in the form of a sudden copse of trees that sprouted out of the sparse ground, thick roots shooting upward like Jack’s bean stalk.

Thane’s monster motorcycle roared as he kicked it into a higher gear in order to escape a meandering root that struck out at him and attempted to shoot through his back wheel. At the same time, he leaned heavily, steering the bike out of the way of the veritable tree that twisted in front of him. 

The trees multiplied and spread before him like a forest. It was reminiscent of a Tim Burton horror scene, each strange tree alive and writhing, each branch and root out to get him.
The effect was disconcerting enough to keep him on the defensive, especially at the speed he maintained. 

He smiled grimly. He’d underestimated how well she would think this out.

With mounting impatience, Thane sent a flare of his stored-up power out in front of him, turning Siobhan’s own magic against her as he lit every wayward, ominous tree on fire from root to tip. The conflagration hissed to life, lighting up the horizon and casting a bright glow into the night sky. It ate at the magical forest with voracious speed, turning it to ash within seconds and clearing the way ahead.

He kicked his bike into break-neck speed, closing the distance between him and his beautiful prey with unnatural acceleration. Thane saw red hair fly as Siobhan no doubt heard him coming up on her and unwisely looked over her shoulder. His smile broadened. She was getting nervous now. 

Excitement burned in his veins, awakening each nerve ending and sending his heart pumping like mad. The things he was going to do to her….

But she wasn’t finished yet, it would seem, because the ground beneath Thane’s motorcycle suddenly changed on a molecular level, shifting from a solid – into a liquid. The bike gave an angry whine and quicksand went flying in all directions as his front wheel sank into the grime, spinning wildly. Up ahead, Siobhan shot ahead of him, once more putting precious distance between them.

Thane’s fangs throbbed, his hands ached where he gripped the handlebars, and every muscle in his body bulged with strength as he re-focused his power and brought his bike back out of the muck.

It rose dripping and angry, a beast with a mind of its own, and growled in fury. 

He could almost taste her blood now. He could feel her skin give beneath the prick of his teeth, her complaint flesh mold where his earnest grip dug in, her wet warmth welcoming him as he held her down and claimed her in triumph.

He’d had enough of this.

With a blast of finality, he broke the ground up ahead and forced it to rise into the sky. A hundred yards in front of Siobhan, mountains formed, climbing like rockets toward the stars and planets above. He watched as she reacted, hastily slowing her motorcycle just enough to skid to a long and dirt-flying stop without laying the bike down and killing herself.

Thane was right on her tail. Fifty feet… thirty…

And then, just as he thought he’d reached her, she and the Dodge Tomahawk she was riding vanished into thin air. Invisible? He used his magic to sear through any unseen shield that would cloak her from sight. But there was none there. She wasn’t there.

It was an illusion, he realized, eyes wide. Thane’s own motorcycle skidded to a cacophonous halt. He lowered a boot to the cracked ground. The bike bucked and rumbled beneath him as his quicksilver gaze scanned the darkened landscape. Somewhere back there, without him noticing it, Siobhan had switched herself out for a doppelganger
mirage.

He was unduly impressed. He was also feeling more ardent, hot-tempered, restless, and hungry than he could ever remember feeling. 

He closed his eyes, calling out to the Anime of his realm. It was a very big realm. If she knew she was capable of it, the warlock could have transported anywhere within it. The Anime were his eyes and ears across the vast expanse of Purgatory. They had helped him to locate Roman D’Angelo’s enemy in the neighboring astral plane several months ago – and they would help him find his own queen now.

*****

She’d donned a shield of invisibility, and as she crouched behind Thane’s house, the only standing structure in what felt like a thousand miles, she couldn’t see her own arms or denim-covered legs. She leaned against the back door of the building in silence, wondering how much further she would have had to go to get to win this game. Where was this finish line he insisted she would know? She strongly suspected that he’d been referring to the edge of his realm. And she also suspected that only Thanatos could find such a thing. 

He’d set her up to lose. 

But she’d never been one to shy from a challenge, and she had put up quite a fight. Now she was without options it would seem. And as she felt a weakness steal over her, she realized that she was also out of magic. She had done everything from transform her motorcycle to transform the very ground several times. She’d turned herself invisible, formed a doppelganger in her image, and transported back to Thane’s home. She had never in her life used so much power all at once, and she still hadn’t recovered from the bit she’d cast at the Phantom King when they’d first met.

She felt strange now, lighter even. As she considered the way she felt, she found herself lowering her forehead to her knees and closing her eyes. It wasn’t a bad feeling, just different. Considering the circumstances, it was also a bit alarming. She wondered whether she would turn out to be like a car battery. Some of them couldn’t be recharged when they were drained completely. That last bit of sucked-out juice signaled the end of their power for good. 

Was that going to happen to her? Would she ever get her magic back?

Siobhan….

Siobhan’s head snapped up. The night was empty in front of her. The desert ground and star-studded indigo sky stretched on to the horizon. 

Siobhan….

She blinked, slowly coming to her feet. The name had been spoken so softly, she’d barely heard it the first time. Now it was a touch louder, but still a whisper.

“Yes?” she asked hesitantly.

The air rippled in front of her, taking on the familiar cast of an Anime. The thin, translucent image of a spirit appeared, a little girl of no more than ten years of age. Her clothes were of a different era, perhaps the 1920’s. She had blue eyes and blonde braids, and her worn leather boots faded into nothing where they hovered above the ground.

He’s coming, said the Anime.

Siobhan’s heart thudded once against her ribcage. 

The Anime laughed, the sound like a hollow echo of something that was once quite lovely. He wanted us to find you, but I would rather warn you. It’s a fun game!

Siobhan gasped as the door behind her suddenly swung inward and she lost her balance. “I just bet it is,” came a deep, male voice from behind her. She squealed as she went falling backward and was caught in the firm grip of two very strong arms.

A pair of lips lowered to her ear and she felt hot breath fan out across her neck. “Caught you,” Thane said, sending rivulets of pleasure coursing through Siobhan’s body. 

Thane raised his head then and addressed the Anime. “Nice try, Cassidy, but you led me right to her.”

The Anime Cassidy seemed truly put out. She crossed her arms over her chest, scowled at the Phantom King, and then faded away into nothingness once more. Thane chuckled and returned his attention to the captive in his grasp.

“I won.”







Chapter Twenty-Four

Siobhan clutched to the arm he held around her in sudden uncertainty as the world wavered around them, the house disappeared, and the only solid thing in the universe was the tall, hard body pressed up against her back. Her breath caught in her throat when the night sky seemed to blur into hyperspace around her. It was like watching a laser light show, and it was dizzying enough that a part of her wanted to close her eyes.

But the rest of her was fascinated, and Thane’s solid form gave her enough courage to keep watching as he literally moved space and time around them.

When it began to slow down again, Siobhan could feel that they were somewhere else – somewhere very else, as in not in the same realm. The ground was still solid beneath her feet and still devoid of vegetation, but the night sky seemed closer, the planets larger. 

Thane slowly released Siobhan as she gazed up at it. Rings circled a planet that looked like Saturn, but was painted blue and pink and orange. The stars looked like big holes punched in a black velvet blanket, they were so bright. Smaller, closer lights zigged and zagged across the sky like comets, leaving trails of stardust in their wake. Everything seemed in motion, animated like a massive mobile above a child’s crib.

Siobhan stared up at it in awe.

“This is the astral plane,” Thane said as he slowly moved around her, drawing her attention inexorably back to him. “The cosmos are closer here, though it makes no physical sense. But then,” he added softly as he stepped in front and then turned to face her. “Magic rarely does.”

He stood tall before her, a rock of a man in black, all rough and tumble and so much more. His tattoos had changed again, now vividly colorful and as vibrant as a lit up rainbow. Swirls of ocean and space painted his well-muscled arms and peeked out from the collar around his neck. His eyes were different now as well. There seemed to be motes of color swirling within their silver depths, as if to reflect the stars and planets above. They were mesmerizing, and as he reached up to cup the side of her face, Siobhan felt hypnotized.

Her breath caught and held. Her heart danced. His touch was feather-soft and heart-wrenchingly tender, as if to defy the strength of the man touching her. 

I’m lost, she thought as he leaned in, the darkness and charisma of the Phantom King blocking out the rest of the magnificent multiverse. When his mouth touched hers, it was with the faintest brush, and tiny fireworks of feeling crackled across her lips. He lingered, for the slightest of moments, like a stallion waiting at the gates before charging.

And then his hand slid to the back of her head and fisted in her hair. He deepened the kiss, moving in like an animal, hungry and desperate. Siobhan melted as he opened her up, pressing deep. His kiss bruised her lips and buckled her knees, but a second strong arm around her waist held her aloft, trapping her in a heated embrace.

He probed her mouth, drinking it in as if he were possessed by an unquenchable thirst, and she felt the razor-sharp tips of his fangs prick her tongue. She gasped, the sensation both frightening and tantalizing. Instinct forced her to try to pull away, but his grip on her hair tightened and she lost her balance, falling.

She gasped against his lips as he fell with her. With a soft cry of surprise that his kiss simply swallowed up, she landed upon something soft. He pulled away from her then, to gaze down at her through glowing, lust-filled eyes. “A deal is a deal,” he said, his deep voice rasping with harsh desire.

Siobhan was puzzled. Her mind felt addled, her body on fire. In a daze, she glanced at what she’d landed on. It was a bed – the same bed that had been in his bedroom only hours ago. But now it was here in the middle of an empty astral plane beneath a brilliant Galileo sky.


She had just enough time to process this and what it meant before the arm Thane had around her waist lifted her much smaller body up on the bed and slid her toward the middle. Once he had her where he wanted her, he rose up and ripped his black t-shirt over his head to toss it away with stark impatience.

Siobhan watched the muscles of his strong body ripple as he did this, taking in the broad expanse of his smooth, tanned chest and the narrow, perfect beauty of his waist where it disappeared into his jeans. Vibrant ink curled in intricate designs over his incredible shoulders and around the unbelievable peaks of his biceps. Something was written in another language across the taut skin of his abdomen, and she became lost in the design where it rose and fell over each and every well-developed ridge. She could have stared at him forever. 

But he gave her mere seconds before he was looming over her once more, his mouth capturing hers. With unwavering persistence, he pressed her into the bed beneath her, his heavier body easing over hers like a barely-controlled beast. The scent of masculine soap and leather wafted over Siobhan, making her feel drunk. She closed her eyes and failed to suppress a moan when she felt one of his hands gently encircle her throat in the ultimate show of tender domination. He was taking control. He would never hurt her, but the predatory threat was still there, flooding her system with aphrodisiac-like adrenaline. 

When he released her, she was almost sorry – until his hand slid quickly down the front of her shirt to its hem and grasped it firmly. Her eyes flew open when he rose, shoved his other arm under her again, and lifted her, simultaneously pulling her thin top right over her head. She lifted her arms to make it easier for him, and because she couldn’t even think clearly to deny him at all.

He was right. A deal was a deal. And she was almost delirious with need as he unclasped her bra and slowly eased its straps down over her shoulders. The thin lace material dropped, now useless, into her lap. Thane picked it up, smiled a terribly evil full-fanged smile, and tucked the tiny thing into the back pocket of his jeans, all the while never taking his eyes off of hers.

She felt like she should protest, and out of show, she took a breath to say something when his finger pressed to her lips and his eyes flashing in warning. Gently, but resolutely, he lowered her back down onto the bed and pinned her there for a moment before he sat back to look at her.

His eyes burned a silver trail of lust across her flesh, scorching her as if he could brand her with his gaze. And that’s what she felt he was doing – branding her as his. The thought sent her heart into overdrive. She watched in helpless, hungry fascination as he lodged his knee firmly between her bent legs. The intimacy of the action sent blood rushing up her neck and a blush into her nipples, despite the jeans she still wore. A breeze kissed her flesh, cooling it a bit before his molten gaze warmed it again. He leaned over her close enough to once more whisper in her ear.

“You have the body of a queen,” he told her, sending hot breath across her skin. She pressed her teeth into her bottom lip and closed her eyes, turning her head to the side so that he couldn’t see what he was doing to her. But then his lips were on her throat, kissing gently… suckling… nipping…. 

She remembered just what kind of teeth he had and almost cried out when she felt them graze along the flesh above her pulsing vein.

“Tell me something little warlock,” he said as he moved lower, trailing those dangerous teeth along her collarbone and sending more heat to every throbbing part of her body. “Are you wet?” he asked.

Oh my God! she thought. There was no way she was going to answer that.


A heartbeat later, those teeth scraped across the top of her taut nipple and painful pleasure arced across her body, sending more moisture into her already damp panties.

“Yes!” she cried, unable to stop herself. 

“I believe you,” he said, amusement and triumph both lacing his dark tone. “But I think I’ll see for myself anyway.”

With that, the jeans she was wearing one moment were gone in the next. Just gone. A warm breeze brushed her now naked legs and she jumped in surprise, trying at once to rise.

His hand was at her throat again, this time to press her back down into the bed beneath her. His eyes locked with hers as he held her, a reminder that he was the one in control, that he had won the bet.

And that he would be taking what was rightfully his.

His knee was already between her legs, opening her up to him, and Siobhan had never felt more wantonly vulnerable in her life. Her hands came around his wrist where he held her, her nails curling into the strong muscle of his forearm. 

His other hand cupped her breast as he held her gaze, and his thumb slowly brushed across her flushed nipple. She sucked in a breath and arched her back as he did it again. Then he leaned in, hovering over her like a big, black cat and held the sensitive little bud between two fingers, squeezing gently. 

When the pressure increased, sending more pain-pleasure shooting down her body between her legs, Siobhan frowned, bit her lip hard, and tried to turn her head away. 

“You’re so
beautiful,” the Phantom King rasped as his lips brushed her cheek, then her temple, and then the curve of her throat beneath her ear. He released her tender nipple to slide his hand down across her ribcage and the gentle swell of her belly before dipping into the dark red curls between her legs. Now Siobhan’s eyes flew open wide and, as if he knew she would begin struggling anew, his hand tightened around her throat, waylaying any thoughts of escape.

She froze as his legs held her open and his hand relentlessly descended through her soft curls to the ever-so-moist cleft between her legs. The brush of his fingers across her slick opening made her buck in his grip. It was electric and fevered and as he delved deeper inside of her, completely undeterred, she soaked his fingers with her need.

“And honest,” he whispered, the sound something between a guttural chuckle of pure evil and a pain-filled sound of unbelievable yearning. 

Suddenly, his hand was gone from her throat, and the fingers he’d plunged into her wetness were removed, and both hands were on her thighs, pressing them open as he reared up like a snake about to strike.

Siobhan gazed up at him in wonder, shock, and absolute abandon. Her fingers curled into the sheets beneath her, clutching them tight as if the world would throw her off if she let go. The Phantom King was now completely unclothed, and the moon and stars shed a tempting glow across his incredible body. She could see all of him now. Everything.

And when she felt the hard, hot brand of his member pressing against her opening, she rose to meet him, her delirious mind completely blank but for one all-encompassing desire. She wanted to feel him inside of her, his incredible size filling her up in a way she’d never imagined possible. She wanted it so badly, it was literally driving her insane.

She’d wanted it since the moment he’d turned to face her in her doorway. Since he’d stepped into her house and shut the door behind him. Since he’d straddled the front wheel of her motorcycle. She’d wanted it forever.

Thane lowered his hard body over hers, bracing a strong arm on the bed on each side of her, and Siobhan released the sheets to press her palms into the sculpted rock of his chest. Her nails dug deep, her body tensed, and her eyes were caught and held by his as he drove slowly into her, breaching the walls of her female defenses and claiming her as his.


Animal need inflamed her, forcing her up off of the bed to thrust him deeper within her. He stretched her tight and filled her up, heating her from the inside like a furnace. Rivulets of lightning pleasure snaked up from her clitoris as his body pressed against it, stimulating it from both inside and out. 

The stars swayed above them, and comets streamed across the sky while he moved within her. It was a delicious almost-pain, a frenzied kind of pleasure that left her crying out and gasping for air as she gazed through half-closed lids at the topsy-turvy night. 

Siobhan screamed and arched against his chest, her breasts crushed beneath him as he began to thrust into her faster, driving deeper, inciting a rising need that dragged Siobhan closer and closer to that precipice. 

The Phantom King’s beast was unrestrained, the animal within him taking over, and she knew it would shove her right off of that cliff. She would go tumbling end over end into oblivion, crying out her thanks to the gods the whole way down.

His lips were on hers again, bruising, biting, edging her on toward madness. He released her from the kiss, his lips trailing again to her jaw and then to her throat. Siobhan could barely register thought. 

He kissed the vein in her neck, then poised there, breathless, as he drove into her like a jackhammer.
“I have to taste you,” he growled with
the deep,
lust-maddened voice of a demon. The gentleness was long gone. 

She could not think. There was no comprehension – and no disquiet. Whatever he wanted, he could have. “Take it,” she gasped, not even knowing what she was giving away. Take it all, she thought. It’s yours. My God, it’s all yours.

She felt his hand firmly grasp her chin and turn her head to fully expose the throat he’d been kissing, but his cock was so hard and so deep, she was mindless. 

The first prick against her throat furrowed her brow – but then, as his wicked sharp fangs slowly began to sink their full length into her taut neck and the vein beneath, she understood. 

Her hands flew to his arms to find purchase. Fear thrummed through her. She waited for the pain, for the death that would surely come with someone opening up such a major artery.

But he was relentless; he sank his teeth in to the hilt and went still, holding
himself there within her. There was no pain.
In the stillness, as his cock waited in subjugation inside of her and his teeth claimed her throat, Siobhan could hear the ragged course of her breathing. Her heart hammered, her body throbbed, and that precipice loomed ever nearer.

He waited. Pressing in, sinking so deep.

And waited.

And when Siobhan thought she would rip out her own heart if she he didn’t allow her to climax soon, she felt him pull back from between her legs…. And then ram fully into her as he pulled against her throat, taking her life-giving blood and swallowing it down. 

The sensation was indescribable, and it buzzed through her, that electrifying little death that kicked her over the edge and sent her flying.

He drove forward, pulled back, and shoved into her again and again. 

She screamed into the astral night, crying out as her body convulsed around his with every wave that coursed through her. She was drowning in pleasure, each flex and pull upon her body so hard, so blissfully severe, she saw stars on the insides of her lids. 

There was no beginning and no end. Time became an infinite loop of velveteen rapture beneath Thane’s adept ministrations. He drank deeper, drove harder, moved faster, and Siobhan lost track of every lucid thing in the world. Somehow, through the haze of her seraphic delirium, she felt Thanatos pull his teeth from her throat, saw him rise above her, and watched through half-closed lids as the king threw back his head and roared into the night, the sheer beauty of him enough to hold her entranced.


The stars slowed… the planets stopped dancing, and the bed beneath Siobhan’s clutching fingers engulfed her in sated warmth. Above her, Thane lowered his head, and she was lanced by the melted
metal of his eyes. He watched her for a breathless moment, a look of absolute wonder on his perfect features.

And then, ever so slowly and with the bewildered care that came when someone realized they had something truly precious, The Phantom King
once more claimed her lips with his own.






Chapter Twenty-Five

“The process is reversing,” Roman stated. The dark holes that had formed during the portal explosion had only spread as far as the outer rooms of his mansion, and fortunately no one had been hurt. Now they were receding, growing smaller by the minute. It appeared that time and space didn’t like being fractured. The opposite of entropy, their OCD-like hold on reality maintained a strict code by which they existed. And they reverted to it now.

He and a few of the members of his vampire court stood in his study, which seemed to be the core of where the destruction had occurred from and spread. David Cade stood beside him, as did Samantha, the twenty-something technophile who was the youngest vampire to ever sit at his court. “Yes,” agreed Sam. “At an exponential rate, actually. We should be able to transport safely within the hour.” 

“Good,” said Roman. “I want to find out what the hell happened and whether Thanatos and his queen were harmed.” His expression turned grim. “And then we have a war to wage.”

*****

“So that’s what the dark side of the moon looks like,” Siobhan said. She gazed up at the astral sky from where her head rested in the crook of Thane’s arm. Here, in this bizarrely beautiful realm, the night sky was an astronomer’s drug-induced dream. Everything was turned around and looked as though it was within arm’s reach. “It looks like a giant eye,” she said. “I can just imagine how different our cultures and beliefs would be if we’d been staring up at that all this time instead.”

Thane chuckled. “And it had been staring back at us?” He bent, placing a kiss on her crown. “You know, I’ve thought the same thing many times.”

They’d been lying in Thane’s bed for what must have been a few hours, speaking in hushed, sated tones. Siobhan had never felt so comfortable with another person. She’d never been the kind of person to lack self-confidence, but she had to admit that the fact that she possessed magical powers had set her apart from others while growing up. She’d kept her distance, and she had definitely felt fear – fear of being found out, and fear that what she could do meant she must be something
bad.

But now, wrapped in the warm and firm embrace of the Phantom King, she felt none of that. She was confident, she was contented, and she was at peace.

Still, there was a lingering something that hovered in the air over them. It was miniscule at first, but became heavier with each passing minute. It felt like trying to remember whether you’d left the oven on. 

And now, because she did feel so confident and comfortable in Thane’s arms, Siobhan allowed herself to say as much. “Thane, is there something you’re not telling me?”

The Phantom King went still beneath her. She noticed that he even stopped breathing. Slowly, she sat up, at once feeling the coolness of the air where his warmth had once been.

He watched her with those beautiful silver eyes for a few uncertain seconds, and then he ran his hands over his face and sat up with her. She watched his muscles cord and ripple and her mouth watered. But the look on his face quelled any mounting hunger, replacing it with concern.

“There is something,” he admitted softly. 

“Oh God, what is it?” Siobhan asked. A hundred horrible things ran through her head. Had they destroyed the time-space continuum when Thane had cast magic in that portal? Had they inadvertently killed a bunch of people? Was this about Steven?

“Christ, Siobhan, you look like an Anime right now,” Thane said, cupping her face gently. “It’s nothing bad, okay? No need to go catatonic on me.”

Siobhan felt her heart calm down a bit and her head stop spinning. Nothing bad. Okay. She could live with that.

“There are thirteen supernatural kings who share the realms and rule over them,” he told her as his thumb brushed along her cheek bone. “For thousands of years, any attempt on our parts to share our kingdoms with a mate have failed in one form or another.” He hesitated and then added, “until recently.”

Siobhan didn’t understand, so she didn’t pretend to. Instead, she just frowned a little and waited for him to continue to explain.

“You met Roman D’Angelo.”

She nodded.

“He’s the Vampire King. A few months ago, he met his wife, Evelynne. And when he did, he started a chain-reaction that will eventually make its way through every sovereign of the supernatural realms.” His expression became earnest. “Starting with me.”

Siobhan blinked. “I don’t understand what you’re saying, Thane.” She shook her head, stabbing in the dark. “Are you saying that you’re all going to find your queens now?” 

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Siobhan.”

A horrible feeling coursed through her. “Are you saying that you have a queen somewhere and you didn’t tell me about her?” Even as she said it, she knew it couldn’t possibly be true. It just couldn’t.

Thane looked stricken. “No!” he said, becoming adamant. “There’s no one else, Siobhan. Listen,” he continued. “Among our people, we have witches known as seers. The most powerful of them recently had a vision of thirteen kings on a chess board – and thirteen queens.” He moved his hand from her cheek and held it out palm-up between them. “The same very powerful, very wise woman gave me this after I’d met you.”

The air above his open palm shimmered, there was a brief flash of white light, and when it was gone, a single red chess queen stood in Thane’s hand.


Siobhan looked down at it, noticing that it was the same color as her hair. Recognition thrummed through her, quickening her pulse. There was a buzzing in her ears, distant but there. 

She knew what was coming next. She could have spoken the words herself.

“This is you, Siobhan,” Thane told her. She felt his eyes on her again, searching her face, maybe even searching her soul. Very softly, and with a finality that spoke of firm belief, he said, “You are my queen.”

Siobhan stared at the piece in his hand. It gleamed in the moonlight.

Slowly she reached out to touch it. As her fingers closed over the piece, a sense of completion stole over her. “I know,” she said, taking it from his hand and turning the piece over. “I think I knew the moment I first looked into your eyes.”

Thane was quiet beside her, so Siobhan looked up. He looked more shocked than she felt, and his throat was working as if he were swallowing tears he would not allow to his eyes. “You aren’t angry?” He asked it as if he could scarcely believe his fortune.

Siobhan thought about that. He hadn’t been honest with her from the beginning. How long had he known? How long ago had this witch woman given him the chess piece? That delay bothered her, especially since she’d trusted him enough to sleep with him.

But then… this was Thanatos. And nothing could overshadow the way he made her feel, the way everything about him was even more magical than she was, from his realm to his tender-fierce touch. She knew she was meant to be with him. She knew it in some place so far down, so rooted in her core, it was practically primordial. And he probably did too. 

She knew that he’d most likely been afraid that if he told her, she would deny it, claim it wasn’t true. And in the process, crush him. She could understand that kind of hesitation.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not angry.” She closed her hand over the chess piece with decision. It was a gesture that spoke volumes of acceptance. “But don’t ever keep anything from me again, Thane.”

Thane’s eyes widened even further, and he half laughed, half choked with emotion as he reached forward to cup her face in both hands. “Oh Siobhan….” He shook his head. “No. I swear I will never keep anything from you again.”

“Never is a long time,” Siobhan said, placing her hand over his.

“It’s not so long now.” He leaned in and kissed her, tender lips and a bit of scruff igniting the fire that had been smoldering in red embers inside of her. The moment he parted her lips and his tongue delved inside, all she could think about was the bed beneath her and how she wanted him to hold her down on it some more.

But he pulled away after a few delicious moments and breathlessly said, “I want you to marry me.”

Siobhan blinked, shuddered a bit, and tried to get her libido back under control. She hadn’t been expecting that. Marriage was a bit formal and a bit traditional for the crazy, magical world they were living in. “Ummm….”

His gaze intensified and his voice deepened. “Siobhan, please be my wife.” He reached down for her right hand, the one she had always felt a bit more magic run through, and ran his thumb over her ring finger. Tiny sparks sizzled across the base of her finger, tickling pleasantly. As they receded, an intertwining line of red and black wrapped around it like a knotted ring.

A ring tattoo. How very Phantom King.

Siobhan couldn’t help but laugh. The man could probably give her a diamond the size of a pickup truck, but he’d gone with this. It was something so much more him. The gesture touched her, and that touch felt wonderful.

She nodded. “Alright,” she said, still smiling broadly. She turned her hand over, admiring the gorgeous scrollwork. “I’ll marry you.”

As soon as she said it, there was something else, something that hadn’t been there a second ago. It was indescribable, like what the air felt like just before lightning struck. Like the sound of a held breath and the smell of possibility. It was something that had been Thane’s alone – and was now hers as well. 

Thane lunged forward and captured her lips at once, bruising them with a palpable happiness that made her feel drunk. Light flashed around them, and when Siobhan managed to open her eyes for just a moment, it was to find the sky filled with shooting stars. Thousands of them.

But once again, a minute later, the king broke their kiss, and this time Siobhan had to fight not to fist her hand in his hair and yank him back in with everything she had.

When he pulled back, he looked as addled with lust as she felt. He swallowed hard and said in a gruff tone, “I have to return to the mortal realm.”


Siobhan ran a frustrated hand through her hair. “Okay… why?”

“With his actions, Marius has waged war on the other kings,” he told her. He let out a shaky breath, every muscle in his perfect body tensed as if he were fighting something off. “I’m one of those kings.”

She processed that, closed her eyes as a dread began to creep in, and then she made her way off of the bed. The planets continue to turn overhead, the stars to glimmer. Not again, she thought. Her desire slowly waned, leaving her body feeling chilled by the night air. He was about to leave her alone again. Only now she knew it was worse. Now she knew there was a possibility that Thane might not come back. And now she really, really cared. 

“Fine,” she said. “I’m coming with you.”

She had no magic left; she could feel that she’d used it all up while trying to outrun the Phantom King, and she hadn’t yet slept or eaten, so none of it had returned – if it was ever going to return at all. Which was something she didn’t want to think about.

But she could fire a weapon; she could pull a trigger as well as the next person. She could lend moral support. She could do something. Couldn’t she?

Thane looked down at the bed, seemed to consider something, and then he rose from the mattress as well to stand beside it. He stared at her long and hard, an enigmatic expression on his gorgeous face. As he did, the bed disappeared – and clothes magically formed on both of their bodies. 

Siobhan glanced down, recognizing her own belongings, and then looked back up. The Phantom King stood before her in his jeans and black leather, looking as indomitable as ever.

“No,” he said softly as he slowly closed the distance between them. “You’re the very thing that Marius is after. You go out there, and no matter what else happens and who else dies, you’ll be the one most at risk.” He stopped a foot away and shook his head. “And there’s no way I’m going to lose you now.”

“Thane,” she said, offering up her most pleading look. “Please don’t just leave me here.”

“It won’t be for long, and you won’t be alone,” he told her. “We’ve already discussed it and I’ll bring several of Roman’s people and a few werewolves into Purgatory to watch over you.”

Siobhan’s eyes widened. She blinked. “You’ve already discussed it?”

“With the other kings and with the werewolf council Overseer,” he said.

“I see,” she said, feeling a sharp spike of anger shoot up her spine. It had been  hard enough for her to get past the fact that werewolves and dragons and fairies existed when he’d told her about them while they lay in bed together. Now they were deciding her fate for her. “When were you planning on telling me this?”

Thane looked as though he knew he’d done wrong but was unrepentant. It was a beautiful look on him. It made her want to rip his shirt off. It also made her want to then strangle him with the shredded material. 

“I’m telling you now,” he said.

That spike of rage that had made its way up her body was sitting, crouched and ready in her brain now, flooding her system with adrenaline and cortisol. 

“Absolutely not,” she said through clenched teeth. It was one thing to tell her she had to stay here; she could even come to accept it if she tried. It was true, after all. She would be no good to anyone in a fight. But the fact that he trusted her so little that he was going to have paranormal monsters babysit her was making her vision go red. He was just lucky she had no magic at that moment. “I will not stay here under guard, Thane.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, my queen,” he said, his expression turning just as dark and determined as her own. “You absolutely will.”

He reached out with lightning speed and grabbed her wrist, spinning her around so fast that she lost her balance. She gasped as she fell back against him and he wrapped his arms around her. The world tilted, melted, blurred, and she knew he was transporting them once more. Instinct always seemed to rule out during interdimensional travel, and she found herself clinging to his tightly wrapped arms out of sheer self-preservation. When the world solidified again, they were in Thane’s living room in his house in Purgatory. 

Without loosening his grip on her, the Phantom King lowered his lips to her ear and a hard ripple of pleasure-wrath made its way relentlessly through her body.

“Be nice to them, Siobhan. If I hear you’ve misbehaved when I return, I’ll have to punish you.”

With that, he released her almost as quickly as he’d grabbed her. Siobhan stumbled, and by the time she got her feet steady under her once more – he was gone.






Chapter Twenty-Six

There had been more than hunger and desire involved when Thane had decided to play “chase” with the young warlock across the desert of his realm. A certain amount of strategy had gone into it as well.

He’d known she would use her magic to escape him. And in so doing, she would drain herself dry. Should Marius get his hands on her while she was in this state, he would not be able to glean any power off of her, not for a while anyway. He would need to allow her both sustenance and rest. And this would buy Thane time.

The down side was that it did leave Siobhan defenseless against anyone the Akyri King might employ to aid him in her capture. But the chances of him using anyone but Akyri were slim enough that the plan had been worth it.

Everything the Phantom King thought about now was fundamentally
for Siobhan, including
what he planned to do now. Despite having her safety at heart, it was certain to come back and bite him in the ass.


This isn’t the way to treat a newlywed bride, Thane.

On the inside, he was kicking himself up and down and sideways and backwards. His leave of her had admittedly been handled not at all well. But time hadn’t been on his side, and he couldn’t manipulate its length any more in such short order. It was tearing him up, but he’d had little choice. 

And now he was feeling the grim weight of impending misfortune as he moved through the portal to leave the outer realms and return to Earth. He wouldn’t have tried if he hadn’t sensed that everything within the portals had returned to normal. The dark holes he’d inadvertently ripped into his realm had disappeared, and interdimensional travel was now safe again.

That was more than he could say for himself if he returned to Purgatory unprepared. She’s going to rip me to shreds, he thought. He’d sensed the swell in her power after he’d given her his mark, his ring, his promise. Once he’d drawn it and she had accepted it, she’d become his wife. She had officially become his queen.

Common knowledge about the queens on a chess board was that they were far more powerful than their kings. Thane knew Siobhan would grow stronger. In time, she would not only be able to cast magic as a warlock, but absorb it from others as he did. It could mean many things. She might become her own rechargeable battery, never running out of magic. The thought was staggering. She would become a force to be reckoned with.

Siobhan Ashdown was going to rock the world.
And though he was actually looking forward to her evolution in some ways, he was currently dreading their next confrontation.


The rip in time and space opened one last time before him, the light at the end of the strange, beautiful tunnel, and Thane stepped into the predestined location where he would be meeting Roman and several members of the werewolf community.



He glanced at their surroundings very quickly, taking it all in. It was a clearing in the midst of a giant forest, and as the sheer height of the Redwood trees around him made their indomitable impression, he recalled that vampires were particularly fond of the Western Seaboard. The air was wet, but the temperature was mild, and vampires had some kind of affinity for Redwoods, in particular. 

The unspoken leader of the 13 Kings, Roman D’Angelo, stood apart from the others who had gathered and now met Thane at the center of the clearing.


The Vampire King studied him closely. “Based on the new ink on your right ring finger, I might assume things went well.” He paused, looked back up at Thane’s eyes, and smiled a rather amused smile. “But from the aura you’re currently sporting, I would ultimately guess otherwise.”

“She’s stubborn,” Thane said by way of explanation.

Roman’s smile broadened, flashing fangs. “The best ones are.”

He turned and faced the others now, who slowly joined them near the center of the small field. The smell of wet bark, sea salt, and earth seemed to cleanse the air. It was mid-morning, and despite the dangerous, predatory power gathered in the forest, small fauna could be heard going about their business not far away.

Six werewolves in all had agreed to meet with Thane: Three men and three women. Jesse Graves, the werewolf council Overseer, had apparently brought them up to speed and asked them this favor.


The man Thane recognized at once among the group stood at well over six feet and had eyes like clouded emeralds. He would have been recognizable to millions of people, in all fairness, but only a few select individuals knew him to be more than a rather famous author of best-selling murder mysteries.

Malcolm Cole stood with his arm wrapped both lovingly and possessively around the shoulders of a tall, beautiful red-head that reminded Thane a little of Siobhan. He knew who she was, of course. Everyone did.

Cole and his fiancé Charlie, also known as Claire, were the two werewolves Thane was most hoping would help him in this. The red-headed Charlie was a beautiful woman, tall and lean and wickedly fast. She was the granddaughter of the former Overseer, and most importantly, she herself had been the subject of a very dangerous obsession. Thane had asked for her specifically because he was hoping she could help Siobhan come to grips with what was happening. And if worse came to worst, Thane trusted Charlie to put up one hell of a fight in defending Thane’s bride.

Four couples constituted the most famous werewolf couples alive today. The eight wolves were a close-knit group, the best of friends, and had been through a veritable war to make that bond strong. Thanatos was incredibly encouraged that three of those four couples were here right now. And he completely understood the absence of the fourth. The Healer Dannai Caige and her husband had their own issues to deal with, and she had her own loved ones to protect.

Thane and Roman approached the group. Malcolm looked straight into Thane’s eyes. “He’ll never stop coming for her,” the werewolf told him.

Thane nodded. “I know.”

“We’ll take care of Siobhan,” said Charlie, who turned to gesture toward her two female friends. “Lily and I will see that she isn’t alone. Kat will go with you.”

Katherine Dare, a tall white-blonde haired woman with porcelain skin and an unidentifiable fierceness about her nodded at Thane. Beside her stood Byron Caige, a man with light gray eyes much like Thane’s, and who apparently possessed the mind-boggling ability to manipulate electricity. It was an indescribable boon.

“The Curse Breaker is a former Hunter and one of our most skilled fighters,” said Daniel Kane, the black-haired, blue-eyed Cajun man that Thane knew was the police chief of Baton Rouge. 

“Then I would rather that you stay with Siobhan,” said Thane as he turned to face the fair-haired woman. He was having a very hard time leaving his queen behind in his realm. He knew she was safer there. Marius might be able to traverse the same portals as Thane could, but Purgatory was off-limits to anyone Thane didn’t want there.

But at the same time, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was vulnerable. All alone. He wanted to surround her with a SWAT team, with an army of dragons,
shadows and goblins, and with Iron Man.

However, it took a lot of energy and effort to bring someone into Purgatory. If they were quintessentially of another realm, it was infinitely more difficult. Vampires and werewolves were of Earth. Whatever else might be said about their supernatural statuses, they were born of the spinning blue planet. Like mortals, they were made of star stuff.

He could send them into Purgatory without draining himself, and that was essential. 

“Your problem won’t go away until we make it go away,” Cole told him, using a placating and gentle tone. He was speaking from experience. 

“But he’s afraid to leave his mate unprotected,” said Charlie, who drew her fiancé’s gaze at once. She gave him a meaningful look, and Cole straightened, a muscle in his jaw ticking. He was no doubt remembering the fight he’d had against one Gabriel Phelan, the Hunter-werewolf who had been so obsessed with Charlie, he’d come back from the dead to obtain her.

“You’re right,” Cole said simply. And left it at that.

“You’ll be accompanied by a few of Roman’s vampires,” Thane told the women. He wanted to send some of the men he knew personally, but Roman had suggested Siobhan would more readily identify with women in this case, hence the arrival of Charlie, Lily Kane, and Katherine Dare. He would be sending two female vampires that Roman trusted as well. 

He only hoped it was an unnecessary waste of man – or woman – power. And that if it wasn’t, it would at least be
enough.

“I can’t thank you enough for what you’re doing for me,” Thane told them. He meant it. “I owe you one.”

*****

Siobhan lifted her head from where she had it in her hands and blew out another breath. She stood up from Thane’s couch, walked across the living room, and turned and strode back again. Then she ran her hands through her hair, fisted it tight, and growled in frustration.

Not really knowing why, but just needing to move somewhere even if it was aimless, Siobhan stormed from the living room into the kitchen and then through the garage door. Rows and rows of shimmering, glimmering vehicles greeted her, the sheer glory of them bringing her to a stop and temporarily causing her to forget her ire.

But it didn’t last long. Her honey-colored eyes skirted over them, taking in their spotless paint jobs with the detached air of someone who had something else on her mind.

Just as she was about to begin vehemently cursing Thane for the third time that morning, the air rippled with an impending sensation. She recognized it at once. It was the same fluctuating resonance that had been produced moments before each of the Anime had come through in the garage earlier.

Siobhan stilled, turning her attention to a rippling portion of the air that hovered above the nearest vehicles like a will-o-wisp. The tattoo on her right ring finger tingled.

She glanced down, noticed it was glowing, and without thinking, she raised her right hand palm-out toward the airborne disturbance. The power that surged from her arm was foreign to her, and it surprised her enough that her eyes widened and her breath caught in her throat. But at the same time, it felt right. It felt no different coming from her than did her own magic. It was natural.

Because she was the Phantom Queen.

The rippling space expanded, brightened until it resembled a burgeoning portal, and then it opened up. The air split apart, and for a few seconds, Siobhan wasn’t certain anything was going to come through. 

But then the Anime appeared, tentative and hunched, its arms wrapped tightly around its own body as if to protect itself. It was a woman. She was dressed in blue jeans and a blood stained top.

The woman looked at Siobhan, her expression a harsh and horrible mixture of grief and terrible fear. “Are you Siobhan?” she asked, her quivering voice coming through loud and clear.

“Yes,” Siobhan replied. A thick and cold dread was beginning to creep up her body, enveloping her legs and the base of her spine. “I am.”

“You have to go to him,” the woman told her. “Please, I beg you. If you don’t, he’s going to kill them both!” She sobbed hopelessly, the sound hysterical and desperate. It was a wretched sound, crushing and awful. “Please,” she continued. “He said you would know what he meant. You have to go now.” She held her hands out toward Siobhan, as if she could physically make her leave. “He’s only giving you a few minutes!” The woman lunged forward, her blood-covered hands clasping in front of her as if praying. She flickered like an electric light in a storm and fell to her knees on some invisible floor in mid-air. “He said you had to transport to Pier 36 in San Francisco. It’s condemned.” She broke into another sob, and visibly tried to pull herself together. 

Siobhan could only continue to listen while
she watched through wide, bewildered eyes.

“He’s giving you five minutes,” the woman told her firmly. She looked up at Siobhan through a blurry, horrified gaze. She gritted her teeth. “If you don’t get there on time, he’s going to kill my husband and my six-year-old son.”






Chapter Twenty-Seven

Thane sensed the quiet long before he stepped through the other end of his portal and out into his garage. As his boots touched down on the cement, the reason for the quiet hit him like a Mac truck and it felt as if Purgatory dropped out from under him to leave him
drowning in a vat of fear. 

Five women stepped out behind him and looked around at all of the cars. One whistled low. “Damn,” someone remarked.

But when Thane turned to face them, Lily Kane was frowning. She shook her head and caught Thane’s gaze. Their eyes met and held. He knew what she was going to say before she said it. “She’s gone,” she whispered.

Thane couldn’t reply; no oxygen would leave his lungs. None would enter.

But a reply wasn’t necessary. Lily was the seer of the bunch. She
knew things. And it was clear from the very feel of the air that Siobhan was nowhere around. She had transported out of the realm. And since she had been completely out of her own magic when he left her, Thane knew that it was his magic she had used to open a portal.

He’d known that marrying her and making her his queen would make such a thing a possibility. But his death in a battle against Marius had also been a possibility, and he’d only wanted to be wed to her, to be her husband and her king before he died. So he’d made a choice.

It had been the wrong one.

“There has to be some way to find out where she went,” Lily said, running her hands over her eyes as she clearly tried to fathom what to do next. 

“I know someone who can help,” Thane said. His voice came to his own ears as if through water, garbled and buffered by the buzzing of abject terror. He was no longer in control of his body or his words; they acted of their own accord, going through the motions of the moments on autopilot. 

His reaction to Siobhan’s disappearance was having a visceral effect on him. He could taste his fear; it was like metal in his mouth. He could smell it, like blood gone sour. His arms and legs were numb, and his chest felt hollow, as if it were literally devoid of organs, muscle or bone.

“Who?” Lily asked.

One man had been so closely tied in with Siobhan’s dark magic that he’d managed to avoid death and return to her side. He’d been subconsciously feeding off of her for months now, in effect forming an Akyri/warlock bond. He knew the scent and signature of her stardust power as did probably no one else.

“Steven Lazarus,” Thane whispered. Lazarus would be able to track her down. He’d found her without even trying when he’d returned to her as an almost-Anime.

The King in Thanatos went through the steps of strategy without any conscious effort. They would return to the field in the Redwood Forest where the Kings were scheduled to meet. The other eleven remaining sovereigns and the werewolf council Overseer would be informed of the new development. They would locate Steven Lazarus, wherever he had gone off to after their battle with Marius.

And then the former detective would find Siobhan. And with any luck, he would also find Marius. 

And Thane could slowly pluck his arms from his god damned wife-stealing body.

*****

She lost control of the magic. She’d barely had a tentative grasp on it to begin with, and she’d been pressing her luck to actually make it to the location she wanted. But that was where her fortune ran dry, and as the last of her slippery grasp on her new husband’s magic was ripped from her hands, she was thrown forward as if she’d taken a running, springing jump off a massive trampoline. The portal came to a thunderous close behind her and she was air-borne, sailing through the dank, fish-odor air of a decrepit pier scheduled for destruction.

The cross beams and graffiti around her went by in a rush and a blur, and Siobhan realized a fractured combination of things at once. She wasn’t alone; there were figures waiting on the sidelines; perhaps half a dozen people. The air was unnaturally cold, even for San Francisco, which she knew could get quite chilly. And worst of all, she was going to hit the ground really hard. She would possibly break something. And because she’d used up all of her magic running from Thane, she would have nothing to stop this from happening.

She closed her eyes and put out her arms, ready to brace herself for the worst of it. But the ground didn’t come, and the wind stopped moving through her hair, and her body felt suspended.

She opened her eyes to find herself moving in slow motion just before she touched down upon the hard, damp cement. Because she’d been slowed down, the impact was nothing like what she’d expected. A gentle bump, a single roll, and she had come to a stop.

For a few seconds, she stared up at the rotting roof of the condemned pier. There were skylights set into the metal and wood, and pieces of the plastic were so thin, clouds could be seen in the sky beyond them. Bird droppings polka dotted the make-shift windows from the other side, darkening them in spots. She smelled fish and sea vegetation, both living and dead. She heard traffic moving along the Embarcadero, heard the water of the bay splashing against the cement of the pier outside, and caught the cry of a lone seagull.

And then the sound of boots on pavement beside her made her turn her head.

A man stood over her. She’d never seen him in person before, but she recognized the general features of his handsome visage. It was roughly similar to the large wavering image he had projected into Thane’s portal in order to threaten her.

This was Marius. The Akyri King.

“I’m pleased to see that an introduction is unnecessary,” said Marius, who smiled down at her in the most charming manner. His blue eyes shimmered with unnatural charisma and intelligence. “It means I’ve made an impression.” He reached down and offered her his hand. 

Siobhan looked at the offered hand. Calling up the portal to leave Purgatory had been a use of power that was not hers. She’d borrowed it and she could tell. 

Because now she was as exhausted as ever.

She took the offered hand. The Akyri King smiled what looked like a genuinely pleased smile, all white teeth and charm, and easily lifted Siobhan to her feet. Once she was up, he even steadied her with a gentle hand at her back. Then he let her go and cocked his head to one side.

“So tell me,” he said, “was it Thanatos’ idea or yours that you drain yourself of all your magic?”

Siobhan looked from him to the others in the room. Three men, all in black. Siobhan recognized them as Akyri. They had that hungry, barely-fed look about them. They looked at her as if she were a Smorgasbord. She swallowed hard. 

Two other men were with them, but they were mortal. One of the men was very young, a teenager most likely. The other sported gray at his temples, was dressed in khaki pants and a white button-up shirt, and wore a scared-shitless look on his face. He stood behind the teenage boy who was trying very hard not to look scared, but who was bound hand and foot to a wooden chair that was covered in blood. It must not have been his blood; his clothes were relatively clean.

It’s his mother’s blood, she realized. His mother was the one who had been murdered first and sent to Purgatory. This was the family she’d told Siobhan about. There was no sign of the dead woman…. But there was a tarp in one corner of the building. The body could be under it.

Siobhan turned back to face the Akyri King, who yet waited patiently for her reply. No point in not being honest. It wouldn’t gain her anything.

“It was his,” she said. “We had a game of chase. He won.”

The Akyri King threw back his head and laughed. The jovial sound was real and came from somewhere deep inside. He was truly amused. His laughter echoed in the dank, empty space of the pier. The man and his son were utterly motionless, their gazes locked on Siobhan and the man she spoke with. It was plain by the look in their eyes that they were in shock already, but still had enough to lose that fear yet held them in its merciless grip.

The Akyri King –

“Please call me Marius,” said the king, interrupting her train of thought as if he had actually been in her mind.

“I was,” he told her. “In your mind, that is. It’s one of the many things I can do now that I wasn’t able to do before.” He spoke as if they were having a casual conversation, one friend to another. “It’s surprisingly delightful. I can’t imagine why Roman doesn’t do it all the time.” He shook his head. “I know I will be.” 

He ignored her shocked expression and paced a bit around her. “I like you, Miss Ashdown. You’re honest and you’ve got one hell of a soul on you. I can feel it, you know. Akyri can always sense the soul of a warlock. We can see them, feel them, and even smell them.” He stopped right in front of her and turned to fully face her, smiling until she could see his fangs. “Yours smells like midnight.”


Siobhan swallowed, and it stuck in her throat, caught on a dry spot. She almost coughed, but managed to close her eyes and turn away from the Akyri King instead.

“I have to hand it to Thanatos,” Marius said. “Using up your magic like that,” he shook his head and made a low whistling sound. “That was wise.” But then he laughed and it was a dark laugh. “But wedding you, now that wasn’t so smart. I can’t blame him of course.” His blue eyes raked over her form, and Siobhan felt as if she weren’t wearing any clothes. A hard chill rushed up her spine. She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed tight. 

The motion seemed to amuse him. Something glinted in the ice of his gaze. “But he must have realized you’d be able to open a portal once you were linked to him.” He shrugged. “Oh well. I’m sure he knows now.” His delighted expression sent more chills scraping along her nerve endings. “His loss.”

“I’m here,” said Siobhan, surprised at how steady her voice was. “So you don’t need the man and his son any more. You can let them go.” She was probably about to die, and after everything that had happened, it was sort of just the icing on the chaos cake her life had become. Yet despite all this, she felt calm. Calm enough to make demands, even.

It’s Thane, her thoughts told her. She was tied to him now. And in that bond came a strength she hadn’t possessed alone.

“How romantic,” Marius said. His tone had gone cold, as had his expression. He eyed her with some unknown mal-intent, and then turned away from her to face the three Akyri and the man and his son waiting on the other side of the pier.

“She’s right,” he told them all, once more speaking casually. Then he addressed the man and the teenage boy directly as he came to stand before them. Siobhan’s gut clenched. “We don’t need you any longer. Thank you for your assistance.”

He looked over at the nearest Akyri. He nodded.

The magic-sucking demon extracted
a gun from the inside pocket of his leather jacket. He pointed it at the wide-eyed, silent teenager. 

Fingers of ice crackled into place over Siobhan’s heart


And the Akyri
pulled the trigger. Twice.






Chapter Twenty-Eight

“He’s done something to erase her trail,” said Steven Lazarus, who was standing in the center of the garage in which he’d first appeared to Thane what felt like an eternity ago. The Akyri former detective’s head was bent, his blue eyes shut tight, his expression one of stark concentration. “I can feel her, but it’s like I can feel her everywhere. There’s no focus.”


Thane wanted to break something. Not just because of what Lazarus was telling him, but because he knew exactly what Lazarus meant. He felt the same thing. Marius had covered Siobhan’s tracks, and he’d done so with a level of power he shouldn’t have possessed. 

“You have to find her, Lazarus,” Thane told him. 

The Akyri opened his eyes and looked up.

“You’re the only one who can.” 

Lazarus tore his gaze from Thane’s and ran a stiff hand through his blonde curls. 

“Maybe he isn’t strong enough,” suggested Roman.

Thane turned to look at the Vampire King. He stood on one side of the garage – beside the other eleven kings and the werewolf council Overseer. The Overseer wore a small, tight medallion around his neck, given to him by his girlfriend, the coven leader Imani Zareb. Apparently, it allowed him to transport at will. 

The twelve of them together against that wall made a powerful sight. A mortal looking upon them would never have been able to erase the image from their mind.

Thane had used up a lot of strength reaching through the dimensional barriers to bring them all here, and it had only been possible because they’d agreed to come. He wasn’t sure how much longer he was going to be able to sustain the environment to let them stay, while at the same time slowing time in Purgatory to give them as much leverage as possible. He was feeling more exhausted by the second and was incredibly grateful that he’d chosen to absorb Siobhan’s spent magic. 

He had been assuming that Lazarus would find her trail right away. He hadn’t expected the Akyri King to be able to hide the scent this well.

From where he stood, Lazarus also turned to face the Vampire King.
Roman D’Angelo looked from him to Thane, and then to Jason Alberich, who stood silently watching a few feet away. 

Jason met Roman’s gaze and then nodded.
“Perhaps you’ll have better luck if you use this,” Jason said, speaking to Lazarus. He raised both of his hands, and a split second later, what looked like the power of God came shooting out of his palms straight for the former detective’s chest.

Lazarus didn’t have time to dodge or run or even duck. He barely had time to blink before the Warlock King’s magic was slamming into him and then pouring over him like a rogue wave. Thane watched it in grim fascination. The light was bright enough to cause a sunburn, and it was loud enough to ring a small, sharp pain in Thane’s ear drums. It was like a cone of lightning, pure and simple, and undoubtedly would have fried a small army. Jason Alberich was becoming more impressive by the second.

But Lazarus of course was unharmed.
Quite the opposite.

From beneath the waterfall of electricity, his face took on a blissful cast. His eyes darkened from blue into indigo then purple and finally red. For the first time since his Akyri identity had been realized, his fangs began to grow. Some Akyri had them, others didn’t. They seemed to be a demonic holdover and purely decoration since Akyri did not use them to pierce flesh. 

Regardless of their purpose, the current Akyri King had fangs like a vampire – and so did Steven Lazarus. 

The similarity reinforced Thane’s suspicions about the man, but those suspicions were something best pushed aside for the moment and left to fate. 

As soon as the barrel of warlock magic began to recede from its “attack” on Lazarus, the former detective turned once more to the empty space in which he’d been trying to open the same portal Siobhan had used. He raised his right hand – and the air split wide open.

Darkness greeted them from within.

“She’s there,” Steven said, his magic-enhanced voice echoing off the garage walls. 

Thane didn’t hesitate. He broke into a run and leapt into the portal. He sensed backup coming from behind; the other kings were following him, but he didn’t slow down or wait. He had no plan and no real idea what he was going to do once he came out the other side, and he barely cared. If he could just get to Siobhan, if he could just stand between her and Marius…. 

It was all he could think about.

*****

Siobhan’s legs had turned to lead and the world was receding. What she was seeing couldn’t be real. Everything that had hammered its way into her world recently, from Steven’s death to Thanatos to Purgatory to the existence of so many supernatural factions you couldn’t count them on two hands, all meant nothing. It was easy to accept, easy to get through. It was fantasy, and so it was smooth, like a sweet wine or a piece of chocolate. It was just there.

But this…. The way the son’s body jerked in the chair when the bullet entered his heart, the way his father bent over him, his voice and breath choked in disbelief, his fingers clutching his son’s shoulders as everything he’d ever held dear in life was ripped from him…. This was impossible. 

The second bullet entered the father’s chest and it took a moment for him to fall. It took a moment because he believed it as impossible as she did. It was unreal, not there. It took an eternal moment for him to realize he was dead.

And then he slid to the ground, and into that death he took a piece of Siobhan with him. 

She didn’t notice when the air opened up behind her. Her ears had gone mostly deaf with the sound of the first bullet leaving its chamber. The world was moving in slow motion now. She felt trapped under water, watching through an atmosphere clouded with trauma and hate.

There were flashes of light that entered her world like camera bulbs, illuminating a scene that broke into chaos at a surreal funeral’s pace. The Akyri around the father and son dispersed. The faintest sound of shouting reached her, muffled and fractured. She told her heavy limbs to move forward, instructed them to make their way to the father and son. They ignored her, and she stood immobile as a numbness crept in.

Then
they must have decided to listen, because she was moving. She took one step after another until she was kneeling beside the father and pressing her fingers to his throat. There was nothing. A breath later, there was still nothing.

She moved as if in a dream, taking her fingers from his body and pressing them against the boy’s neck next. There was nothing.

And then, quite suddenly, there was something. A single beat, weak – but there.

With that beat, the world returned to Siobhan. Time reverted to its normal, harried pace, the numb heaviness lifted from her body, and sound burst through the cotton haze of her shock to play like a cacophonous symphony in her ear drums.

Blasts were being fired. Magic blasts. Lights of every color of the rainbow flashed against the pier walls, illuminating the spray paint graffiti
as if a rave were taking place. 

Without looking up, Siobhan called out, “He’s still alive!” It was a plea born of a knowledge that she was surrounded by magical people and that the chances of someone there being able to help were higher than they would have been for anyone else.

“The Healer can save him,” came a deep voice beside her. She looked up to find herself caught in the glowing amber gaze of a massive African American man. He knelt down at her side, and with incredible ease, lifted the boy into his arms. He glanced one last time at Siobhan, nodded, and then a small stone on the end of a leather medallion he wore flashed bright. Siobhan squinted and raised her arm to shield her eyes from the light.

When the light was gone, so were the man and the injured boy he carried. She stared at the empty space. Then she looked at the unmoving black plastic tarp against the corner of the pier wall. Next, she looked down at the dead father.

And then she realized that the pier had grown quiet once more. Everything was still.

But for the sound of motorcycle boots slowly making their way toward her. 

Siobhan turned as she slowly stood. Thane was there in front of her, all six and a half feet of him, tall and dark and fresh from the fight. His t-shirt was ripped across his abdomen and left shoulder, and the tattoos on his arms were black as midnight, coiled and complex and angry. Blood soaked fragments of his clothing, causing the material to adhere to the muscle underneath. Siobhan wondered whether he was badly injured, but his silver eyes glowed as white as stars in his handsome face, drawing her attention and holding it fast.

His fingers curled under her chin, the touch soft but replete with unused strength. “Are you okay?” he asked. His voice entered her mind where nothing else could, easing into her system and soothing her soul like spiritual liquor. 

She closed her eyes, her memory echoing with the sound of bullets. She nodded, not really meaning it. But what could she do?

“There’s quite a lot you can do, your majesty,” came a deep, familiar voice from behind Thane. 

Siobhan blinked. Thane dropped his hand, releasing her chin as she craned her neck to peek around him. 

More than two dozen Akyri bodies littered the pier’s blood-soaked ground. Siobhan’s eyes widened, her stomach turning over with the beginnings of nausea. Where had they come from? There hadn’t been so many men there moments ago.
Only three. Had Marius called them all in somehow?

She was guessing that was the case.

But that wasn’t the biggest shock. Amongst the dead bodies stood at least a dozen men so dripping with charisma and power, they stole her breath. Tall, every one of them. Beautiful and terrifying and overwhelming.
Glowing eyes of all colors and irises of different shapes greeted hers. She swallowed hard.

These are the kings, she thought. They had to be. These were the men Thane had told her about. She looked at them one after another, knowing that she was able to do so only because they allowed her to, and she felt as if she were trapped in some kind of adolescent dream. Men like this? They didn’t exist. Not in the real world. 

Just in hers.

Steven Lazarus was among them, and he was standing over the body of Marius – the former Akyri King. Steven looked different to her now. He seemed exponentially stronger. There was something to that, but her mind was too preoccupied for her to figure it out just yet.

It was Roman D’Angelo who had spoken to her. His clothing had also seen a fair amount of damage. Fighting an Akyri was mean business for a being who used magic. That magic was quickly made obsolete. It came down to fist to cuffs. And apparently even in that respect, these men were at the top of the food chain.

“What do you mean?” she asked. It was strange enough for her to accept that he’d been reading her mind, but what made it more odd was that he’d referred to her as ‘your majesty.’

“You’re a warlock, Siobhan,” the Vampire King told her. “Warlocks possess the power to bring people back from the dead. You know that in your heart. And you are now the Phantom Queen,” added with a small smile. “So, the title fits.”

Siobhan digested that, pushing it through her mind like a boulder. 

“Siobhan,” said Thane, who cupped her cheek and sent rivulets of comfort down her body. She looked up at him. “You have the ability to bring the dead back,” he told her, clearly knowing exactly what had gone down here. “You are not only a warlock, you are a queen. Your potential is indescribable.”

“He’s right,” said Steven. His voice sounded deeper, more resonant. Definitely more certain. “If anyone can bring them back, it’s you.”

“And you’ll have help,” said another man, this one the blonde, green eyed magic user who had appeared at her house just before Thane had swept her away to Purgatory. She knew who he was. He’d called her ‘one of his own,’ and now she knew why. He was the Warlock King. 

He nodded at her in recognition and went on. “For resurrection, two warlocks are always better than one.” Siobhan got the impression of history, and lots of it. “Believe me,” he finished, “I know.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine

“The mother appeared to me as an Anime and told me that Marius would kill her family next if I didn’t come to him.” Siobhan explained the situation hastily as she made her way to the tarp in the corner of what Thane could now see was an abandoned and most likely condemned pier. The smell of blood hung heavy in the air. Thane followed closely on her heels, as did Jason Alberich.

Once they were beside the body, Thane reached down to pull off the tarp, and Siobhan turned her head, either unwilling or unable to watch. He hurried about the business and tossed the plastic to the side.

The woman had been shot in the chest at least, and not in the brain. Someone filled with true, sick unkindness would have destroyed the woman’s head, as it was more personal. Thane wondered whether the Akyri who were working for Marius were doing so under duress. They hadn’t appeared bound, but Thane was guessing someone like Marius might have other means of causing “duress.” Akyri often fell victim to coercion. Their need for warlock magic was a great weakness, and one that was exploited all too frequently.

But whether she’d been shot in the face or the breast, the woman was dead all the same, and there was something that had occurred to Thane that he
couldn’t bring himself to mention to Siobhan. If the dead woman’s spirit had appeared as an Anime in his realm, she probably couldn’t be brought back. Resurrected beings never showed up in Purgatory.

Still, he thought. Siobhan is different.


She was a special warlock to begin with. Her aura buzzed with untapped power. She was also a warlock who had been storing her power for nearly three decades. And she was his queen. 

He would let her try. Anything was possible.

Siobhan slowly turned her head and opened her eyes. “That’s her,” she whispered, as if assuring herself that it was the same woman who had appeared to her in Purgatory.

Cold, hard laughter suddenly rolled through the pier. Thane spun, as did Alberich. Across the room, the other kings fanned out, preparing for another battle. Siobhan slowly stood, and Thane wrapped his arm tightly around her shoulders, drawing her against him. 

The air grew heavy and thick, as if filled with a fog no one could see.

One by one, the bodies on the ground began to disappear. This wasn’t necessarily a strange thing. Akyri usually vanished once they’d been killed. When there was no longer any magic being pumped through their veins to fuel their physical forms, they ceased to exist. 

But this felt different. Thane had the impression that these Akyri were not ceasing to exist – but that they were being taken. 

Harvested.

The laughter grew louder, and Siobhan pressed her palms to her ears. The sound was grating and deep and rumbled through the building with a physical presence. It tried to get inside of Thane, tried to wrap around his spine like a python. He had to concentrate to keep it away. His eyes searched the space near the rafters of the pier. The other kings looked warily around as well.

But nothing appeared. 

Within a few seconds, the only body remaining was that of Marius, the former Akyri King. He’d been killed by Steven Lazarus – as Thane knew he would be. He also suspected that Lazarus now understood who his father had been. 

Steven Lazarus was Marius’ son. It was no real surprise. Marius had been a womanizer, and he’d never been particularly picky about who he slept with. A beautiful mortal woman was as good as a beautiful warlock. Hence, Steven had been conceived.

And Marius had sealed his own fate.

Now Steven Lazarus, the half-Akyri former detective was the new Akyri King. This king stepped back and watched through wary, ready eyes as Marius’ body began to rise off the ground. 

Thane’s heart sank into his stomach. A tremendous feeling of foreboding stole over him. 

Marius’ body continued to climb, and as it did, it took on an eerie glow. It floated higher and higher until it nearly reached the ceiling. The glow thoroughly encompassed the body, flashing so bright, it resembled the light of a transport.

Thanatos squinted and turned his head just a little. The light receded and faded, leaving behind empty space and a sinking certainty that Thane and his companions had just done something very wrong.


The laughter was gone now. The heaviness in the air was lifting. Now the metal that remained was in Thane’s gut.

“It was a set up,” said one of the kings. Thane turned to see the Dragon King, Arach eyeing the blood-soaked ground and slowly turning in place. “We were brought here to be observed,” he continued. His eyes were still in dragon form, but as he met Thane’s gaze, they settled back into their human charade, though still intensely vivid in color. “We were played. And none of this was real.”

“He’s right,” said the Unseelie King, who wore a grim expression.


Thane was inclined to agree. And if anyone would recognize a set-up, it would be the Unseelie King, Caliban. The man was a veritable expert in the darker side of artifice and strategy.

“We’re up against more than we predicted, gentlemen,” said Roman. 

“No shit,” said the Goblin King, whose hooded eyes shifted from a muted jade to glimmering emerald and back again. He smiled grimly. An ancient battle scar shot like lightning through his upper lip, lending the smile a cruel lay and allowing the tips of his fangs to peek through. “We have no idea what the fuck we’re doing.”

Thane looked from him to the other kings and then looked down at Siobhan. He was inclined to agree with that as well.

*****

“I can’t believe we did that,” said Siobhan as she came into the kitchen and took the offered ice-cold beer form his hand. 

“Believe it,” he told her. “You’re a talented young woman.” He winked at her, and she blushed before she tried to hide it behind her beer as she took a swig.

She and Jason Alberich had worked together that morning to resurrect two bodies, one of which Thane was almost certain wasn’t going to be resurrect-able. Both the mother and the father of the victimized family from Pier 36 had been brought back from the dead. The Healer, Dannai Caige, had managed to save the son. The high witch, Lalura Chantelle had used her incredible magic to rid the resurrected of their need of a phylactery for their souls. And now the entire family was reunited – and mind-wiped by Roman D’Angelo so that they wouldn’t remember a thing about the attack. Though Thane suspected they would all have unaccountable aversions to the Embarcadero in San Francisco. And maybe to fish.

The threat of something horrible hung over everyone in the supernatural world, a power none of the kings could fathom was taking hold, and more than a few of them had been personally touched by it. 

It lent a solemn feel to the everything and muted the pride Siobhan should have felt about what she and Jason had accomplished.

“So Steven is the Akyri King now,” Siobhan said after she’d finished swallowing. “I didn’t see that coming.” She raised a brow. “But then, I didn’t see any of this coming, so I guess my perceptions don’t count.”

Thane smiled and took a long pull off of his own beer. She was beautiful when she was self-deprecating. Hell, she was always beautiful.

“Thane, can I ask you something?”

He lowered his bottle and said, “Anything. Any time.”
She was making him weak. In time, he would never be able to deny her anything. 

“Alberich said that it was rare for a warlock not to use magic against someone. That this set me apart from other warlocks.”

Thane waited. A vein in her neck pulsed, and the crotch of Thane’s jeans felt tight. His gums tingled.

“So…. Does that mean that I’m not a good warlock any more? That I’m like all the others now? Am I turning evil, or whatever?” She shook her head as if she didn’t know how else to say it.

Thane set his beer down on the counter. “Why in the realms would you think that?” he asked.

She shrugged, obviously feeling self conscious. She pulled her honey brown eyes from his and looked out the window at the vast expanse of Purgatory. Her fetching profile made him edgy. His fingers just itched to touch her. “I attacked you,” she said. “I used my magic against another person.”

Thane shook his head. “Siobhan, you thought I was there to kill you. You thought I was evil.”

She turned away from the window to look back up at him. “What difference does that make?” She looked so earnest, so guile-less, it was really adorable. It was about to be her undoing.

“You used your magic to fight evil, my queen.” And then he smiled a smile that would have terrified any reasonable young woman with half a brain. “You can’t fight evil with evil.”

Siobhan’s eyes widened as he moved in. But she wasn’t going anywhere.






Epilogue

The night was long and dark, despite the early June date. It was as if time had stopped in the absence of the sun, and now the world would very slowly freeze. 

In this night, the crickets were still, the wind slept, and a young vampire queen dreamed. A voice whispered to her, powerful and deep. It called to her, coaxed her, and made promises. It chuckled, dark and delicious, when she tried to turn away. It was no use. Where did she think she could go?

*****

In this night, a young female werewolf and healer among her people dreamed of ancient symbols, of eclipses, and of walking along the banks of a river. She dreamed of ancient gods, unrequited love, and cataclysmic revenge. She dreamed of her twin children, the medallions of protection around their young necks, and the city that waited
on the river’s west bank… quiet and dead.

*****

In this night, a force archaic, dark and cold enjoyed a quiet victory. He’d wanted the 13 Kings together in one place. And he’d succeeded. Love – and the fear of losing that love; they would work every time.

Now thirteen codes simmered within him, growing and strengthening. All he needed was time… and unintelligible amounts of magic. 

The latter he would have thanks to the radiant treasure he kept in the next room, locked up safe and sound in a forced slumber. 

He had promised his brother that she would be his, one way or another. 

He always kept his promises.

*****

In this night, a ginger cat with intelligent gold eyes paced patiently around the base of a cold stone sarcophagus. Nothing else moved in the secret, locked chamber. Hieroglyphs several thousands of years old crumbled along the walls. The flames in the torches burned low but steady. 

Like the eternal companion and guardian that it was, the cat came to the foot of the tomb, sat down, and glanced up at the heavy lid as if hoping it would slide to the side. When it didn’t move, the cat calmly curled its tail around its paws and waited.

 

 

 

Catch the heart-pounding continuation of the unfolding saga in book three of The Kings series, The Warlock King, release date to be determined.
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Excerpt from “Always Angel,” the ebook-only introductory novella for the Lost Angels series, by Heather Killough-Walden

Angel crossed the room, her eyes glued to the screen where several news crews and reporters crowded around a limousine and the man getting out of it. She tossed the remote onto the couch nearby and stood still at the center of the living room, her breath catching as the man on the screen straightened to his full impressive height and scanned the faces of the people around him with stark, stormy gray eyes.

He was dressed as she’d always seen him of late, in a crisp charcoal gray suit, tailored to perfection. His tall, strong frame fairly towered over those near him, his ash-blond hair in stark contrast to the dark material of his clothing. He was painfully handsome. He always had been.

But now, draped in the finery that his wealth afforded him and highlighted by the luminescence of the street lights on the sidewalk, he was living, breathing charisma. Angel found it hard to look at him. Her chest felt tight, her mouth dry, her throat constricted.

His jaw was strong, his nose Roman, his chin darkened lightly by a touch of scruff he had yet to shave. The lightning in his eyes sliced across the crowd, and Angel knew he was taking everything in. A more keen gaze had never existed.

They shoved microphones in his handsome face – but not too close. They asked question after question, but not too demandingly. The world wanted to know; they wanted to suck up every tiny piece of information they could about Samuel Lambent. This man. This glorious, gorgeous, larger than life man.

 “Samael,” Angel whispered, not even realizing she’d done so. As if he had heard her – clear across town and before the television news crews, Samuel Lambent stilled, his gaze cutting to the camera whose angle now aired the picture before her. For the tensest of moments, it appeared as though he looked right at her.

Through her.

She held her breath. It was meaningless and ridiculous, but it was impulse. A heartbeat passed. Another. And then Lambent was once more glancing away, his attention apparently caught by one of the multitude of questions the public was hurling at him. 

((Always Angel is available now.))

 






Excerpt from “Avenger’s Angel,” the first full-length book in the Lost Angels series 

by Heather Killough-Walden

Now Ellie turned to face Daniels, who was still leaning against the bookshelf, watching her. In the next split second, he straightened from the shelf, closed the distance between them with two purposeful strides, and pinned her to the customer service desk, one strong arm braced against the counter on either side of her.

Eleanore inhaled sharply and her heart did a somersault in her chest.

“I have to go to a big party Thursday night. Come with me,” he said. He was so close, his breath whispered across her lips—it smelled of licorice and mint.

“W-wha  . . .” she stammered. Then she dry swallowed and tried again. “What?”

She heard a faint cracking sound and glanced down to see that his grip on the desk behind her had tightened. She turned back to face him and watched as his gaze flicked to her mouth and back.

“Ellie,” he said, as if testing her name out on his tongue. “Here’s the thing,” he continued softly. “I need a date to a big promotional party in Dallas. A gala. I don’t know anyone in Texas. You were kind enough to let me hide in the women’s restroom.” He smiled an incredibly charming smile. “And I appreciate it,” he added. “So I would be honored if you would consider being my date next week on Thursday.”

Eleanore took a few seconds to digest this. There was a part of her that simply couldn’t believe her position at that moment. She was being cornered by Christopher Daniels, against her own customer service desk, and asked out on a date. But despite the impossibility of it all, she knew she wasn’t dreaming. This felt too real.

He was so big. So tall and . . . he looked hard—everywhere. And his nearness was doing strange things to her. He smelled good. The leather of his jacket and whatever aftershave or shower gel he’d used were a heady, highly tantalizing combination. There wasn’t an ounce of him that wasn’t pure masculinity, from the set of his jaw to the smooth, determined sound of his voice.

“You’re not answering,” he said, once more glancing at her lips as he’d done before. He seemed to be leaning in closer now, and Eleanore was finding it more difficult to breathe. “Does this mean you’re considering it?”

Christ, I’m falling for this jerk. I’ve barely met him and I’ve already got it bad.

She tried to swallow past a spot in her throat that had gone dry. She wondered then, as she gazed up into those impossibly colored eyes, how many women he’d done this to lately. He was good at it.

He’s an actor, she told herself. Of course he’s good at it.

That was a sobering thought. She blinked and felt her own gaze harden. He seemed to notice, because something flashed in his eyes and his gaze narrowed in response.

“You’re serious,” she said in a low voice. “You don’t know anything about me and you want me to just agree to go out on a date—in another city—with you.”

“I know enough,” he told her plainly. “And yes. I want you to go out on a date with me.” He paused and then added meaningfully, “Very much so.”

((Avenger’s Angel is available now.))

 

 






Excerpt from “Messenger’s Angel,” book two in the Lost Angels series 

by Heather Killough-Walden

Juliette’s head cocked to one side when she heard a motorcycle’s engine draw closer outside. She paused in her work and listened. The roar of the bike didn’t die down; it got louder as it approached, obviously turning onto the side street that ran to her cottage.

And then it shut down altogether and she froze in the following silence. Someone’s here. Cortisol and adrenaline flooded her blood system, putting her stomach in her throat and momentarily causing her heart to race. Footfalls, determined and certain, made their way across the gravel driveway to the sidewalk. Juliette swallowed hard and looked toward the small windows of the cottage bedroom. But she was on the second floor and they would show her nothing.

She thought fast. There were no weapons in the cottage. In fact, other than the two guns she’d seen on Chief Inspector Angus Dougal, Britain gave the impression of being firearm free. An entire bloody kingdom and not one weapon.

Juliette’s heart was hammering. She turned to the door as the footfalls made their way up the outdoor flight of stairs and came to stand on the threshold on the second floor. There was a hard rapping on the sliding glass doors.

Juliette ran her palms along her jeans; they’d begun to sweat in her fear. Was this an Adarian? It wasn’t the inspector. He drove a car. It wasn’t Lilith. She hadn’t made any sound at all after she’d left, and had probably just used some sort of magic.

The rapping at the door came again, a touch more insistent this time. Juliette had no idea what the emergency number in Scotland was. Not knowing what else to do, she picked up her cell phone, dialed the cell phone number that Angus Dougal had given to her, and left her thumb hovering over the “talk” key. Then she stepped through the door of the bedroom and into the living room beyond.

Gabriel Black stood on the other side of the glass doors. His pitch-black, wavy hair looked wind tossed. He wore motorcycle boots, black jeans, and a tight black sweater beneath a black leather jacket. He stood tall and dark and his eyes were hidden behind a pair of mirrored sunglasses.

The sudden image of him there, only a few feet away, with that touchably messed-up hair and all that leather had a strange effect on Juliette. She stopped in the living room and watched him warily, even as her stomach warmed and her legs grew wobbly. Gabriel reached up with a gloved hand, and as his perfect lips curled into some secret sort of smile, he pulled off his shades.

Quicksilver, Juliette thought. His mercury gaze shot through the glass doors to nail her to the spot. His smile broadened and she heard his chuckle through the thickness of the glass. It was a delicious sound.

Before she knew what she was doing, Juliette found herself walking across the living room to the doors. She hesitated only a moment, glanced up at him as he continued to smile down at her, then unlatched the door and slid it open.

“Good day, lass,” Gabriel drawled, his eyes sparkling like diamonds. “May I come in?”

((Messenger’s Angel releases June 5th, 2012 and is available for pre-order right now!))
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