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Prologue
 
   “What can my brother offer you that I cannot?” he asked her softly, his smooth voice caressing her skin. He leaned back in his massive gilt chair and placed his elbow on the armrest. His expression was thoughtful and looked, for all the world, as if he were honestly curious.
 
   Sanity, Evie thought at once. But she kept the word to herself, locked firmly away behind the mental walls she’d erected to help keep him out of her soul. The walls didn’t work, not fully. But she liked to think they helped.
 
   His deep, resonant chuckle echoed through the numerous halls of his underground world. Evie imagined that his servants, huddled where they may be in shadows here and there, glanced up at the passing sound. Perhaps shivering.
 
   “Does he offer you protection, my queen?”
 
   Clearly not, came his next words, spoken directly into her mind – probably in order to demonstrate to her that he had access to her thoughts no matter how she attempted to hide them. 
 
   “And what of your family, Evelynne?” he asked next, this time drawing her gaze to his. Evie held her breath, feeling a new dread unfurl within her. “Does he protect them too?” he asked. “Your parents?” His smile was all fang, beautiful and deadly. “Your brother?”
 
   “What do you want from me?” There was no helping it. He was holding all the cards and it was time to lay this game to rest.
 
   “I want you, Evie. I want you body and soul, and I want Roman to suffer the loss that comes with your sacrifice to me.”
 
   Evie digested that, feeling tendrils of fear snake through her abdomen like poisonous, demonic octopus arms. How can he hate him so much? she wondered. But even as she asked herself the question, she had its answer: They were brothers.
 
   No one could hurt you quite like a family member.
 
   Roman had never mentioned ever having a brother. Strife and bitterness were wedges that nothing could quite drive home the way family could. Estrangement was enough to keep a name from ever leaving your tongue. You couldn’t choose your family. Most of the time, if you could, you’d go with something completely different. 
 
   In the end the truth was, it wasn’t all that difficult to hate your brother.
 
   She wondered what had happened.
 
   “It’s a long story,” he told her suddenly, breaking through her thoughts with such crystal clarity, she may as well have been thinking them out loud. He spoke as if weary, the change in his tone so sudden and so stark, Evie found herself taken aback by it.
 
   “I would love to share it with you,” he continued, rising from his seat to pace slowly in the opposite direction. As Roman so often did, his brother casually clasped his hands behind his back. He, too, wore a suit. And it was expertly tailored, each expensive inch hugging the tall, built aspects of his body to perfection. 
 
   They seemed to have a lot in common.
 
   Evie caught movement in the corner of her vision and turned to see Ophelia shift slightly where she stood silently in the shadows.
 
   And not so much in common, Evie thought. For though it would seem they’d both taken an interest in the same women, the fact was, Roman would never torture one.
 
   The master vampire stopped in his tracks, the sound of his leather soles on the cavern floor drawing Evie’s attention. 
 
   He glanced back at her over his broad shoulder. His raven black hair curled over his collar – and red eyes flashed. He smiled. “We shall have dinner together, young Evelynne.” He turned back around and strode slowly, confidently toward the cavern’s exit. It was flanked by a vampire guard on either side. “And I will tell you then what your precious husband is guilty of.”
 
   With that, he disappeared down the hall.
 
   A thousand thoughts rushed through Evie’s mind. She realized that she didn’t know exactly what he meant by “dinner,” as he was a vampire, and she also didn’t want to know. She wondered what she was supposed to do now, or where she was supposed to go. And she realized… she hadn’t yet even learned his name.
 
   “I’ll show you to your room,” came a female voice from behind Evie.
 
   She turned to find that Ophelia had approached her. The other vampire’s expression was guarded, and she refused to make eye contact. 
 
   Evie considered her options. There were half a dozen guards in the room and there appeared to be only one exit. Transportation magic was no good. And no matter how strong the 13 Queens were supposed to be, Evie was fairly sure she could not possibly take down everyone only to have to find her way out of this underground maze afterward. Especially not before Roman’s brother found her.
 
   So, instead, she decided to bide her time. 
 
   Ophelia passed her by, heading for the same stone-carved archway that her master had exited through. Evie reluctantly followed.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter One
 
   It was never-ending, of course. It was what the Court had in mind when they’d exiled him to his to watch over these creatures. The trouble was never ending, and he never stopped working.
 
   Damon Chroi, King of the Goblins, pulled the sword from its scabbard at his back. The sound was ominously loud in the dark and quiet space of the woman’s bedroom. 
 
   The creature standing over the sleeping woman turned at the sound – and then straightened, coming to his full 10-foot height. Glowing eyes peered through the darkness at the king, surprised at first, but then clearly sizing him up.
 
   “Step away from her,” Damon commanded calmly.
 
   “Your majesty,” said the goblin. It smiled a terrible sharp-toothed smile, its red eyes pulsing with wicked magic. Its voice dripped with malignancy, with saccharin respect that barely disguised its underlying loathing. “Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   “I’ve no patience tonight, Lucretius. Return to our realm and leave the mortal be.”
 
   “If you continue to stop us like this, my lord,” he tipped the last word over his long forked tongue as if it were a pithy spot in an otherwise good apple, “we will wither and die as a race.”
 
   Damon couldn’t help it. That made him laugh. He threw back his head, the sound echoing off the bedroom walls. Magic kept the woman on the bed in a deep sleep. “The day I allow you to pass on your tainted and befouled genes, Lucretius, will be the day I take up doily crochet as a hobby and begin enjoying the taste of eggplant. It isn’t going to happen.”
 
   Lucretius Dagon was the worst kind of goblin. He was a bully of a beast, filled with more magic than he knew what to do with and rightfully should have possessed. He was charismatic and mean and had a taste for beautiful, helpless women. 
 
   Like almost any creature, goblins needed to mate in order to produce children and continue their species. As their king, Damon accepted this. But most goblins chose to mate with certain fae who accepted them, such as centaurs and orks. Others chose to be with very special mortals who also accepted them, such as Akyri or warlocks. Very rarely did they choose a human. Those humans had to demonstrate understanding and willingness to mate, and even then Damon was careful about which goblins he allowed such a privilege. 
 
   As long as Damon lived, Luc would not be amongst the lucky bucks. With goblins, it was not only physical trait that was passed on to the next generation, it was also temperament. And Dagon’s was absolutely foul.
 
   “Last warning, Luc. Get the hell out of this realm.”
 
   This time, Damon allowed just a touch of the incredible power that had cursed him to this job to show. It sucked the air out of the room. It dropped the temperature, icing over the windows. A wind picked up outside. And Damon’s eyes went from green to red to a flickering, telltale orange like fire.
 
   Lucretius Dagon hesitated. His doubt hiccupped through the room, almost a tangible thing. At last, he bowed low, his massive horns scraping the floor as was customary. “At once, your majesty.” 
 
   He rose again, and his form began to ripple. A moment later, it vanished, pulled back into the Goblin Kingdom by an ancient spring-rope kind of magic that kept all of the Goblin Kingdom’s inhabitants returning. They were trapped there. 
 
   Damon sheathed his sword, took a deep breath in through his nose and out through his mouth, and tried to regain some semblance of peace with himself. It had been a long night. The kingdom had become restless. They could sense something changing, like a moving of summer into fall. Trouble was coming.
 
   Animals could tell when danger was on the way, and no animal reflected trouble like a goblin.
 
   Damon made his way to the woman’s bed, looked down at her sleeping form, and waved a hand over it. The magic that Dagon had placed her under was instantly lifted. 
 
   A second later, Damon himself transported away.
 
   Once he was back in his private chambers in his lone castle in his perpetually stormy exiled kingdom, the Goblin King removed his weapons, shrugged off his leather jacket, and sank into his sofa to stare into the crackling fire. 
 
   The flames and their warmth helped balance the tumult of the storm that consistently played outside the castle’s massive windows. It almost never stopped raining in the goblin kingdom. Fortunately for Damon, his powers kept him immune to the damp, to the mud, and to the mess that would drive a normal, sun-loving human mad. Instead, the Goblin King took a certain amount of comfort in the powerful echo of thunder, and a certain amount of pleasure in the flash of electricity that was lightning. It was a part of him – so much so that, apparently, it had never stormed in the goblin kingdom before he’d taken over as its sovereign.
 
   Damon even smelled like rain. Freshly fallen.
 
   Now he sighed. As he stared into the fire, a face formed there, small and pixie-like with eyes that were smoke rings embedded in the fire, ears like candle flames, and a mouth filled with what looked like tiny burning charcoal squares. The face smiled a friendly smile. “Good evening your majesty!” he exclaimed, his voice a high-pitched crackling sort of thing that naturally felt warm.
 
   Damon tried not to smile. It didn’t do to encourage fire elementals. “Evening, Pi.”
 
   Pi squinted a bit as if considering him. “Long night then?”
 
   Damon made an affirmative sound, leaning back to stretch out his long legs and cross them at his booted ankles. He thought of the meeting of the 13, the battle with the doubles, and the uncertain future of the entire supernatural universe. “You could say that.”
 
   “It’s bad, isn’t it?” asked Pi curiously, almost timidly.
 
   Damon frowned. He thought he’d hidden it well enough. “Why would you ask that, Pi?”
 
   “The Fire Elders are even talking about it. There’s a force rising, they say. One that threatens the entire magical world.” Pi hesitated, crackling away in silent, flaming thought. “Even us.”
 
   Damon placed his fingers to his lips thoughtfully. He listened to a raven caw menacingly outside. And then he sat up and leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees and lacing his fingers together. “The 13 Kings are working together to protect our worlds, Pi. You can take that news to your elders and tell them to rest easy.” The last thing they needed was a bunch of nervous elementals causing environmental catastrophes in the mortal realm.
 
   Pi jumped around a bit, perhaps from happiness-inducing relief, perhaps from agitated excitement at the thought of having good news for his elders. But whatever it was, it was short-lived before he settled down again and Damon could perceive him actually nodding. “Will do, chief. Oh – and a word of warning. The Duqar are playing with bad ideas again. They’re heading into the mortal realm tonight.”
 
   Pi vanished. It was a sort of poof, a cloud of smoke, and a popping sound, and the fire in the hearth was suddenly a lot less animated.
 
   Damon frowned. He’d been hoping to take the rest of the night off. But apparently the Duqar had other plans for him. They were nothing more than a racist and ruthless band of goblins that hated humans and loved wreaking havoc on the mortal world. Damon was growing very weary of them. 
 
   Most likely they’d hatched their latest insidious plan around a blazing fire bin, and hence Pi had come about the knowledge with ease. The king had informants like Pi everywhere. When you ruled over something as entropic and primally wild as goblins, extra measures of governance were not only a good idea, they were necessary.
 
   The Goblin King sighed. He ran a hand through his thick dark hair and closed his eyes. They hurt. They literally burned with fire at times, the power inside of him was so strong, and when this happened, they naturally grew hot. They got sore. 
 
   Damon Chroi was too strong for his own good.
 
   A very long time ago, so long ago that it predated human history, Damon had been banished here to this realm by the Fae Court. It had been a coup of grand proportions. Every last royal blooded fae in existence had gathered together, joined forces, and exiled him. Why?
 
   Because they feared him. 
 
   Damon Chroi had been born with enormous power. This power, this magic that pulsed through him, stifling and unsettling, scared those around him. Some pretended to befriend Damon, choosing to side themselves with the thing they feared. Others outwardly distrusted him, shunned him, and gathered behind his back, scheming and planning.
 
   Damon was well aware of it all. He knew what they thought of him, what they felt toward him. He’d never lifted a finger against any of them and had never given them any physical proof of a reason to believe that he would betray his leaders or his kind. But it didn’t matter. No one was willing to take any chances where he was concerned.
 
   And so they murdered the former king of the goblins, and Damon was sent to the Goblin Kingdom to rule over a race so powerful, the Fae Court assumed Damon would be too busy trying to maintain control over it to return and rise against those who’d banished him.
 
   They were right.
 
   What they hadn’t counted on however, was that there would be another uprising altogether, one from within their own ranks.
 
   A thousand years after Damon’s exile, twin brothers were born to the fae kingdom. They bore no royal blood between them, but grew into young men of such charisma and power, they earned the nickname “the princes.” Despite their very different appearances and preferences, they were nearly inseparable.
 
   They were also apparently much better at hiding the immense amount of inherent power they possessed, because unlike Damon, they were not exiled. More than a thousand years after their birth, “the princes” overthrew the Fae Court, killing every single member among their tainted bureaucratic ranks. 
 
   The princes became the Sidhe Kings. 
 
   Their real names were never spoken and rarely known, as names held great power in the fae kingdom. Damon’s name was not real either. These were closely guarded secrets for their kind.
 
   One of the fae kings went by the name Avery now, and his brother was called Caliban. Avery ruled the Seelie court, and Caliban the Unseelie. They’d reigned over the fae kingdom from these separate thrones for thousands upon thousands of years. 
 
   Damon had no desire to return and attempt to retake his place in the Court. He’d been betrayed once, and once was all it took for him to understand the way of his kind. However, if he had wanted to return, he was actually uncertain whether he would be able to defeat either king on his own, much less combined. Together, their power would be insurmountable.
 
   And it mattered not anyway.
 
   Damon, Avery and Caliban now occupied three seats at the table of the 13 Kings. It was important for them to band together, now perhaps more than ever. The crimes of fae past had no place in the ticking clock of present day. 
 
   The goblins needed a sovereign to keep them in line. The two facets of the fae realm needed their kings. Things had come to be as they were most likely meant to be.
 
   Damon opened his eyes. No woman will want to live out eternity in this wet hell, he thought to himself. It was nearly impossible for him to imagine a queen who would be willing to give herself over to him and to the responsibility he bore. She would have to bear it too.
 
   Lalura Chantelle may have foreseen 13 queens on that chessboard, but Damon was dubious at best.
 
   He rose from the couch and slipped back on his jacket and sword sheath. Then he made his way down one of his labyrinthine hallways to the weapons room. There was enough trouble in the world at the moment without having to babysit rogue goblins. It was time to deal with the Duqar once and for all.
 
   He waved the room open, not even bothering with the enormous latch that governed the massive wood and metal reinforced double doors. They creaked apart, revealing the long chamber beyond.
 
   It was lined with weapons of all kinds. Damon’s boots echoed on the cold, hard stone as he entered and perused the incredible, deadly collection. A shield he passed reflected a tall man, broad and very handsome with thick nearly black hair and green eyes tinged with both gold and orange as if they would burst into flame at any given moment. A strong chin defined his regal profile, darkened slightly by an oncoming need for a shave. A scar ran through his upper lip, hardening his expression, turning it slightly cruel. 
 
   Damon stopped, his gaze narrowing on the scar. It had been given to him by a goblin on his first night as king.
 
   Goblins were a very hard breed to kill. They had always frightened the Fae Court, not because of their size or their sharp claws or sharp teeth or immense, incredible strength but because the magic flowing through their veins made them very nearly immortal.
 
   It lent power to their attack, power to their defenses, healed their wounds, made them immune to the elements, strengthened their resistance to dark magic such as mind control and weakness, and worst of all, it protected them from every kind of death but one. For a goblin to die, its head must leave its body.
 
   The problem was it was almost impossible to take a goblin’s head.
 
   Damon turned away from the shield and strode to an ornately carved, highly polished long sword that hung more or less alone on hooks against the far wall. It glinted as he approached, looking wickedly sharp. He could almost hear it ping.
 
    With a wry smile, the Goblin King grasped the weapon by its hilt and pulled it from the wall. He didn’t have to go through so much trouble to use the sword. It would answer his mental call at any time, in any place, appearing in his hand like Thor’s hammer. But it was a sword worthy of the ceremony, and Damon had time.
 
   It was weighted perfectly and felt light in his grasp. He lifted the sword over his head and turned it in the moonlight shafting through a window high on the wall. It gleamed, reflecting something that wasn’t there, not in this realm.
 
   There was only one way to take a goblin’s head. Damon had learned that lesson the hard way and had the scars to prove it. You needed a special sword to do it. A vorpal sword, in fact: the Atrox Ferrum.
 
   Damon smiled grimly, sheathed the Atrox, and left the weapons room, his long stride fast with purpose.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Two
 
   Diana Piper peeked surreptitiously through the glass doors and windows of the front of her office. When it was clear no one was around, she flipped the sign from “Open” to “Closed,” and made her way back down the hall to the kennel in the rear.
 
   “I guess you’re staying with me for the night Gus,” she said as she entered the back room.
 
   A large yellow Labrador Retriever looked back at her with big, dark eyes. He sat on a padded table, breathing quietly. He tilted his head to one side and whined softly.
 
   “Well, I gave them an extra fifteen minutes,” she said sympathetically. But a noise from the front of her office drew her up short.
 
   Gus barked, just once.
 
   She looked back at him and then turned to the hall that led to the front of the office. “Stay here,” she said as she moved down the hall.
 
   Gus hopped down from the table and began following her.
 
   She stopped and turned to him. “What?” she asked reprimandingly. “I know you know what ‘stay here’ means.”
 
   But the dog simply gave her a long look and remained beside her.
 
   Diana sighed and turned back to the front office. The door was still closed, but the Open/Closed sign was swinging ever so slightly as if the door had been recently used. Which was strange, since the bell attached to the door hadn’t sounded.
 
   Diana frowned, her brow furrowing. She moved to the desk and perused the sign-in sheet, pen, open files, and pamphlets. The front office was relatively small, consisting only of a tall desk for receiving patients and a dozen chairs for “parents” who were coming to pick up their animal companions. The front of the office was lined with windows that had been shaded to keep out the heat of the sun. There were blinds as well. She’d forgotten to draw them.
 
   Just as she was moving around the desk to head for the windows, movement to her left brought her to a halt and had her spinning in her tracks.
 
   A very little girl stood in front of the desk, her head a good four inches shorter than the desk’s height. Her mocha colored skin was clear and healthy, her black hair fell in tight ringlets around her beautiful face and over her shoulders, and her big brown eyes were framed with the longest lashes Diana had ever seen. It made her jealous.
 
   The girl watched Diana with silent interest.
 
   “Kayla!” Diana exclaimed, more than a little surprised to find a human being in her office just then. Kayla Branson was the “almost five years old” owner of Gus the retriever, which Gus proved just then by trotting over to Kayla and nudging the back of her hand with his head. 
 
   As he licked the tiny girl’s palm, Kayla stared up at Diana. “You fixed him,” she said.
 
   “Well,” said Diana cautiously, “he wasn’t very sick after all. He should be fine now; all he needed was some medicine.” Magic medicine, she added mentally.
 
   “Can I take him home?”
 
   “Absolutely. Is Nonna in the car?” 
 
   Kayla Branson had lost both her parents in a building fire shortly after she’d been born and was now being raised by her great aunt, whom Kayla referred to as her “Nonna.” But her aunt was elderly, diabetic, and arthritic and had trouble even getting from the car to the front door of the office. 
 
   “Yeah,” said Kayla.
 
   “Then I’ll help you get Gus settled. Sound good?”
 
   Kayla nodded, took Gus gently by his collar, and led the dog to the front door. Diana watched as the girl tried to pull the door open, but it was so heavy that she struggled. Diana took it from her and held it while they all exited the office.
 
   That explains the lack of a bell, thought Diana. Kayla had probably inched it open so slowly, the bell couldn’t sound.
 
   The Branson car was parked right up at the front, and “Nonna” Branson was watching them both draw near, her eyes never wavering from where they rested on her niece. She rolled down her window as they came around to her side, and Diana leaned over so the woman wouldn’t have to strain. 
 
   “I’m so sorry I’m late, Doc,” said Branson, her brown brow lined and beaded with sweat. Her features were pinched. Diana could detect the sickness around her – inside of her. She could almost feel the pain herself. It could have been a million things that had kept them from getting to the veterinary office before it had officially closed, but Diana was willing to bet that whatever it was, Branson’s sickness had played a heavy part.
 
   It would be so easy, Diana thought for the billionth time in her life. She could just reach over, slide her hand through the window, press it to Branson’s chest, and…. And that would be it. Either way, things would be different after that – for the both of them.
 
   And that was why she didn’t do it. That was why she never did it, not in public. Almost never, period. Not to humans. Humans talked, and when they did, they spoke a language other humans understood. And that was very, very dangerous.
 
   Animals were so much easier. While they most certainly had as much a language amongst themselves as did their bipedal “masters,” humans were too dense as of yet to understand it, so she was safe. Cat and dog rumors wouldn’t be bringing danger to her door any time soon. And helping them was at least something. It wasn’t enough most days, admittedly. The stress of knowing that she could be doing so much more, the pain of watching the world suffer around her while she possessed the means to end so much of it – little by little… it was killing her.
 
   She’d already lost two-thirds of her hair. It was a good thing she’d had a fair amount to begin with. The balding was only barely beginning to be noticeable now, and she wore it parted heavily to the side to hide much of it. She’d had a cortisone shot that was supposed to help too, but it hadn’t seemed to stop her from pulling a tribble out of her hair in the shower that morning.
 
   She’d never been good at handling stress. When she was younger, she’d put on weight because of it. Then there had been the endless stomach aches that took the weight right back off again. And now she was channeling it into her hair follicles, which just kind of chewed monkey dicks.
 
   “It’s no problem at all, Mrs. Branson,” Diana assured the old woman. “I’m here late most days catching up on work anyway. Gus is all set. I gave him a fast acting antibiotic, and that seemed to do the trick.”
 
   Mrs. Branson’s brows raised a bit. “I didn’t even know there was such a thing!”
 
   “Oh I’ve got all kinds of tricks up my sleeves,” Diana joked. “I’m magic.” She smiled an award-winning smile and winked. Nothing like telling the truth about something supernatural to make people not believe in it.
 
   Branson laughed and strained to look over the head rest at her niece in the back, who was just buckling into her child’s car seat. Gus sat beside her, patient and silent, breathing happily along as if he hadn’t been at death’s door that morning. 
 
   What he didn’t know, what none of them knew, was that there was no medicine on Earth that could have saved him that day. If he hadn’t been brought to specifically to Diana, little Kayla Branson would be crying right now rather than kicking her feet in pleased impatience as she waited to get back home and play Skylanders with Gus sitting beside her on the couch. 
 
   Gus was one lucky dog.
 
   And Kayla one lucky little girl.
 
   “What do I owe you, Doc?” Branson asked as she reached for her purse. 
 
   “Not a thing, Mrs. Branson. Just promise me you’ll bring Gus back by in three weeks for a check-up and we’ll call it even.” 
 
   Branson shook her head and unzipped her handbag, but Diana placed her hand over the old woman’s and squeezed gently. “I mean it,” she insisted. “Bring him back by.” She hesitated a moment before adding, “And get some rest yourself. Okay?”
 
   Mrs. Branson’s eyes met hers, and Diana could feel the woman’s spirit brush her own. After a few quiet moments, the old woman nodded and put her purse back in the passenger seat. “Thank you, angel,” she said. “You’re a good one.”
 
   “It’s all an act,” Diana teased, grinning broadly. She straightened and tapped the top of the car. “I’ll see you in three weeks.” She turned to Kayla, who was already waving goodbye. “Take good care of him, Kayla, and not too many treats!”
 
   The Branson’s drove away, leaving Doctor Diana Piper standing alone in the parking lot. She stared out after them, realizing eventually that she was the last person in the strip mall; all of the other shop owners had left for the night. Diana’s blue Toyota FJ Cruiser was the last vehicle left in the lot. It sat alone under a flickering street light. 
 
   Diana thought of Mrs. Branson and the pain she endured every day. She thought of the people with critical diseases in hospitals who would probably die that night. She thought of the injured, the raped, the bleeding and alone in the darkness of alleys and unclean bathrooms and at the ends of hallways that had no windows.
 
   She closed her eyes and ran a hand through her hair.
 
   Long strawberry blonde strands wrapped around her fingers like the fine filaments of a spider’s web. Diana sighed softly and flicked her hand as she always did, allowing the golden strands to cascade to the ground.
 
   The light above her car buzzed loudly and finally popped, leaving her in darkness. Diana hugged herself, went back into the office to grab her handbag and keys, and finally locked up to go home.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Three
 
   It was a decidedly uncomfortable sensation, especially given recent circumstances. Something was wrong – and Roman could not for the life of him put his finger on what it was. 
 
   His stride was long as he made his way back to his quarters. He’d just finished speaking with Lalura, and the old witch had returned to her cottage. Roman wanted to quickly touch bases with his men and then transport to the cave and check on Evie. She’d seemed so stricken after the battle at the meeting….
 
   Roman stopped in his tracks as the sensation that something was amiss deepened greatly. Rather than return to his quarters to speak with the guards, he conjured up the transportation spell then and there.
 
   The hall warped around him, shimmering slightly as he was sent through space and time. A moment later, the world darkened and solidified around him, and he felt the cold stone beneath the leather soles of his shoes. The distant rush of the waterfall filled the massive underground space with a gentle static noise, and the trickle of the various rock-cut streams lent the cave a cozy feel. The gas lights of the wooden bridges spanning the streams flickered warmly, their combined light aided by the glow of the multi-colored moss and lichen that clung to the ceiling a hundred feet above. 
 
   Smoke curled as usual from the cottage chimney, inviting and picturesque. 
 
   But all was too still. 
 
   Something is wrong.
 
   Roman blurred into motion, entering the cottage within nanoseconds, a cold wind following his movement. 
 
   There was no sign of Evie. In fact, now that Roman took heed of his surroundings, noticing the steadily burning fire in the hearth, the uneaten food on the table, the steaming pot of tea that yet remained un-poured, Roman realized that he didn’t even smell her.
 
   And that had been what was wrong all along.
 
   Like all beings, Evie had a scent. It was cherry blossoms – and the sweetest blood on the planet. It was a heady scent for a vampire, dizzyingly intoxicating, and one that called to him like a siren song even as he lay in his deepest slumber. 
 
   But at the meeting, just after the battle… there had been no scent. Evie had not only appeared empty and hollow to the eyes – she had been that way to every sense. 
 
   He’d been fooled. 
 
   That had not been his wife. 
 
   A single, small piece of paper on the table rustled in a left-over breeze, drawing Roman’s attention. The breeze died down and the fire crackled loudly. Roman moved to the table and lifted the sheet, reading the three words that had been so cruelly, so beautifully penned across it.
 
   Made you blink.
 
   *****
 
   Lily Kane looked up at the swirling mass of dark, terrible storm clouds and shot an uncertain glance toward her companion. “I didn’t know vampires could control the weather,” she said.
 
   “Normally, they can’t,” replied Dannai Caige, a practiced witch and werewolf. “Or at least, they choose not to. But remember Roman D’Angelo is also a magic user, part Akyri and part warlock.” Dannai ducked down as lightning split the sky nearby and thunder crashed hard into the earth after it. Once the cacophony rolled over and away, she added with a touch more volume, “There are spells for this kind of thing, for those strong enough to wield them.”
 
   “And he’s strong enough,” Lily said.
 
   “That’s a massive understatement,” said Dannai. “In fact, whatever D’Angelo is doing, in this case, he’s not even doing it on purpose.” She looked up as the sky boiled. “This here,” she said, “is just a reflection of his mood.”
 
   Dannai could tell that Lily really wanted to mutter a curse right then. If she felt anything like Dannai, her insides were freezing up and squirming around at the same time. She personally felt a little sick. 
 
   “Evie writes about angels who can control the weather,” Lily said as she placed her hand to her throat in an unconscious gesture. “I wonder if this is where she got the idea.”
 
   Angels? Dannai thought. Not even close. She couldn’t help but picture a great big blood sucking demon speeding like quick silver through the dark nights of countless eons. “I’ve got news for you,” she said. “The fact that something has wings doesn’t make it an angel.”
 
   Roman D’Angelo was a complicated, dangerous man. He certainly looked like an angel. He sounded like an angel and even carried himself like an angel. But he was a master vampire unlike any other. He sat at the head of the table of the 13 Kings and more than possessed the power to keep that position. 
 
   Someone had taken D’Angelo’s wife, Evelynne. Evie to her friends. 
 
   Roman wanted audience with Lily Kane because she was the Seer, and he wanted her to “see” where they’d taken Evie. They most likely being the ka’s and their ruling god, Kamon. 
 
   Unfortunately, Dannai knew that Lily’s visions didn’t work that way. Not normally. In this case however, she had a sinking feeling that the Vampire King would find a way to make them work that way.
 
   The hidden mansion D’Angelo used as one of his safe houses existed behind a shield that kept the house shifted out of the detectable range of mortals who hadn’t been given direct permission or access. Its Victorian three stories were tucked back into the cool shadows of the Redwood forest in Northern California, far from any trail and half a mile from the steep cliffs overlooking a cold and restless Pacific.
 
   Most of the time, it was an idyllic location – and peaceful. 
 
   But right now, the monumental trees swayed menacingly and the sky threatened to explode. 
 
   Dannai sensed movement behind them and caught a familiar scent. 
 
   Lily’s husband came out of his transport and stood beside his golden-haired bride, his vivid blue eyes scanning the tree tops and then settling on the house that only the three of them could see. 
 
   “You sure about this, cher?” asked Daniel Kane. He glanced at Dannai.
 
   She shrugged. “Not really,” she said. “Sorry.” She had the decency to look helpless. “Like you, I’m really new at the whole vampire thing, and this is pretty much scaring the crap out of me. Lalura is even in there with him and he’s still bringin’ on Ragnarok. But… that’s why your big bad self is here, right?” she asked sheepishly.
 
   Daniel didn’t say anything, but the look he shot her was response enough. In a physical battle, all magic aside, a master vampire and an alpha werewolf would be well matched. But a master vampire leaking out-of-control warlock spells and surrounded by untold numbers of his minions?  
 
   That was another story altogether.
 
   Worse yet, Roman had called together his vampire court – six very special vampires with very powerful abilities. He’d done so when Evie was in danger at the hands of Charles Ward, and now he did so again, and for the same reason. There would be no beating that group if it came to out-and-out combat.
 
   Still, Dannai hadn’t wanted to risk bringing any more werewolves on this scene. Wolves were natural creatures, skittish and for good reason. They’d been hunted nearly out of existence. Coming up against something as unnaturally angry as this would feel too much like a challenge. Wolves didn’t react well to challenges, and Dannai desperately didn’t want to see anyone get hurt.
 
   Lalura had agreed with her reasoning and had sent her off to retrieve Lily, allowing only for the accompaniment of her husband, Daniel. Both Lalura and Dannai were fairly sure nothing on earth would have been able to keep him from coming with them anyway. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” Daniel told his wife. His tall, strong frame was rigid with tension, and Dannai caught the hint of fang from between his lips. He was a half-second flash away from shifting, and she couldn’t blame him.
 
   “Yes I do,” said Lily. She turned to face him, began to say something else, but ended up ducking and squealing when a bolt of lightning split a nearby redwood, and the simultaneous thunder clashed loud enough to shake the land.
 
   Dannai heard a whisper of a growl and didn’t know whether it was coming from Lily, Daniel, or herself. All three were werewolves; there was no telling. But the thunder rolled away overhead as it always did, the tree finished its falling, and the forest settled into a ringing, windy silence.
 
   Dannai watched as Daniel helped Lily back up, and she grabbed his shoulder. The couple gazed long and hard into each other’s eyes. 
 
   Lily cupped her husband’s slightly scruff-covered cheek. “What would you do if it were me?” she finally asked him.
 
   Daniel didn’t reply. He couldn’t. So, instead he kissed her.
 
   Dannai chewed on the inside of her cheek. That was one thing about werewolves, and especially alphas. Their kisses were a thing to behold.
 
   And one hell of a thing to be on the receiving end of, she thought as she recalled quite a few similar kisses from her own alpha husband, Lucas.
 
   When Daniel finally released his wife, she swayed a touch on her feet, but offered him a grateful smile. 
 
   Daniel took her hand in his and the three of them turned toward the mansion to make their way in.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Four
 
   “What I don’t understand is why I seem to be the only human being in the entire nation who is smart enough to be able to pick the best of both worlds rather than fall blindly into the left or the right.”
 
   You’re not the only one, thought Diana. But she didn’t say anything; she knew through experience that Selene was far from finished. She’d had a hellish day and half a beer and that was a formula for venting.
 
   “I hate paying taxes as much as the next hard working American. Hell, the bloody-assed government takes half my damned money every stinking year and is threatening to tax me even more because I actually make donations to charities that desperately need them,” Selene continued, shaking her raven black mane with indignation. Its layers cascaded around her pale, heart-shaped face to perfection, and her pale blue eyes reflected the overhead lights like glaciers in the setting sun. “We were broke as kids, and adopted at the age of ten, Minnie and I. Our parents weren’t rich either. People have no idea how hard I’ve had to work to get where I am. All so I can be robbed at gunpoint by a government who hides its thievery behind legality.”
 
   Diana had heard this story before. Selene Trystaine was two months younger than Diana at thirty-six years old. She’d been a painter all her life, just as her sister Minerva had been a singer all her life. Both girls, fraternal twins, were artistically inclined. Which didn’t lend itself to financial security. 
 
   Selene had worked twenty hour days for the last several years taking on full time bill-paying jobs while trying to perfect her painting technique, studying methods that very few had learned to develop. Finally, after so much hard work and stress that it had landed her in the emergency room with heart attack symptoms twice, she was making sales. And those sales had finally reached a point where they were bringing in enough money for her to not only live comfortably, but help her sister pay for their adoptive parents’ care. They were both quite a bit older and in need of medical attention because they’d had to wait until they were older to adopt. Rules and regulations made it almost impossible for good, honest couples to give children loving homes. Their adoption had taken six years to finalize. It was repulsive how willing the government was to allow children to wallow and fade in orphanages rather than with families that would cherish them as they deserved.
 
   “And I’m a woman,” Selene continued, “so of course I see the value of a handgun in the middle of the night when it would take a cop a full fifteen minutes to get to my house and a rapist can do a whole hell of a lot of damage in that time,” Selene went on. 
 
   Diana didn’t mind listening. Selene had that wonderful, deep sort of breathy voice that was pleasant to hear, even when it was having a bitch fest.
 
   “But what is so absolutely insanely unacceptable about just making sure that the person to whom you’re giving one of the most deadly weapons known to man isn’t a registered psychopath?” She shook her head again, taking a long pull of her beer. “And speaking of female violation, the idea of having to pay fifty bucks every twenty-one days for a pack of birth control pills so that I don’t have to have a painful period is ridiculous, as is the fact that I have to open my legs and subject myself to some random male poking and prodding with a metal tool that scrapes my cervix just so I can pay those fifty goddamned bucks every twenty-one days in the first place.”
 
   Selene made a truly disgusted face and continued. “I want an end to intolerant religion and all of its wars, I want people to be able to get married in peace regardless of sex, race, or what they want in their private bedrooms, but I want to safely walk the street at night and I want the government to quit ripping me off. Left, right, I don’t give a flying flatulence. I want Ancient Greece and its direct democracy.”
 
   Diana had placed several bottles of beer in the freezer earlier to give them an extra chill. She pulled one out now, slipped it into a koozie, and joined Selene on the couch, propping her legs up on the coffee table. “Finished?”
 
   Selene gave her a long look, took the last swig of her own drink, twisted the bottle a bit between her fingers, and then said, “For now.”
 
   Outside, a distant peal of thunder rolled over the suburbs. Diana closed her eyes and hoped it was heading toward them instead of away. She loved the way the earth smelled when it was freshly washed by the sky. “What even brought this on?” she asked, giving her friend a long look. “What were we talking about before you went off on that rocky, treacherous tangent?”
 
   “I haven’t the foggiest,” Selene admitted. “It’s just Friday and you gotta vomit out some frustrations on Friday to cleanse the soul’s palette for the glory that is the weekend.” She grinned and got up to head for the kitchen, no doubt for another beer.
 
   “How are your parents doing, by the way?” Diana asked, changing the subject.
 
   Selene hesitated before answering, and though Diana couldn’t see her face since she’d gone around the corner and was messing around in the ice box, she knew that her best friend was having a hard time thinking of what to say.
 
   Selene’s parents lived overseas in Britain, so Diana couldn’t easily help them with her… ability. But she would have done it anyway if not for Selene’s insistence that she refrain.
 
   “They’re the same, Di,” said Selene as she came around the corner and leaned up against the wall, pinning Diana with that blue-eyed look that felt hard as ice. “But they’ve had full lives and they’re very proud and….” She sighed and looked down, letting the unopened beer in her hand dangle. “There are too many other people who need your help more.”
 
   Diana didn’t say anything. Selene was right.
 
   “Speaking of which,” said Selene a little more quietly. “Are you headed to the hospital tonight?”
 
   Diana chewed on her lip and looked at the carpet. Truth was, she had been planning to go to the hospital. Every night she could manage it, she somehow snuck into the four-story building and found someone to help. It would have been impossible in a bigger city, where there was so much danger, security was heavy and heavily armed. But here, in this smaller Massachusetts town, it was doable. It just wasn’t easy. She had to go in the thick of the night time hours, dressed in black, and she had to heal those who were heavily sedated so they wouldn’t wake up and give her away.
 
   “Some day you’re going to get caught,” said Selene.
 
   Diana looked up.
 
   “And when you do, Master Kim is going to kill you.” 
 
   Diana smiled. Master Kim was their Tae Kwon Do instructor, and Diana was his star pupil. Selene was probably right about that too. The old man would pitch one hell of a fit if his star pupil landed herself in jail for breaking and entering.
 
   Selene had only started the class a few years ago, but Diana had been taking lessons from the same man since she was twelve. For some reason, she’d always felt that the ability to defend herself in such a manner might one day come in handy.
 
   So far, it hadn’t done anything for her other than keep her in excellent physical shape. Which was a good thing since although the fates had for some reason granted her the ability to heal others, they hadn’t seen fit to give her the same ability to heal herself. 
 
   Her hair wouldn’t be falling out so damned badly if they had.
 
   As if subconsciously, Diana ran a hand through her hair just then and frowned deeply when it felt like half of her strands came out wrapped around her fingers.
 
   “Didn’t you get a cortisone shot for that?” asked Selene as she came over to study the hair on her hand. 
 
   Diana pulled her hand away, shook off the hair, made a mental note to vacuum, and then shoved herself roughly back into the couch cushions. She really felt like kicking someone’s ass with Tae Kwon Do moves now.
 
   “I did,” she admitted. “Fat lot of freaking good it did.”
 
   “Then it has to be more than stress,” said Selene. “Have you had your thyroid levels tested?”
 
   “You know how I feel about doctors.”
 
   “Aw come on, Dr. Pepper,” Selene teased gently. “What type of doctor hates her own kind?”
 
   “Call me that again,” warned Diana. 
 
   Selene chuckled softly and twisted the top off her second beer. “I know,” she said as she made her way back to the couch. “I get it. Doctors are in the pockets of the insurance companies who are in the pockets of the pharmaceutical companies and not a single one of them is actually interested in healing, because if they were, they would go out of business. To make matters worse, they won’t even prescribe the medications proven to effectively destroy pain and allow people to live their lives in peace. They have to prescribe suicide-inducing depression meds instead. ‘Cuz the gods know that if you’re in physical pain, it must be that you’re actually depressed.”
 
   Diana drank to that. “Assholes.”
 
   “But you should have them checked anyway,” Selene said. “Just sayin’.” She paused a few minutes before adding, “Your hair still looks gorgeous though.”
 
   “You can see my scalp through it.”
 
   “You can see your scalp through it,” Selene corrected. “To everyone else, it’s a gorgeous ginger-gold mane. But I know. Noticing it yourself is bad enough.”
 
   Diana appreciated those last few words more than she could say. Fortunately for her, her best friend had always been as sensitive and empathetic as she was, if not more so. Selene was also smart. She tended to bitch some, true. But Diana had noticed that good, smart people were very often pissed off. Smart people really recognized what was going on in the world, and if they were good people too, then they cared about it. Noticing it and caring about it tended to cause empathetic feelings of anger and frustration. And to Diana, that was a good sign. As far as she was concerned, all the worthwhile individuals on the planet were angry. 
 
   Several hours later, Selene helped Diana clean up their snacks and bottles and then left to drive back to her house, which was only about ten blocks away. 
 
   Diana downed a glass of water and a few aspirin and put Midsomer Murders on Netflix. She tried to relax.
 
   But the truth of the matter was, she’d only had half a beer for a reason. She’d known she would end up heading out to the hospital tonight. She wouldn’t be able to stop herself.
 
   She wasn’t getting enough sleep at night because of her evening jaunts, and the stress of making certain she was never, ever seen – even by the security cameras – was rather overwhelming. Plus…. She felt weak. It hadn’t been as bad when she was in her twenties. She’d been able to heal more people and more animals without it catching up to her. But now a stark kind of exhaustion was dogging her heels.
 
   Maybe Selene was right. Maybe it was her thyroid.
 
   Or maybe she was using up her magic.
 
   Diana felt the blood drain from her face and heard her heartbeat pound for a moment in her ears. It was a terrifying thought. She leaned forward in the love seat and pressed her fingers to her temples. Long strands of hair that had dislodged from her scalp and dangled loose from her head brushed against the backs of her arms. 
 
   Suddenly irritated beyond belief, Diana stood up, ran her hands roughly through her hair, and pulled out so much of it, her heart began to race. She tossed the hair aside, rushed to the wall hanger to grab her coat, and shoved her arms through the holes as she ran to the front door.
 
   Staying home and simmering in the soup of her frustrations and fears was just not an option.
 
   And at least outside it would smell like rain. 
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Five
 
   She’d gone maybe five blocks and was beginning to feel all too aware of both her femaleness and aloneness when she heard the crying. It was high-pitched, desperate and clearly inhuman.
 
   It was a cat’s cry, filled with pain. 
 
   Diana broke into a run, using the horrible sounds as a guide. It was an otherwise relatively quiet neighborhood. Most indoor lights were extinguished. Cars were parked in driveways, as the houses were family homes and the garages were filled with the keepings of decades. Porch lights had been switched off, and motion detecting lamps were on. 
 
   The distant sounds of the city were muffled. Far, far off, a train whistled and traffic sounded like static.
 
   The street was wet from a recent rain, and hazardously slick. She hadn’t been planning on going for a run, and the leather soles of her boots were not only far too loud in the otherwise silence, but far too slippery.
 
   She used care rounding the final corner, and drew up short when she saw what awaited her.
 
   Three teenage boys, perhaps sixteen years of age, were huddled over the trash cans of the alleyway. The pitiful, agony-wracked animal sobbing was coming from something between them. 
 
   All three boys looked up when she entered the alley. They froze in that wide-eyed, unsure manner that bespoke of guilt and indecision. 
 
   They’re punks, Diana told herself as she squared her shoulders and pulled a tablespoon of courage from somewhere deep inside. Just boys. You can handle them. 
 
   Act like their mother.
 
   “What the hell do you boys think you’re doing?” she demanded loudly, forcing a good amount of authority into her voice. 
 
   One of the boys stepped back. He looked down at the lid of the nearest trash can, at something that Diana could not yet see, and then looked back up. The street lamp at the end of the alley reflected in his gaze. 
 
   “Yo, she’s just a nosy bitch,” another said, turning back to his friends as if to reassure and fortify them. “None of your business, cunt!” he yelled back at her.
 
   Diana’s gaze narrowed. Her fingers twitched. 
 
   The cat they had clearly been torturing made a mewling sound, soft and filled with liquid. It was dying. She could tell without even having to look at it.
 
   The three boys straightened a little. Their chins popped out in that chicken-like way boys’ chins did when they were trying to be tough. Their sneakers squeaked and scuffed on the debris and wet concrete as they moved around the trash cans and formed a wall in front of them. Their fists were clenched.
 
   She smelled something – like burned meat… and hot iron singed hair.
 
   A strange feeling came over Diana. It was strange, and unexpected, because it was utterly devoid of fear. It was a numb sort of sensation that made her bones feel like tree trunks and her blood like quicksilver. In that moment, it didn’t matter that the boys were probably feeling the same kind of feeling. It didn’t matter that she was outnumbered. Fight or flight had well and truly kicked in.
 
   And there would be no flight here. Not on her part.
 
   She was just too damned stressed out.
 
   She rushed them, all reason and logic flying out the window like loose pages on a rogue wind. A war cry emitted from her throat, loud and unfamiliar and just a touch insane.
 
   One of the boys stepped back again. But it was too late.
 
   Her mind flew away in that moment, and she could almost hear its wings fluttering wildly, bat-like and crazy. But her body was there, and it remembered. 
 
   It dutifully, finally, recalled every single second of every single day of Tae Kwon Do training that she had religiously undergone over the last twenty-four years. Every competition she had ever won. Every hit, every strike, every punch, every kick, every ability to push the pain away and go at it again. 
 
   And within slowed-down seconds of inordinate length, two of the boys lay on the ground nursing fresh wounds. The third had half limped, half run away.
 
   “Crazy bidth!” one of them lisped. Diana looked down at the kid, wide-eyed and furious, her blood roaring like Niagara Falls. She barely heard him, in fact. 
 
   She waited, fists balled, stance wide. 
 
   Someone said, “Get the hell out now before I finish the job,” and only vaguely did she realize that it was her.
 
   There was a scrambling, at first slow and uncertain, and then faster and desperate. 
 
   Diana stood still in the alleyway and watched the boys round the corner and disappear from sight. She listened, making certain the sounds of their shoes on the ground grew fainter and further away.
 
   And then a new sound drew her attention.
 
   At once, she was back inside herself, fully aware – and she was shaking. Slowly, she turned. 
 
   They’d singed off most of its hair, and fresh third-degree burns covered the left side of its body. Her body, Diana corrected herself. She’s a female.
 
   The cat blinked up at Diana, the depths of its eyes swimming with pain. But there was also knowledge there. She knew Diana would not hurt her. Either that, or she only hoped so. She was slipping away anyway.
 
   And she’s pregnant, she mentally added as tears welled up in her eyes and an ache claimed her chest, far outweighing the more insignificant pains of the sprained wrist and bruised ribs and toes that had occurred during the fight.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with humanity?” she whispered as her shaking fingers found the cat’s head. 
 
   She was a gray cat, with light ice-blue eyes. Or she had been. All but a few singed tufts of the fur was missing. 
 
   Diana closed her own eyes and pushed her anger and hatred back down inside herself where it usually remained, simmering and festering. Once she’d done that, she reached for another and entirely different emotion. She imagined the cat whole, her unborn babies healthy and unharmed, and the world a better place.
 
   It was hard. It was always hard when she was healing someone or something that had been brutally and meaninglessly hurt by another. But somehow, as she always did, she managed.
 
   A light and warmth began to emanate from beneath her palm. Diana sent that warmth through the cat’s broken body. As she did, she imagined the skin mending, the hair growing back.
 
   Within seconds, she felt a gentle and comforting rumble come from beneath the touch of her palm. The cat was purring.
 
   Diana opened her eyes and looked down. The cat blinked up at her, bumping its head against her hand in thanks.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile then. She realized her lips were wet. Somewhere along the way, the tears in her eyes had broken loose and cascaded down her cheeks. 
 
   She wiped the back of her hand against her face, and then knelt so that she would be on eye level with the cat. “So what’s your name, then, little one?” she asked gently.
 
   The cat continued to purr, it’s beautiful blue eyes gazing at her with love and trust. 
 
   “Would you like to come home with me?” she asked next. She didn’t want to leave the animal out here, especially not after what had happened, and double especially not when she was pregnant. It just wasn’t safe.
 
   With all the gentleness she could muster, Diana scooped the cat up and held it to her chest. The feline continued to purr, trusting and docile. 
 
   “We’re going to get along just fine,” Diana whispered as she left the alley and its messy wet ground and trash cans and bad memories.
 
   *****
 
   Unseen and still, two cats watched in the shadows as the woman who would be a queen and the guardian who would be her companion became friends and left together.
 
   The large ginger cat with eyes like the sun made a dingo-like half-pur, half meow and looked up toward the skies. A shooting star arced overhead, appearing from behind one roof and disappearing behind another.
 
   He lowered his head and sighed the way cats do. The fates had brought the human woman and her companion together that night. But the fates had much more in store. 
 
   Dawn would not be coming for a very long time.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Six
 
   “Well now we know,” she said.
 
   Lightning split the sky and its thunder bellowed into the world after it.
 
   Lalura released Lily’s hand. The blonde woman’s shoulders slumped as she leaned heavily over the table in front of her. Daniel Kane’s arms wrapped possessively around her from behind. Lalura heard him whisper something intimate and perfect in his wife’s ear, soothing the young woman.
 
   Lily and Lalura had just completed the complicated magic that had allowed them to unravel the web of deceit spun by the man who’d taken Roman D’Angelo’s queen. The things they’d learned were not only surprising, they were devastating.
 
   Lalura would not admit it to her young supernatural charges, but she was still recovering from her encounter with her own ka. Hence, this spell had drained her more than she liked. She was also not a seer, and had been forced to use magic that was not entirely natural for her. She did so from time to time, when necessary, but never to the best consequences.
 
   Lalura longed for the day that another seer as talented as Lily would be found. Lily Kane was a gem among their kind, just as was Lalura’s own adopted daughter, Dannai – the Healer. Each was precious… and rare. It was too much responsibility for their small shoulders to bear.
 
   At least they’d managed to get to the center of the evil surrounding Evelynne D’Angelo. 
 
   “It’s a trap,” Roman said. His voice had that terrifyingly calm quality to it, so very at odds with the proof of his fury that flashed across the sky outside, felling ages-old redwoods and shaking the rafters of his safe house. 
 
   “Yes, it is,” agreed Lalura. “So you’d best not go walking into it, Roman. I know the wounds go deep,” she said as she turned to face him and leaned heavily on her cane. Their eyes met, and she fiercely held his gaze.
 
   Lightning disrupted their universe, its loud companion temporarily deafening the room’s occupants. Lalura waited for it to pass, her expression becoming stern. 
 
   “No matter how much you may desire it, this is not the time to feed the demons that exist between you and your brother,” she told the Vampire King. “Not now. Not this time. This rescue will have to be fast and simple.”
 
   Roman said nothing. His eyes were unchanging. The world outside continued to rage.
 
   But after several long, painfully tense moments, the Vampire King nodded. Just once.
 
   Flashes and spells and blurred shapes sped through the room like a periphery of impossibilities as he and his companions transported out of the room. Lalura closed her eyes and let them go. She knew where she would meet them.
 
   White-hot electricity took the sky one last time overhead, and its thunder had the final word.
 
   ***** 
 
   Evie sat stiff as a board in the gold gilt and luxe velvet cushioned chair at the end of the long dining table. Foods of all sorts covered the table in silver platter piles, and at the other end sat Roman’s brother, the master vampire that had abducted her.
 
   Directly before Evie rested a crystal goblet filled with red wine. It was untouched. 
 
   Evie knew that Roman’s brother hated him, though she did not know why. And as he’d said himself, there would be no better way to cause Roman pain than to take away the one he loved. It would be most painful of all if that person were taken away permanently.
 
   The food could be poisoned. Granted, not much in the way of poison could kill a vampire, but there was always new magic. There were always new tricks, new dangers, that no one yet knew of. Death waited around every corner.
 
   Evie glanced down at the goblet and then back up at her captor. Not for the first time that night, she wondered what his name was.
 
   “It’s Rafael,” he told her.
 
   Again, she wasn’t surprised he’d known what she was thinking. She’d already known that he could get past her mental defenses in order to read her thoughts.
 
   “Rafael D’Angelo,” she repeated aloud. “Or do you hate him so much that you’ve changed your last name?” 
 
   Rafael smiled, showing her his deadly, deadly fangs. They were alone in the dining room, but Evie knew that no fewer than a dozen servants waited within ear shot. And Ophelia was somewhere nearby.
 
   Rafael’s teeth made Evie consider Ophelia now. She couldn’t help but think of how he had used them to kill Ophelia in the past. And how he most likely used them to punish her in the present.
 
   “Oh I’m sure you know the bite doesn’t have to hurt, my queen.”
 
   “I’m not your queen.”
 
   “No,” Rafael admitted softly. He lifted his own goblet and placed it to his lips. “Not yet,” he finished before he took a sip.
 
   Clearly he was using the same sort of illusory spell to make food edible and drink drinkable that Roman had used in their cavern cottage.
 
   Rafael replaced his goblet on the table top. “The name D’Angelo was my mother’s. Neither Roman nor I would ever be rid it. We both loved our mother very much.”
 
   Evie just stared at him. “Figures that you’d be a mama’s boy.”
 
   Rafael laughed at that, a genuine belly laugh that emitted the most beautiful, deep, melodious sound. Evie fought not to allow it to affect her, but it wrapped around her like silken vines anyway, reaching into places she didn’t want him anywhere near.
 
   After a few moments, Rafael’s laughter quieted, and he watched her with his dark, dark eyes.
 
   Evie fidgeted.
 
   “Many years ago, Roman and I were both happy. I was married. My wife, Iliandra, was a very beautiful woman.”
 
   Evie waited, going completely still as she listened. Every mannerism about Rafael changed, his voice and features both growing more soft. He was lost in his memories.
 
   “She was beautiful,” he repeated. Then he sighed. “But she was a free spirit.” He hesitated, and now there was an edge to his tone that was slightly harder. “Roman was always a man of high moral code. He had ideas of how the Offspring nation should be run, of what vampires should be allowed to do – and what they should not. I knew it was only a matter of time before he found a way to bring his vision of the perfect vampire nation to fruition.”
 
   He took a drink of his wine and replaced the goblet. “One night… he became king. And when he did, he outlawed many of the practices vampires had exercised for centuries.”
 
   He looked up at Evie now, and Evie caught the wave of malice that floated off him, perhaps unconsciously. 
 
   “Unfortunately, Iliandra was not accustomed to being tethered. She was a wild bird, and not prepared to have her wings clipped. She continued to hunt as she always had…. Until Roman caught her in the act. She was given a warning.” Rafael’s look darkened. “As if she were some misbehaving child in a school yard.” 
 
   He shook his head, disgusted. “She was a princess, Iliandra. She’d been born with royal blood to a royal family, the second of three daughters. I’d chosen her so very carefully. She was… perfect. She’d been born into beauty and stature, and was old enough to understand it. And now, as my wife, she was the sister-in-law of the Vampire King. You would have thought Roman to show a smidgeon of decorum. You’d have thought he would have shown some respect for class. But no.”
 
   Atop the table, the food platters began to rattle. A rogue wind blew through the massive cave, causing the candles in their candelabras and the torches along the walls to flicker.
 
   “When she refused to bow to his self-righteous royal decree… he destroyed her.”
 
   His voice drifted off, and Evie could almost hear the icicles dropping away from the edges of his words and shattering on the tabletop. She remained frozen where she was, afraid to even breathe.
 
   “He stripped her of her magical abilities and tied her to an altar for the sun to find.”
 
   Evie felt her throat go dry. Her arms and legs were trembling, despite the fact that she was seated. “No,” she muttered, unaware that she’d even spoken aloud.
 
   “Yes,” Rafael insisted with acidic softness. “She died a slow and horrid death. The sun burns unprotected vampires from the inside out.” The glass containers on the table began to hum. Evie could sense they were about to shatter. There was a thickness to the air, an overload of emotionally charged power. 
 
   “Every living creature is composed of both light and dark. But for us, the cruel rays of the sun find the shadows of our souls and rip them away, tearing us irreparably in two. We bleed to death, and as each precious drop is spilled, it is seared to dust in the incessant heat of day until we are naught but empty, rattling husks.” 
 
   Evie’s head was beginning to ache under the pressure of the built-up magic in the room. She had the sudden instinctive urge to duck.
 
   “Then this too crumbles,” he said. “And we are dust.”
 
   The glassware on the table contracted in that split millisecond of preparedness before it would explode. At the same exact time, Evie followed her instinct. But rather than duck, she sent up a magical shield, wrapping her body in protective, hard air. The crystal on the table erupted, spanning outward in brilliant, prismatic shards of all different sizes. The light from the torches formed rainbows in the air, and the sound was like the ringing of pixie wings and wind chimes.
 
   From within her shield, Evie was safe. Glass batted against it, bouncing off to end up skittering across the stone ground elsewhere. Evie dropped the shield. But the air had become suffocating in Rafael’s anger, even for a vampire like her.
 
   The master vampire stared at her, his black eyes now burning red flames the way Roman’s did when he was emotionally charged. 
 
   “Your husband, young Evelynne Grace, brutally murdered my wife and the only woman I have ever loved.”
 
   Evie swallowed hard. She wanted to say something – anything – that might make her appear stronger and less stricken than she felt in that moment. But she couldn’t think of a single thing to say, and her throat had gone too dry for her to speak anyway.
 
   “That is what he is guilty of,” he told her, his words slithering like venomous snakes. “And that is why I hate him.”
 
   He pushed back from the table and stood, rising to his full, impressive height. Evie began to feel dizzy. 
 
   “Roman has a debt to pay,” he said as he began to come around the table toward her. “And you will make it for him. The love he felt for Ophelia never had a chance to grow strong enough for its loss to hurt him the way he deserves. I realized my mistake, however. It was why I waited… with you.”
 
   Evie’s eyes widened. Waited? she thought. What does he mean?
 
   Rafael smiled a bitter, beautiful smile. “Oh yes, Evie. I’ve known about you all along. Right from the very beginning.”
 
   He stopped in front of her chair. “You have a choice to make, my queen. Join me willingly and break your lover’s heart, or die and break it anyway.”
 
   Evie looked up. She waited. She held her breath, feeling as though this was the end of her world. No one would know she was here; some sort of doppelganger had taken her place. There was no escape. She could fight – and fight she would – but in the end, she would lose. He would destroy her and her entire world anyway.
 
   An odd feeling came over her. It was as if the air had become so thin, she was now high. Her fingers and toes tingled. There was a new breeze moving through the cavern. For a split second, it appeared that Rafael’s gaze shifted. Something flashed in the depths of his burning eyes. But it was there one second and gone in the next.
 
   “Your answer!” he demanded, reaching down and grabbing her arm to lift her out of the chair.
 
   Evie choked on her voice, gagged, and tried again. This time, the words came out with some amount of force. She was numb now. She was going to die anyway. What did it matter?
 
   “Just kill me, Rafael. Spare us both a loveless marriage.”
 
   Rafael bared his fangs. But another voice drew him up short.
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   Evie’s eyes widened, her heart skipped and then hammered furiously, and Rafael was suddenly blurring into motion. His fingers bruised where he held her arm as he jerked her behind him and then turned to face the source of the one who had spoken.
 
   Evie was sure she’d fainted and was now experiencing semi-conscious hallucinations. For it was Roman who had spoken.
 
   And it was Roman who now stood on the other end of the cavern near the head of the table, flanked by all six members of his vampire court. 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seven
 
   Damon felt agitated and frustrated. He also felt inordinately weary. His infamous, head-taking sword literally weighed heavy where it rested in its scabbard across his broad back.
 
   It had already drawn blood once this night. He’d had to use force against the Duqar and their trouble making. He’d had no choice.
 
   But it was the last thing he’d wanted to do. How could he be a good king if he was always killing off his own subjects? At that thought, he released a bitter laugh. I don’t know why you care, his mind told him. It isn’t as if you asked for this job.
 
   The night was quiet around him. The sound of his leather boots against the damp pavement was like a hollow warning. A street light buzzed overhead. In the distance, sirens wailed and traffic hummed. 
 
   He’d been just finishing with the Duqar – just wiping the unfortunately spilled blood from his blade and issuing the last of his orders – when he’d felt the need to come here.
 
   Over the course of the last few months, he’d talked about this kind of sudden feeling with Jason Alberich, the Warlock King. The two kings shared something in common. They both ruled over a magically unruly bunch. Warlocks and goblins were not all that different in many respects. Both were terribly powerful, and both tended to become warped by the influences of that power.
 
   Amongst the similarities he and Alberich shared was the innate knowledge of the current location of any of their subjects who might be in trouble. It allowed Alberich to prevent his warlocks from casting damaging spells on stupid and often deserving mortals. And it allowed Damon to save those same mortals from certain death at the hands of a monster none of them could truly fathom.
 
   No sovereign sitting at the table of the 13 Kings wanted their realm to be responsible for a human blood bath. More importantly, none wanted to face the repercussions of a mortal world that had become all too aware of their immortal counterparts. Mortals did not understand such things, and they feared what they did not understand.
 
   And a scared human being was perhaps the deadliest monster of them all. There were cobweb-imbued torture chambers all around the world full of the grisly echoes of victims that could attest to that.
 
   Which was why Damon was here now, in this relatively quiet suburban neighborhood, walking a relatively quiet street. He was here to prevent another disaster. His senses told him as much.
 
   The quiet was a ruse, he knew. It always was. It was like the brief, heart-pounding silence before the bad guy jumped out of the closet with a knife in a horror flick. Or the silence of a dark, dark bedroom upon waking from an even darker nightmare. That silence was full of secrets and promises, and neither the secret nor the promise was entirely pleasant.
 
   Come on, he thought restlessly. Where are you?
 
   He wanted to go home. Granted, home was a massive stone castle atop a craggy precipice overlooking a vast and beautiful but dimensionally confused land where it never stopped raining. But he’d made it as cozy as possible. He had a routine. 
 
   Right now, he could be in his study, sitting back in his biggest, overstuffed chair with his boots kicked up on the coffee table.
 
   Watching My Little Pony.
 
   There was something in the cartoon that could appeal to anyone manly enough to admit it. Rarity was the talented pony with taste and decorum but a heart generous enough that she shared everything she had. Rainbow Dash was fast, furious, and competitive. What guy wouldn’t like that? Pinkie Pie was the pony who was always happy and ready with a joke. There wasn’t a soul in any realm who couldn’t use another reason to laugh. Apple Jack was a hard worker and levelheaded, but not so grounded that she had her head stuck in it. Twilight Sparkle was the magic user of the bunch, her nose glued to books that both allowed her to solve the problems of life – and also allowed life to sometimes pass her by. 
 
   His least favorite pony was probably Fluttershy. She was a druid-like filly with the ability to speak with animals, and who cared for nothing more in the world than helping them. Damon shook his head when she came on the screen. He couldn’t help thinking that if she’d had to deal with the animals of his realm instead of those in hers, she might be singing a different tune. But he couldn’t deny that her heart was perhaps the most selfless of them all. 
 
   They all had a lesson to teach. So he watched and willingly learned – a self-professed Brony. His interest in the cartoon had in fact become a bit of a joke amongst his co-sovereigns. The Shadow King had actually given him a Rainbow Dash hoodie – extra, extra large – last year during one of their meetings. And everyone thought the enigmatic man in black didn’t have a sense of humor.
 
   He could also watch Highlander, he supposed. It was a comfortable go-to. He’d seen it 362 times. There was a lot in that movie that a member of the fae could identify with. Especially one as lonely as he was.
 
   The thing about being the Goblin King was that he’d not only been banished from the other fae kingdoms, he’d been given a job that took up so much energy and so much of his time, he rarely… well – got out. 
 
   Damon Chroi was not what you’d call a social butterfly. He spent so much time alone in his castle, he was addicted to Netflix and wireless internet, which he “magicked” in. He knew more people through his Facebook page – www.facebook.com/damonchroi – than he’d met actually face to face in all of his years of existence combined. To that end, he had to admit that he loved technology these days. It had modernized him. Without it, he’d still be speaking in thee’s and thou’s. 
 
   Damon sighed quietly and ran a hand through his raven black hair. He stopped on the damp street and turned, searching the shadows for any sign of what it was that had brought him here. He was getting antsy.
 
   And then he heard it.
 
   It wasn’t a scream or a growl or the commotion of an obvious struggle. It was the sound of shoes on pavement. They were leather-soled boots, much like his own, but the pace was shorter and quicker.
 
   A woman.
 
   A half beat later came a second sound. This was a scraping and shuffling, closing in on the women’s footsteps from Damon’s side. 
 
   Damon recognized the sound. It wasn’t good.
 
   He didn’t hesitate. With practiced precision, he reached back, took the Atrox Ferrum by its hilt, and eased it out of its sheath. It hissed like it was coming to life as it left its metal casing to gleam under the lamp and moonlight.
 
    Moving like a cat through the shadows, Damon followed the sounds of the footsteps, zeroing in on them as they drew closer to crossing, like targets meeting at an intersection. He felt his eyes heat up as magic stirred to life beneath his skin, and his grip on the sword tightened. 
 
   Up ahead, around a darkened corner, the woman’s footsteps came to a halt. 
 
   The Goblin King’s gaze narrowed. He quickened his step, a sense of urgency spurring him on. 
 
   A few seconds later, he was rounding a final corner to close in on his quarry. Goblins were all large and frightening in general, but just as humans came in different races and sizes, so did the more monstrous of the fae. This particular goblin was a xenobe goblin, an eight-foot tall beast with claws so long they scraped along the ground and a mouth full of so many teeth, he had a hard time shutting it.
 
   The beast was standing directly across from….
 
   Damon blinked. 
 
   He froze. His head began to fill with the roar of rushing blood. The world receded. The burning rings of his irises shrank outward as his hungry, dark pupils expanded like mad.
 
   She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She stood tall and strong, every inch of her honed with what must have been endless practice and toned with what he imagined to be incredible skill. He imagined what it would be like to fight with a woman like that – the heat and speed she would produce, the sounds of her exertion… the sweat. She was lean and hard, something straight out of a superhero comic book. 
 
   But her lips looked soft. They were red, as if she’d just bitten them.
 
   A very slight smattering of peach brown freckles decorated her nose and cheeks. Strawberry golden locks cascaded over her shoulders to her mid back and curled around her face in the humidity left behind by the last rainstorm. A line of collarbone caught the moonlight, making her appear suddenly delicate even as it opposed everything else about her.
 
   But most stunning of all to Damon were her eyes. They were the dark gray of a thunderhead, both threatening and promising. Beautiful, and deadly.
 
   Damon found himself transfixed, unwittingly absorbing every detail as if he had all the time in the world. He couldn’t help it.
 
   She wore jeans that had been broken in and fit like a glove, and a simple white tee under a soft, thin gray cardigan. Her black leather boots were planted shoulder-width apart and her knees were slightly bent. A gray female cat with ice blue eyes stood beside her left boot, its tail and arched back spiked with hair that stood on end. The small animal bared its fangs and hissed at the goblin.
 
   Damon recognized the woman’s stance. And as the goblin in turn smiled hungrily and bared its own rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth, Damon realized that the woman was prepared for a fight.
 
   Because she could see the goblin.
 
   She could see him! 
 
   Such a thing was supposed to be impossible. Humans were not supposed to be able to see a goblin for anything other than what its glamour projected it to be. In this case, because the goblin was of the xenobe variety and far too dangerous to fraternize with mortals, he should have appeared as a rabid dog or diseased rat.
 
   Other, more reasonable races of goblins, were allowed to take on human glamours. These glamours were what allowed goblins to get acquainted with certain humans and eventually decide they wanted to mate. Only then, and only under the direct spoken permission of the human, the glamour was dropped.
 
   A few humans didn’t even run away. 
 
   But that was another story, a different situation, and nothing like what was happening in front of Damon at that very moment. 
 
   The woman could see the xenobe as he really was. Her eyes were locked on its nightmarish visage, and as he watched, little by little, the blood drained from her beautiful face.
 
   How? Damon distractedly wondered. How can this be?
 
   But even as he asked himself the question, he knew its answer. 
 
   She could see through the fae glamour because she was his queen.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eight
 
   It was hard for Evie to process what she was seeing. She was in the middle of nowhere, underground, and Rafael’s labyrinthine caverns were more guarded than anything she’d ever encountered. The wards were so strong, the walls were heated with them. How Roman could be standing there in front of her, and not alone but surrounded by the members of his court, she had no idea. 
 
   David Cade stood behind Roman and directly to his right. He was Roman’s closest friend other than Thanatos, the Phantom King – and Lalura Chantelle. He was a member of the vampire court due to his ability to lend his power to another in a fight. 
 
   Philip Diego stood to the other side of Roman. He was a dark-haired and dark-skinned man with eyes like a werewolf’s, amber and glowing. Diego’s court-worthy ability was to zero in on a person anywhere in the world and transport them from their location to his. He only had to know exactly where they were.
 
   Lizbeth Knight stood behind David Cade. She was very close to Roman; almost like a sister. She was, to Evie’s knowledge, the very first honest-to-goodness druid in existence. Lizbeth’s long black hair moved as if caught on a phantom wind, and her green eyes shone like streetlights and shimmered like emeralds. Thorny vines had wrapped themselves around her hands where they rested at her sides.
 
   On the other side of Roman stood the mighty blonde court vampire that Evie knew only as “Saxon.” Saxon was the weapons master, in every sense of the word. Not only was he capable of expertly using every hand weapon known to man, he was immune to the same. Swords, axes, arrows and the like bounced off him as if his skin were made of metal. Most importantly, much like an Akyri could do all the time, Saxon was a vampire with the ability to absorb another’s magic and turn it back on them. It was limited and wouldn’t last very long, but usually long enough.
 
    The two members of court bringing up the rear were the youngest vampire in Roman’s service, Samantha Chance – and the “merger,” Adam Quinn.
 
   Sam Chance was the techie of the group, capable of getting into just about any electronic system anywhere with sheer know-how and supplementing what she couldn’t mentally figure out with her own special brand of magic. 
 
   Quinn was nicknamed the “merger” because of his ability to physically merge with another being – any being. The subject could be as small as a rat or as large as a whale. The two beings became one. On the outside, Quinn would appear to be the animal or person he had merged with. On the inside, he would be in charge, and any magical abilities his subject possessed were only added-to and amplified by Quinn’s. 
 
   Evie had no idea why or how they were all there. But she almost didn’t care. She was so grateful, she could actually see the lucky stars that she wanted to thank as they swam around in her hyperventilated vision. She felt close to fainting, but it was the last thing she wanted to do in that moment.
 
   Breathe, she told herself.
 
   She looked at her husband’s eyes, burning a hellish red, and his fangs where they sat long and deadly against his lips, and she realized that Roman was not himself just then. The energy she sensed, even from across the room and behind Rafael, was almost foreign to her. She’d never seen Roman like this.
 
   That red burning gaze slipped from Rafael to Evie and locked on. Are you all right? he asked, his voice caressing her from the inside out.
 
   She nodded, afraid to say anything in return, even mentally. 
 
   “I was wondering when you would show up,” said Rafael.
 
   Evie frowned, confused.
 
   Roman said nothing, but lightning erupted from the torches and danced along the walls, moving from one stick of flame to another like flickering waves of electricity.
 
   Rafael moved away from Evie, and turned to glance at her. He was smiling… as if he knew something she didn’t.
 
   A sinking feeling began to take hold of Evie, settling in on top of her stomach like a lead weight pressing toward the earth. 
 
   “Thank you,” Rafael said, turning his attention once more to Roman and sounding as though he honestly meant it. “For not only coming yourself, but for bringing along your little friends.” His smile turned positively nasty. “Things could only have gone more according to plan had I destroyed your wife before your arrival.” 
 
   Everything happened very, very fast after that. Evie would later think back on this and realize that her entire life had been thrown into fast-forward of late. She would realize that at any given moment, without warning, she would be hurtled through time like a speck of dust caught on a hurricane wind – in blinding speed and completely out of control.
 
   Rafael turned back toward her, his expression making it clear he meant to deal a final blow then and there. 
 
   But the shadows in the room grew longer. Within milliseconds, the torches extinguished, their fire leaving their ends to race up the walls as if by demonic influence. It made blazing trails that instantly became symbols, which choked out horrible smoke, filling the room with indistinct blackness. Again, within split seconds.
 
   The lightning that had been racing along the walls rushed upward as well, pooling together at the apex of the cave’s ceiling. From there, it shot downward, striking Rafael D’Angelo square in the chest and sending him flying back into the wall to slam against it with such force, rocks broke loose around him and tumbled to the ground.
 
   At the same time, Evie was wrapped in some kind of envelope of magic. Its blue incandescence looked and felt like a blue moon cocoon around her. She held her breath, wanting to scream. Was this a good spell or bad?
 
   There was no time to even consider what it might do before everything began to waver. She recognized the warping of time and space, felt the pull on her body and mind, saw the blending of colors and shapes. She closed her eyes, disoriented. She was being transported. She wondered where she would end up and just who was transporting her.
 
   Quite suddenly, she was stumbling forward, arms out, trying to catch her balance. The transport spell was over. 
 
   She felt speckles of sunlight on her arms and a few beams lightened the color of her eyelids. Panic stirred within her. She’d been underground in Rafael’s caverns so long, she hadn’t cast a spell on herself to protect her body from the sun. 
 
   Her heart hammered. The words of the spell were on her lips, and then she was being wrapped in hard, strong arms and pulled against an equally strong and hard chest.
 
   “No need,” his deep voice reassured her. Her husband’s scent immediately enveloped her: aftershave and soap and the smell of expensive material – always cut to precise measurements. 
 
   She felt a protective spell already around her, shielding her Offspring body from the deadly rays of day. Evie opened her eyes, pressing her hands to Roman’s chest. The light hurt at first; she’d been in the dark for a while and that would sting even human eyes. But before long, she could make everything out clearly. 
 
   She was in a clearing in the redwood forest she’d come to feel was her home. Dark brown soil compressed beneath her heels. Ferns and other healthy, large plants sprouted up here and there. Massive trunks pierced the earth and rose to the sky like pillars of heaven. 
 
   A gentle breeze brushed through branches far, far overhead. The noonday sun glimmered through breaks in those branches, cascading down around dust motes and fallen leaves like pixie magic. 
 
   It was quiet, but they were not alone. The six members of Roman’s vampire court stood around the two of them, their expressions relieved and friendly, but their stances proving they were ready for any fight that might come hot on Evie’s tail. Evie and Roman’s butler Jaxon was also there, as were Lily and Daniel Kane, Dannai Caige, and Lalura Chantelle.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Evie whispered. “How?”
 
   “Lily found you and I pulled you out,” said Philip Diego, the member of the court capable of transporting a body from anywhere in the world to his location. “With help, that is. Rafael’s anchoring spells on you were quite strong, but they were nothing to stand up to the will of his older brother.”
 
   Evie was thoroughly baffled. She didn’t even know where to start with her questions. One second, they’d all been in the cave – the next, they were here. “But I saw you all down in the cavern!”
 
   “Powerful illusions,” Roman explained gently. He glanced at Lily, who was wearing a bit of a blush. “Thanks to Lalura and the Seer, who happened to not only find you but foresee what Rafael’s plan was, we were able to turn everything back around on him.”
 
   “Well, that’s the half of it anyway,” said Lily. “I knew it was a trap – everything from the attack during the meeting to Rafael D’Angelo taking you, Evie. But I wasn’t sure what they were after. Not until just now, anyway.”
 
   Evie still felt confused. She was also very hungry. And not for food. It was greatly shortening what was left of he temper. 
 
   She found her gaze settling in on the pulse in Daniel Kane’s neck, and quickly averted her gaze. She swallowed hard, hoping no one had noticed. She couldn’t help it. He was an alpha wolf, all power and muscle and vital strength, and she hadn’t fed in far too long. She was a vampire, after all. Nature could be a bitch. 
 
   It was making it difficult for her to think and put the puzzle pieces together. So she decided to do it aloud. Sometimes that helped.
 
   “Let me see if I have this right,” she began. The others waited quietly and respectfully. She was a queen as well as a vampire. “Lily, you performed a spell to find me? I thought your visions only came to you when they felt like it?”
 
   “Normally, that’s true,” Lily admitted. “But in this case,” she said as she glanced up at Roman and then over and the rest of the court and Lalura. “In this case, I had a good deal of help.”
 
   “With the combined power, Lily was able to see now and see more than usual,” said Lalura, her ancient, scratchy voice cutting through the clearing like audible charisma. “She not only found you and the cavern as you were presently, but she saw what had transpired in the cavern prior to your arrival.”
 
   “In other words, she saw Rafael scheming. And he wasn’t scheming alone,” said Dannai.
 
   “No,” said Lily, her voice a little softer now that she was recalling her vision. “Kamon was there. He was…. It was like he was wrapped in bright, blinding light and I could barely make out his form. He was painful to look at.”
 
   “He’s a god,” said Lalura in her scratchy voice. “They’re the multiverse’s drama queens. Very big heads.” Lalura shook her own head and made her way to a nearby boulder. Once there, a few of the men took her arms and helped her to sit. Daniel set her cane to the side. 
 
   Lalura took a deep breath, closed her eyes a moment, and went on. “They somehow knew the court would plan to arrive together. It was Quinn Adams they were after.”
 
   Evie’s eyes widened. “What? Adams? But why?” 
 
   “Take no offense, dear. Rafael has his sights set on you. But for Kamon, it’s the end game that matters. Quinn Adams possesses a power they desperately covet. If they can copy him as they have managed to do with the 13 Kings, they will absorb his power as well.”
 
   Evie thought about that, putting the pieces together. Adams could merge with other people. With the power to merge, Rafael could become Roman – and control his every move. Ophelia could become Jaxon – and kill Roman as he slept. A Hunter could become Jesse Graves, the werewolf council Overseer. 
 
   The terrifying possibilities were endless. This was not a doppelganger, who could be found out with a spell or identified by the winged scarab marking on their forehead. A merged individual would be the actual person you loved and trusted – turned against you.
 
   “All along, I was bait to get to Roman and his vampire court.”
 
   Roman took her gently by the arms and turned her toward him. “This time, perhaps. But we must believe my brother will come after you again. His hatred spurs him on.”
 
   Evie gazed up at her husband. She thought about what Rafael had shared with her, the story he’d told her about Iliandra D’Angelo’s death…. Roman had tied her to an altar and allowed the sun to bake her from the inside out.
 
   The image shot through her mind, poisonous and unpleasant. She could feel the heat seep in through her skin and begin to boil her blood. She could feel her soul being ripped from the safe sanctity of the shadows and cast into the fires of day. 
 
   She could feel it. She’d always been too sensitive that way.
 
   Evie gently pulled away from Roman and looked down at the ground. She could sense Roman’s reluctance in letting her go.
 
   “I don’t think they’re coming after us just now,” said Dannai. “Lily? You sense anything?”
 
   Lily shook her head. 
 
   “They can’t find us,” said Lalura. “We succeeded on that front as well.”
 
   Evie looked from her to the others. They must have taken every precaution in the book to pull off this stunt and get her out of Rafael’s grip. But a pain arced through her. She was up during the day, and she was starving.
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for your assistance,” Roman told the others. “However, I’m afraid you will all have to excuse us.” Roman reached out and pulled Evie tightly to him once more. His magic began to envelop them at once. “Evelynne is very tired and must be tended to.” He ended it with that, and a second transport spell wrapped around them both. As it did and the world blurred once more around them, Evie could swear that she could still feel the rays of the sun eating at her and sinking in deep.
 
   Protection spell or not.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Nine
 
   Damon gripped the sword tight in his hand and tried to think fast. 
 
   But the woman was providing one hell of a distraction. 
 
   “Just stay where you are and don’t try to run,” he said, his tone even and low. He moved toward them as he spoke, each measured step careful and quiet. “He won’t go after you if you don’t run. The movement provokes his kind.” As it did so many predators.
 
   The woman stared up at the goblin with bewildered eyes. Those eyes were so beautiful….
 
   Damon mentally slapped himself. 
 
   “What….” Her voice trailed off, dry and cracking with fear. She swallowed and he watched her throat move. Her hands worked into fists and then un-flexed again as if she wasn’t sure what to do with them or what stance to take. “What is it?” she whispered.
 
   The xenobe growled long and low, slowly releasing the menacing sound into the shadows of the alleyway. 
 
   “He’s a xenobe goblin,” Damon explained, knowing he bothered with the explanation only because of who she was. Who he knew her to be. Otherwise it wouldn’t matter.
 
   The cat at the woman’s feet hissed.
 
   “Now, now,” Damon said very softly as he continued to creep forward. “None of that, cat. You’ll only provoke him – and he’s bigger.”
 
   The cat actually tilted its gray head a little and looked up at him. Eyes like a glacier in the arctic reflected at him in the moonlight. Damon was struck with the odd sensation that he’d seen the cat before. Or that it was somehow more than a cat.
 
   The woman chanced the quickest glance in his direction, drawing his attention. Their eyes met.
 
   Damon’s stomach churned, his heart hammered hard against the casing of his ribs, and any uncertainty that had remained about who the woman was flew out the window of his consciousness then and there.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked her without even meaning to.
 
   The woman’s eyes widened even further, the gray of their stark irises darkening from silver-lined clouds to charcoal thunderheads like a building storm. Any second now, he would see lightning cascade across them, he was certain.
 
   And he couldn’t blame her for looking at him like that, either. They were in a dark alley in the middle of the night, they were complete strangers, and they were facing off with a beast that as far as she was undoubtedly concerned, should not exist. 
 
   Pull yourself together, he told himself. Get the xenobe out of here. Come back for her later.
 
   He ripped his gaze from hers and concentrated. Magic boiled inside him, so thick and primordial, it almost hurt. It was like pushing lava sludge through his veins. Every inch of him warmed up with magma potential, and as he always did, he had to focus hard to keep it from leaking out.
 
   His eyes burned. It was always his least favorite part of the power he possessed. It felt like the power had been made for a bigger vessel, one without nerve endings perhaps. He knew the pain in his eyes meant they’d gone from green to orange-red and were now crackling and flickering like hellfire.
 
   The world shifted into stark contrasts. It was a hunter’s view, breaking up the angles of the night and allowing him to watch his target more keenly.
 
   Unfortunately, his eyes seemed to want to focus on the woman as if she were his target – and not the monster.
 
   He wanted to know her name. Desperately. There was a lot of power in a name. He should know.
 
   Focus!
 
   He began to speak to the xenobe then, using a tongue ancient and virtually unknown. He wanted to gain the beast’s attention, pull it to a safer distance from the woman, and then use his magic to send her away. If he did that, then at least he could follow his own magical signature to find her later.
 
   The xenobe continued to stare down at the woman, however, completely ignoring Damon. 
 
   Damon frowned, his body heated up further, and one of the streetlights down the alley zapped out, casting them into partial darkness.
 
   His magic was leaking.
 
   He glared at the goblin and tried again, raising his voice some this time. 
 
   The woman’s gaze shifted from one of them to the other. She took an uncertain step back. 
 
   The xenobe made a strange whining sound.
 
   Damon had never heard a xenobe make that kind of noise before. It drew him up short, and his words drifted off into silence. 
 
   The woman frowned, blinking. She swallowed so hard, he could hear it. He could also hear her breathing. It was a trembling breath.
 
   But against all reason and expectations, she shocked the hell out of him by straightening, rolling back her shoulders, and addressing the goblin first-hand. “You’re hurting… aren’t you?” she asked softly. 
 
   It was the most timid question Damon had ever heard anyone ask – a goblin. He could scarcely believe he’d heard it right. Even more shocking was that the xenobe made a second strange sound. This time, it was a cross between a whine and a whimper.
 
   The woman licked her lips, taking a tentative step forward – toward the goblin.
 
   All at once, Damon’s protective instincts overwhelmed him. “Get back!” he bellowed. The xenobe goblin glowed for half a second before his large body was lifted off the ground and thrown backward. He hit the wall with a terrible thunk and a roar of pain and remained there, suspended like a pinned bug four feet off the ground.
 
   Damon rushed forward, coming to stand between the xenobe and the woman, and then he spun on her.
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” 
 
   He froze as he realized she had just asked him the exact same question at the exact same time. Her stormy eyes were shooting their lightning sparks now, every ounce of anger within them directed not at the now-helpless goblin – but at him.
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked incredulously. 
 
   Against all reason, the woman squared off on him. “I don’t know who or what you are, but you’re clearly as thick as the wall you just slammed that poor beast up against if you can’t tell he’s in pain!”
 
   Damon was too stunned to say anything. He could feel his eyes still burned with pent-up power, but he had absolutely no idea just then what to do with it. He was in the Twilight Zone.
 
   “Or worse,” she went on, shocking him to the core. “You don’t care that he’s in pain, and you’re hunting him down, which makes you more of a monster than he is!”
 
   Damon stared at her. He stared at her tumultuous, emotional, starkly beautiful eyes. He stared at her red, sensuous lips. He stared at her white teeth, bravely bared as they were against him. And for once in his very long life, he found himself utterly at a loss as to what to do next. 
 
   The xenobe goblin behind him made a mewling sound. He could hear its obscenely long claws scraping against the brick wall to which he was being held. But Damon couldn’t bring himself to turn to face the beast. His attention was completely taken by someone else. 
 
   The woman, whose fear seemed to have quickly made way for sympathy and determination, attempted to actually brush past Damon.
 
   But as her arm inadvertently touched his, a thread of his magic broke loose and found its mark. 
 
   He had no control over it. He seemed to have no control over anything this night.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Ten
 
    Diana felt the jolt as if she’d touched the metal prongs of a plug she was pulling from the wall. It arced from the stranger to her, and she instantly saw stars.
 
   And more….
 
   She was floating, falling weightlessly down a rabbit hole. As she fell, images opened up to her left and right, clearing and coalescing into detailed visions.
 
   She saw herself touching the monster – the monster that should not exist, the one with the body covered in red-brown fur, the claws that were too long, and the teeth that were too plentiful and sharp in its bleeding mouth. 
 
   And then that vision was replaced with another.
 
   She was in a massive banquet room. There was a table of polished mahogany covered in platters displaying expensive foods and drink. She heard a fire crackling somewhere, most likely in a hearth. She smelled heavenly scents but felt nervous – so, so nervous. She saw the gleam of the polished wood before someone swiped all the food away and the platters went flying. The glasses hit the ground, shattering. 
 
   Then that vision was replaced as well.
 
   Next, she was standing tall and proud, wrapped in an emerald green gown unlike any she could have imagined. Beside her stood a man in a tailored suit that fit his tall, powerful figure like a designer glove. She couldn’t see his face. But he had raven black hair.
 
   Like the stranger’s.
 
   He took her hand in his. As Diana looked on from her floating and falling rabbit hole, he slipped something onto her finger. It shimmered in some unseen light. Within it, she caught the reflection of a pair of eyes as emerald green as her dress… and then as burning red as the fires of an abyss.
 
   Diana tried to turn, tried to remove herself from this strange slip from reality, but as she did, she was faced with one final vision.
 
   It wavered, black and white and vast. When it solidified, she stood upon a horizon of chessboard squares. They stretched into forever. But she did not stand alone. With her, stretched side-by-side like the line of a small army, stood twelve other women. Their hands were linked, held tightly in solidarity, in friendship, and in a desperate resolve to survive.
 
   In the distance, danger approached. It was a darkness and a chaos, an indescribable wrongness. It rushed toward them like a hoard of tornadoes, a hurricane of devil winds, an earthquake to suck them all up and close them all off forever and ever.
 
   It was an entire war’s suffering, like an ungodly stampede of bony black nightmares and fiery breath. 
 
   Diana felt her hands being squeezed. She gritted her teeth. 
 
   It was pain that rode toward them – it was death. 
 
   She wanted to scream, but her mouth wouldn’t move. 
 
   And then her eyes were flying open, she was sucking in air, and she was – she was gazing up into the stranger’s deep, penetrating gaze.
 
   It took her a moment to regain her bearings. She was on the ground. The burning-eyed stranger was kneeling over her, his hand behind her head, supporting it. His touch was very slightly electric. It was warm. 
 
   She must have hit her head or something because she could swear that his tender grip felt secure and safe and possessive and wonderful and terrifying.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he told her in his deep, warm voice. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
   But she barely made sense of his words. The images she’d just witnessed swam in her mind. The monster with the claws and teeth was still stuck to the wall; she could see him from over the stranger’s broad shoulder, pinned there like a swatted fly. The gray feline she’d rescued only minutes earlier hadn’t run away as she’d expected her to when Diana had set her down. Instead, she remained sitting off to the side, partly in the shadows, and watched the proceedings with uncommonly intelligent eyes.
 
   And Diana was feeling a little overwhelmed.
 
   It was traumatic enough to have to resort to fisticuffs with a bunch of very healthy and strong young men, wind up with a bunch of bruised ribs and a sprained wrist, and then heal a horribly tortured animal on the verge of death. But the moments after the incident transpired were more than she could fully contemplate. 
 
   She’d been heading toward home when she’d heard the strange scraping sounds. She’d followed them, wondering if it was an animal dragging an injured leg. 
 
   Even though she’d already healed one creature that night, she had enough energy to do it again; she’d just be tired the next day at the office. It would be worth it. Anything to make the world even the slightest bit more hopeful and good than its sorry ass was at the moment.
 
   She was holding the cat gently in her arms when the animal started to squirm, getting restless. The scraping sound had grown louder. Diana set the cat down and rounded the corner to find herself face to face with something straight out of a Wes Craven nightmare.
 
   But Diana was not your run-of-the-mill human. She’d possessed the innate, magical ability to heal others since she was a child. Granted, she couldn’t heal herself, and that was a cruel twist of fate, but she could bring another person or animal from the brink of death to perfect health with no more than a touch. 
 
   Possessing this kind of magic made her understandably more accepting of the idea of monsters. Diana had long ago agreed with Shakespeare’s philosophy that “there are more things in heaven and earth….” It was an anything-goes world. 
 
   She had to take a few deep and shaking breaths to come to grips with the monster with shark teeth and scraping three-foot-long claws, but she managed. She could even tell the monster was not actually angry and aggressive for the sheer joy of being angry and aggressive. It was in pain. 
 
   What she absolutely hadn’t counted on was the appearance of the stranger.
 
   He was beautiful. 
 
   It was that kind of beautiful that one percent of actors and models possessed. He was tall – so tall. His hair reminded her of the wings of a raven or of the iridescent ultra-black of a beetle’s carapace. It was thick and wavy and framed a face that women were afraid to dream of. Imagining such male perfection was the kind of emotional shock that brought a delicious dream to an abrupt end, resulting in a split moment of heart-breaking hope and severe disappointment. 
 
   He was the most handsome man she had ever seen, all strong jaw and slightly scruffy chin and mysterious, hooded brow. He had a scar that ran from his cheek through his upper lip, wicked and dangerous. He was dressed in jeans as tight as hers and motorcycle boots with scrapes and cuts and scuffs that proved he actually used them. Stretched tight across an amply muscled chest was a black t-shirt, covered with a black leather jacket, and crossed with a leather strap that apparently held a sword sheath across his back.
 
   In one strong grip, he held that unsheathed long sword. It shimmered, sharp and deadly in the low light. 
 
   But most importantly, his eyes were glowing like two lit-up torches welcoming stray, wicked souls through the gates of Hell. 
 
   And every ounce of Diana’s reason was torn between awe and terror.
 
   It should have been too much to reason with, but somehow – some miraculous how – Diana squared her shoulders and concentrated on the massive, furry, devil-clawed monster and the fact that it was in pain. She just wanted to make it better.
 
   It was positively ludicrous, absolutely suicidal, and a good deal more than a touch bonkers, but there it was. It was just her. She was a healer and she wanted to heal.
 
   So when the gorgeous stranger used a magic as seemingly powerful and alien as her own ability to heal, but used it to harm the beast rather than help it, she became outraged, yelled at the stranger. Then she’d tried to brush past him to get to the monster she was quickly coming to think of as her patient.
 
   That was when she’d touched him.
 
   Hard came the visions that landed her on the ground at the stranger’s feet. She lay there still, with his warm hand holding up her head.
 
   “You can let me go now,” she said, secretly hoping he would do anything but let her go.
 
   The stranger’s eyes seemed to have settled down. The fire in them had receded, leaving behind a smoldering jade that twinkled in places like emeralds. They were entrancing.
 
   He gazed at her through them and she felt as though he was peering right through her and into the deepest, most secret parts of her soul.
 
   As he very gently smiled, that scar that ran through his upper lip turned the smile into something beautifully wicked. It made every last butterfly nesting in her stomach suddenly take to frenzied, frantic flight.
 
   “Must I?” he asked softly. 
 
   Diana’s inner desire shook its head.
 
   The stranger’s smile broadened. “What is your name, raven one?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   He chuckled softly. “I want to know the name of the woman who can not only see through the fae glamour otherwise disguising my goblin, but would attempt to come to its aid, even against the wishes of its king.”
 
   Okay, thought Diana. I don’t understand a goddamned thing he just said.
 
   “Why did you call me a raven? And… did you say king?” she asked anyway, as if she totally did understand it.
 
   His smile never wavered.
 
   “And that animal is a goblin?”
 
   “The term ‘raven’ refers to great beauty among my people,” he told her while he continued to gaze down at her, his burning green eyes moving over her face. It was like he was memorizing every inch of it, every freckle, every quiver of her lips. “And yes, I’m a king. And yes,” he finished as he re-locked gazes with her, “that is a goblin.”
 
   “I thought goblins were tiny little things that couldn’t be fed after midnight and that couldn’t get wet.”
 
   “You’re thinking of gremlins,” the stranger said. “And that’s not at all what gremlins look like, either.”
 
   Diana’s fingers and toes felt tingly. Her chest was starting to feel a little too tight and a little too warm, and her stomach was churning. His eyes were doing strange things to her. Not to mention his voice, a rich baritone rumble with an accent that she couldn’t place.
 
   And he smelled good. Like leather and wood smoke and her absolute favorite scent in the world – freshly fallen rain. 
 
   “What is your name?” she asked. 
 
   “Names hold a good deal of power,” he told her. “But I will tell you what I’m called if you’ll give me yours.”
 
   “Diana,” she responded. What could it hurt? “Diana Piper.”
 
   He went still as something flared in his eyes, a brief spark that was there one moment and gone in the next.
 
   “Diana,” he repeated, speaking the name as if it were a magic spell. “Goddess of the moon.” It rolled off his tongue and poured from his lips in a way she’d never before heard. She liked the way it sounded when he said it. She liked it a lot.
 
   “I’m Damon,” he told her then. He scooted back a bit and his gaze moved down her body. “Damon Chroi, king of the goblins. And that beast you are so determined to help behind me is known as a xenobe goblin, the most deadly variety of the most dangerous species known to the fae world.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eleven
 
   “Now then,” continued the stranger as if he hadn’t just told her that he was a goblin king or something insane like that. “What happened that has left you with severely bruised ribs,” he gestured to her chest, and then held up her left hand, “and an injured wrist?” 
 
   He asked the question as if he had a right to know. As if the fact that she was hurt actually concerned him. Furthermore, he asked the question as if he could see the bruises on her ribs, right through the material of her shirt.
 
   She tried to sit up, and he moved back a bit, affording her room. Once she was upright, she pinned him with a hard gaze. “Let the…” she almost choked on the word, but managed to get it out, “goblin down from the wall. He’s hurting.”
 
   The man who called himself Damon studied her closely for several long, heart-pounding moments. Then he stood, towering over her like a drop-dead gorgeous giant, and turned to face the beast.
 
   The goblin let out another mewling, pathetic sound, which seemed to draw the stranger up short. He looked back down at her, confusion plain on his handsome features. Then, his eyes burning uncomfortable, hot holes through her, the stranger Damon Chroi offered her his hand. “Very well,” he said. “On two condition. One, you stay behind me until and unless I think it’s safe to do otherwise.” He paused, and added, “And two, you’ll have dinner with me.”
 
   Diana was not so proud that she was one to scoff help when it was offered to her, so she took his hand. She wasn’t cast into some vision-seeing oblivion when she touched him this time, but her hand tingled and her arm grew warm… as did other places on her body.
 
   She let go quickly as she regained her feet, though she had to admit that she was a touch dizzy and her body was beginning to ache. 
 
   “Make it coffee and it’s a deal,” she told him.
 
   Damon smiled that deadly smile of his and waved his left hand at the goblin. His right hand, he used to grasp the hilt of the sword he had clearly re-sheathed during her strange vision attack. He unsheathed it again as the goblin dropped to the ground, its long claws scraping up sparks on the wet pavement as it hit. 
 
   Damon faced the goblin, turning his back to her. “Even if you’re right,” he addressed her over his shoulder, “I’m not sure what you think you’re going to be able to do for him.”
 
   Diana didn’t bother responding. Instead, she concentrated on the beast. It looked at her, terrifying with its Great White maw and its burning red eyes. She concentrated. It whimpered. She concentrated.
 
   Time slowed down. She zeroed in on the goblin’s eyes, noticing that they did not literally burn as Damon Chroi’s seemed to have burned. Instead, they were tri-colored. The inner circle was red, the next orange, and the outer yellow. They were also very brightly lit, and this combination gave them the illusion of flame. The teeth were not sharp – but broken. They’d grown in so plentiful and crooked, they’d smashed against one another and chipped, giving the illusion of razor-edges. 
 
   She zeroed in on its claws next. In essence, they were nails, not claws, but were simply thicker and stronger than a human’s. They obviously grew very quickly, and just as obviously, no one had considered trimming them for the goblin. As a result, the xenobe could not even trim them himself. The nails scraped and bumped against everything the beast passed. Just as she knew she would, when Diana checked the animal’s nail beds, she found blood and scabs and swollen fingertips. They’d been put through endless blunt force trauma.
 
   The goblin was most definitely in pain.
 
   “I’ve never seen a xenobe just stand there like that,” said Damon softly, his deep voice touched with awe. “What are you doing back there?” he asked, apparently afraid to take his eyes off the animal for too long.
 
   “Nothing,” she told him. “Just looking.” 
 
   She tried to step past him, but Damon’s hand shot out, blocking her way. 
 
   Before he could say anything, she spoke up. “You have to let me help him,” she insisted. “And that means getting close to him – even touching him. He isn’t going to hurt me.”
 
   Damon looked from her to the goblin and back again several times. Finally, he dropped his hand. “Anyone else, anywhere else, I wouldn’t believe it.” He lowered his sword arm as well. “But I think this time, I actually do.”
 
   Diana nodded and moved toward the goblin. The beast’s eyes bored into her, making her feel small. So small.
 
   You can do this, Diana, she told herself. Just pull some strength from somewhere inside. Believe in what you’re seeing and believe in what you’re doing.
 
   There was a gentle bump at her ankle and she glanced down. The cat she’d rescued earlier had moved up alongside her. It peered up at her now through beautiful blue eyes. They reminded her of what she was capable.
 
   I’m a healer.
 
   With that, Diana raised her right hand and placed it to the beast’s furry chest. It whined, but did not move back. She could swear that there was hope in its tri-colored gaze. There was trust.
 
   Diana closed her eyes and imagined. She saw the goblin with fewer teeth, straight teeth, and gums that were not torn up and bleeding, but whole. She saw shorter nails and mended fingertips. She saw magic move from her and into the xenobe like warm and sparkling pixie dust, healing him from the inside out.
 
   When she felt her palm begin to heat up, her confidence that this would work was bolstered. The heat left her, infused the matted red-brown fur beneath her palm, and the goblin’s whine quieted. He took a deep breath beneath her touch, his massive chest moving slowly and evenly.
 
   A few moments later, Diana felt the drain that meant she’d successfully expended the magic. The dizziness that had swept through her earlier came back full-force and she swayed.
 
   A strong arm slid around her middle, pulling her securely up against a hard body. The scent of clean, fresh rain brushed through her senses. A wash of heat instantly chased away the dizziness as the stranger leaned over her. Gently accented words spoke softly into her ear. “Never in my very long life have I seen anything like what you just did.”
 
   Diana opened her eyes and looked up.
 
   The xenobe goblin had been transformed. His once obscenely long claws were now short and well-trimmed nails, appearing for all the world as if he’d just come from a manicure.
 
   The maw of shark teeth he’d sported only moments ago was now a mouth with teeth that were straight and rounded and had been reduced to two simple rows, top and bottom. 
 
   There were no wounds in the gums or nail beds; there was no blood.
 
   Diana exhaled, feeling suddenly light as air. 
 
   And as she watched through wide, proud eyes, the xenobe goblin very slowly smiled.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twelve
 
   My queen.
 
   The thought had been floating like an incandescent, barely legible string of words through his mind from the moment he’d laid eyes on her in that alley. But now the words coalesced and solidified and shone blindingly bright, shutting out all other thoughts as they formed what felt like the one and only solid truth he’d ever learned in his entire existence.
 
   Diana Piper was the Goblin Queen.
 
   Now all he had to do was convince her of as much.
 
   “Thank you,” Damon told the barista as he took both to-go cups of coffee and left the counter. Outside the window, something small and gray shifted where it sat on the window’s ledge. Diana’s small cat companion. He studied it for a moment and then made his way toward his table.
 
   Earlier, he’d transported the Atrox Ferrum back to the weapons room at his castle. He’d sent the xenobe goblin next, shielding him in a disguise of invisibility beforehand so that the beast would not be attacked by any of his own kind. He was the exception among the xenobes now, a monster with clipped claws so to speak. But with any luck, and if Damon had his way, he would not be the exception for long.
 
   Damon looked up at the woman seated at the table by the window. The night buzzed and thrived beyond the glass, all rain streaks and traffic lights. Diana’s long locks had been curled by the humidity, framing her features like a classic cameo. His eyes grazed over the line of her chin, her nose, her neck. He swallowed hard, feeling strange.
 
   She didn’t slouch in her seat, but sat up straight… almost on edge. As if at any moment, she would have to react, to defend, and fight for her life. She reminded him a little of Lara Croft just then. A true lady, tough as nails, and in disguise.
 
   She was also a healer. As far as Damon was aware, there was only one healer known to the supernatural world, and that was Dannai Caige, the daughter of the god Amon Re. But Damon had stood there and watched in silent awe as Diana Piper performed the very same magic on a monster three times her size, easing it out of a pain Damon hadn’t even known it had been suffering. She’d changed the xenobe, taking it away from its suffering, mangled up husk and transforming it into what it was always meant to be.
 
   Making it smile.
 
   In the thousands of endless years that Damon had worn the crown of the Goblin King, it seemed he’d never done anything but rule by force. He’d been attacked – he’d even been scarred. His relationship with the creatures of his kingdom had been adversarial from the start.
 
   Never in his wildest dreams would he have thought it possible for a xenobe to treat a human the way one of them had tonight. It had looked upon Diana Piper with silent, desperate hope. 
 
   And she’d saved it.
 
   She could save all of them.
 
   “Triple shot, two pump sugar free soy mocha,” Damon said as he gently set the steaming cup down in front of Diana. 
 
   She smiled a little shyly and a touch more color entered her cheeks. “It’s a mouth full,” she admitted. “Thanks.”
 
   “So tell me,” Damon began, “If you can heal, why are you still sporting a sprained wrist?” he sat down across from her. “And how did you get it in the first place?”
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve asked me that,” she retorted calmly. “What makes you think you have a right to know?”
 
   He smiled. “Just curious.”
 
   She sighed. “The truth is, it was just a little scuffle. And I can heal anyone but myself. It should come as no surprise. The world is a messed up, twisted-around place and no good deed goes unpunished.” She lifted the coffee cup, took a whiff, closed her eyes, and placed it to her lips as if it were a sacred chalice.
 
   Damon was busy absorbing her words – and imagining himself ripping off the heads of whoever it was that had “scuffled” with her as she carefully pulled the hot chocolaty liquid into her mouth and made a face of bliss.
 
   “You know, the Vampire Queen is a big fan of coffee too,” he said, leaning forward across the table so that he wouldn’t be overheard by the other patrons in the coffee shop.
 
   Diana swallowed her first sip and then lowered her cup, staring at him with a raised-brow and wide-eyed but calculated expression. “Vampire Queen?”
 
   Damon smiled. “Evelynne D’Angelo, wife of Roman D’Angelo, the Vampire King. She’s a sweet girl. But sweeter after she’s had her daily dose of caffeine.”
 
   “I thought vampires drank blood, not coffee,” said Diana. It was clear from her tone that she was completely under the impression he was pulling her leg. 
 
   “They can eat or drink anything they like, really,” he told her. “They’re the offspring of Akyri and warlocks, so with the help of a bit of magic, they can enjoy a variety of foods and beverages.”
 
   Now Diana’s expression changed. She’d been half-smiling before, but the smile melted, and a spark entered her silver-gray eyes. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   Damon took a sip of his own coffee. He watched her over the rim of his cup. She was searching his face for some sign of duplicity. She wouldn’t find any.
 
   She swore softly. “Vampires.” 
 
   Damon noticed a tiny tremble in her shoulders. She was shaking, just a little.
 
   After they’d accidentally touched in the alley and she’d fallen unconscious, he’d tried to lift her onto his lap, and her shirt had slid up. It had revealed a tempting and flat expanse of muscle and abdomen, but also a quickly bruising set of ribs. Then he’d noticed the swollen wrist and had instantly wondered whether she’d been in a fight.
 
   Now he knew at least that much was true. Suddenly, it occurred to him that her night might have already been a very, very long one – even before they’d met. And then she’d come face to face with a goblin and its king. And then she’d healed the goblin. And now she was sitting across from Damon and being told about the existence of vampires.
 
   “Diana,” he said. He spoke her name as a spell. As a fae, he had that ability. Upon speaking a being’s true name, a fae could turn that name into a spell. It was a sort of charm. The name could become an issue of calm, collected obedience. Or an order of death.
 
   The former was what Damon did now as he let the sweet syllables of her identity spill off his tongue.
 
   Diana looked up at him. Her shoulders seemed to relax a little. Her hands unclenched slightly where they’d wrapped around her coffee cup. 
 
   He took this as a sign that it had worked. 
 
   “I never thought I would be dumping the entirety of our universe on someone in a coffee shop,” he told her. “And I’m sorry that it has to be so fast.” But the truth was, now that he’d found his queen – she was in danger. There were forces at work who would do nearly anything to get their hands on the thirteen powerful women. Once a queen was found, she had to be protected.
 
   It was something he hadn’t even considered until this very moment. 
 
   “What would you say to coming with me to see my kingdom?” he asked her, leaning forward even further as he became excited at the thought. “Take a tour of the castle – ”
 
   Damon broke off when Diana suddenly smiled and shook her head. He hadn’t been expecting that.
 
   She took another long drink of her coffee and then tilted her head to the side. “You’re too much.”
 
   She chuckled softly, shaking her head again before she extracted yet more coffee from her quickly emptying paper cup. “You live in a castle. I should have seen that coming.” She squinted one eye at him, screwing her face up a little. “Look… Damon,” she said, speaking his name aloud for the first time.
 
   He held on to the sound. It gave him some comfort, even if it wasn’t his true name.
 
   “If that is really your name,” she said, echoing his thought and clearly distrusting of him. “You’ve shown me a part of the world tonight that I had no idea existed and I honestly don’t know whether to be grateful or terrified.” She shook her head and leaned back. “I mean, if there are goblins, then… I suppose vampires might actually even be possible. And I suppose you would tell me there are werewolves and bansidhes and witches and ghosts and god only knows what else too.”
 
   She took a deep breath, closed her eyes for a moment, and then exhaled. “And that’s a lot to take in. Not that I haven’t always felt there was more out there than was immediately visible. I can heal people.” She shrugged a small shrug. “It’s a kind of magic. So magic obviously exists. And that opens the door to a whole new universe.”
 
   It’s a kind of magic, he repeated mentally. It was one of his favorite lines from the movie, Highlander. Damon was very quickly and very thoroughly falling for this girl that he’d only met forty minutes ago.
 
   “But if you think I’m going anywhere with you at all – much less to your ‘castle’, then you’re loony. I’m tired,” she admitted with a small sigh. “It’s been a long day, a longer night, and I can barely think straight. I need to go home.” She stood then, pushing out her chair and taking her coffee cup with her. “Thank you for the coffee.”
 
   Damon pushed out his chair. There was no way in hell he was letting her slip away that easily.
 
   But even as he thought about the spells he could cast and the glamour he could use on her, he noticed the dark circles under her eyes, remembered the sore ribs and sprained wrist, and felt a pang in his chest. 
 
   She turned to face him as he stood.
 
   “At least let me walk you back,” he suggested softly, putting enough magic into the suggestion to get past her unnaturally strong defenses. He would make sure she was safe on the way, and then set up watch outside her house. There were about a thousand fae of different species that would only be so happy to lend a favor to one as powerful as the Goblin King. 
 
   Diana stood beside the table, holding her cup with both hands, and considered him in silence. Damon trapped her gaze in his and held his breath. He could have tried to force her to accept his company, using a disgusting amount of magic to have his way. Vampires were not the only ones with those kinds of powers. But he had reservations, for so many reasons. It probably wouldn’t work with her anyway. Or worse, she would realize he was doing it and try to kick his ass.
 
   And besides. This was his queen. Using any kind of force at all with her felt unacceptable.
 
   Please, he found himself thinking. Not in countless centuries had he mentally pleaded with fate. Diana Piper was scrambling everything he thought he knew.
 
   “Okay,” she finally relented. Damon felt his spirit soar. “Why not? Never know when we’ll come across another goblin… or something.” Her voice trailed off a bit and her gaze slipped to his lips – and then his shoulders. She swallowed hard and Damon wanted to crow. Then her eyes were back on his – and he could only hope that his hadn’t begun to glow. He was pretty sure they hadn’t.
 
   She smiled, bathing him in the sensation of stepping into the sun after a harsh winter. She became ethereal and vulnerable and positively stunning in the light of that smile. 
 
   Then she turned away, and it was all he could do to keep from grabbing her and spinning her around again just to bask once more in that smile. “If we do run into some extra dimensional monster with pink bat wings and a three-pronged unicorn horn,” she said as they made their way to the doors, “it’ll be nice to be with someone in the know.” 
 
   He reached around her, not at all minding when his arm brushed up against her shoulder as he pressed the metal bar to open the coffee shop door. He held it open as she gratefully passed through. 
 
   Chivalry was all but dead amongst human males in this day and age, but among the fae, it was not only tradition – it was a fundamental covenant of social behavior. He would always hold the door for a lady. Always.
 
   And his reward for doing so now was another genuine smile from the woman he would make his queen.
 
   Damon Chroi could have sworn that wings were unfurling inside him. As he followed the smiling woman out into the night, he realized that for the first time in his life, he didn’t feel an absence of hope.
 
   Just the opposite.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
   “I know what he was trying to do and I refuse to let him win,” Evie told her husband in hushed tones. “He wanted to drive a wedge between us with his wife’s death. So I want to hear it from you, Roman. What happened to Iliandra D’Angelo?”
 
   They were seated beside the electric fire in the study of one of Roman’s safe houses. The night was deep and in its autumn beyond the windows. A gentle breeze rustled through branches far overhead. Animals called in the darkness. The fake fire crackled warmly, cutting through an otherwise uncomfortable silence.
 
   Roman sat across from her in a massive over-stuffed love seat. His tall, strong form dominated the piece of furniture, and his eyes reflected a fire not in the room.
 
   Evie curled her legs under her and pulled the throw from the back of her own love seat to wrap it around her. She’d been cold ever since returning from her ordeal. It had been the second time someone who hated Roman D’Angelo had chosen to take it out on her. 
 
   “It was a long time ago,” Roman began softly. His gaze shifted from her to the fire and was lost there in memory. “My brother and his new wife were in Kisilova, Serbia. I had just become king.”
 
   Evie stared at her husband, lost in the deep charisma of his powerful voice. It dragged her from the study, from the safe house, from the warmth of the present and cast her into the past right along with him.
 
   “The year was 1725. Iliandra was….” He stopped here and seemed to search for the right words. “She was a free spirit in all the wrong ways. I know now that she behaved as she did because she was filled with anger. Bitterness. And perhaps rightly so. Iliandra did not hesitate when my brother offered to make her a vampire. She jumped at the chance to inherit such magical power. She wanted to find out what those powers could do to satisfy her… darker tastes.”
 
   Evie wasn’t sure she liked where this was going. When she wrote her novels, it was right about here that she braced herself because she knew she was about to divulge to her readers something disturbing.
 
   “A few years after she’d been turned, Iliandra and Rafael passed through the village of Kisilova during their travels. I can’t even recall where it was they were originally heading, but Rafael loved to travel. He enjoyed hearing stories of the past, as they reminded him of his youth. He wrote these stories down in leather bound journals that he kept in a vast and growing library. The history contained in those volumes was impressive and honorable. It was something I’d long encouraged in him, and it was the reason that upon my coronation, I’d made him the official historian for the Offspring nation. 
 
   “In Kisilova, summer was in full swing, the harvest was about to be brought in, and the town was alive with festival planning. There was a young farm boy by the name of Peter Plogojowitz who lived on the outskirts of town. He was strong and handsome, and Iliandra had always had a wandering eye.”
 
   Roman sighed heavily. “She could have chosen anyone else from the village. She could have fed carefully, sparing precious life. But Peter was engaged to be married later that August. His intended’s name was Rose. Rose was the jewel of Kisilova, both beautiful and kind. And this was another reason Iliandra chose Peter. She loathed female beauty – any that was not her own.”
 
   Here, Roman paused and looked down at his hand where his finger gently brushed a thread of gold in the tapestry of the love seat. “It is exceedingly and painfully difficult for a woman who is highly attractive to one day find that she no longer turns eyes as she once did. That she is no longer called “miss” but “madam,” and that there are other, younger upstarts who are now so very eager and willing to fill her shoes. Iliandra was a very beautiful woman, a princess by human royalty. But she was the second of three daughters, destined to waste away in either a nunnery or as the trophy wife to a man with mistresses. The lives of the royalty are smiling masks to the world. There is no privacy, no sanctuary, and at every turn, there are expectations nearly impossible to meet.”
 
   “Are you speaking from experience, Roman?” Evie asked softly. The way her husband’s voice had drifted into a lilt of quiet desperation had awakened a deep note of worry inside of her. This was not just Roman telling a story. This was Roman empathizing with a woman he had apparently killed. There had to be a very good reason for such a thing.
 
   Roman looked up at her. “I have a cave to hide in,” he told her, his tone now slightly teasing. But then it became serious. “And now I have you.”
 
   Evie saw both pain and salvation in her husband’s eyes. She tore her gaze from his and peered back into the electric fire.
 
   “Iliandra was both lovely and intelligent – full of potential,” Roman continued. “But she lived her life under the chokehold of a harsh monarchy. To make matters worse, she did not meet Rafael, nor was she made vampire, until she was in her mid-forties, at which point she had already suffered the uncaring attentions of an obtuse, philandering husband for nearly twenty years. And she was already beginning to show the signs of mental duress. 
 
   “She was still incredibly striking, and being an Offspring did not diminish her charisma, but enhanced and preserved it. However, she needed help, she needed reassurance, and though Rafael loved her very dearly, his head was in the past and he had never been a good listener to anything that did not directly pertain to history. As a result, Iliandra continued to diminish. 
 
   “Meanwhile, young Rose of Kisilova was but nineteen. And to Iliandra, she represented every future hope and dream that she herself had lost. Iliandra was naturally, and insidiously, jealous.
 
   “One night, Iliandra left Rafael, who had been sharing stories with one of the village elders. She approached Peter Plogojowitz in the fields, where he was working late, and she entered his mind. The next day, Rafael decided to move on to the next town, and Iliandra asked to remain in Kisilova, claiming she enjoyed the people and atmosphere. Rafael could never deny her anything she asked for. So completely oblivious, he readily agreed and left on his own.
 
   “Over the next few weeks, young Peter’s attitude toward Rose deteriorated. He became sullen and preoccupied. Rose began to question the upcoming wedding. Not satisfied with the rift she’d caused between the would-be couple, Iliandra played with the minds of others, forcing a town official to betray his wife’s trust and inflict his attentions upon Rose, even as the young mortal feared the impending loss of her betrothed’s love. 
 
   “It became a disastrous affair. Finally, Iliandra brought it all to an end by luring Peter Plogojowitz into the forest and draining him of every last drop of his blood. She did so slowly and painfully, allowing him to feel it as a punishment. When she was finished, she gave him just enough of her own blood to ensure the spell would work, and she spoke the three words of transformation. With this spell, Iliandra D’Angelo lost what little remained of her sanity. She then placed a protection spell over Peter to shield her new toy from the sun’s rays.
 
   “The townsfolk found an apparently dead Peter early the next morning, and because of an already tumultuous view of the supernatural due to the Black Plague, they looked upon the multitude of bite marks on his body and hurriedly buried him along with piles of religious mementos that supposedly kept vampires at bay.
 
   “Rose entered a time of deep mourning and depression, during which time the aforementioned official forced himself upon her, nearly causing her to end her life in despair. But Iliandra, now completely mad, was not yet finished.
 
   “Peter awoke as one of us, just as Iliandra had intended. Unfortunately, he was six feet under when he did, and being new to the powers of the Offspring, he did not know how to transport himself out. He clawed his way to the top, ripping skin and eventually breaking off fingers as he did so. Iliandra was waiting for him in the moonlight. She looked at his bleeding, broken body and smiled. Then, taking a negligible amount of pity on her slave, she kissed him, told him that it would all heal in short moments so long as he fed, and then directed him toward his first kill.”
 
   Evie felt a rush of cold run through her. The tale had been mountingly horrible, but this was what she’d known was coming.
 
   “His first victim was a child of five years. A little girl with long black ringlets and blue eyes. The girl’s mother would have been his second but for Iliandra’s cruel instruction. She told him to leave the woman alive… to suffer the loss of her child. Peter’s second victim was a loving husband and father to four.”
 
   Roman stopped and ran his hand over his face. “Over the course of days and under Iliandra’s relentless tutelage, Peter Plogojowitz killed nine people. All innocent. All young – all loved.”
 
   Evie closed her eyes. Her chest ached. She saw a little girl and thought of a parent’s ultimate loss. Nothing worse could happen to a person. Nothing.
 
   “As king, I caught wind of the situation even before Rafael did. I hastened to Kisilova, saw what had become of the townspeople, now wrapped in a full vampire hysteria, and I confronted Iliandra. However, as I looked into her eyes, I saw all that had happened. I read everything, and I understood. The woman she had once been and the woman she might have become were no longer present and were no longer a possibility. She was a monster now, more hatred than anything. And she needed to be stopped.
 
   “I ended it quickly and mercifully. But in her madness, Iliandra laid one last curse upon my family. She used the last of her magic in a dying spell. As I took her head, that spell was released. 
 
   “When Rafael found her, he found her wrapped in the intricate and insipid illusion she had so carefully weaved. He found her ashes upon a makeshift altar of stone covered in wards of trapping. And just as she’d intended, he assumed his wife had been tied there to be found by the sun and slowly burn to death by its merciless rays.”
 
   His voice grew quieter. “I tried to explain to Rafael that this was not the case, that she had died a quick and merciful death. But there is no stronger magic than a dying wish, Evie. And to this day, he does not believe me.” He paused, and the sound of the fire crackling filled the silence. “He is not the same man that he once was, my brother. If I had known that killing Iliandra would destroy him as well, I would have found another way to put a stop to her evil. But it is too late now. And Rafael will do anything to exact revenge.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
   “This seer of theirs will be a problem.”
 
   Ophelia watched her master move from the table where he’d served himself a drink to the windows, which displayed a star-studded night beyond. “She’s interfered once, hence we can assume she will attempt to interfere again. She’ll have to be eliminated, as will the old woman. The high witch is too powerful to leave alive.”
 
   He took a drink of whatever alcohol he’d poured for himself – from what Ophelia could see and smell, it was scotch – and then lowered the crystal glass. “It was a disappointment, and Kamon won’t be happy to hear another of his plans failed. However, not all is lost.”
 
   He turned to face her now, and Ophelia stepped back. The red had returned to his eyes. It meant he was hungry.
 
   “While they were so busy trying to find my sister-in-law, we were at work searching for the next queen.” He smiled, flashing fangs. “And we’ve located her.”
 
   Ophelia tried to think fast. She needed words, something to distract him, to stall him from using those teeth.
 
   “Securing her and killing her king will be our first order of business,” he said. “We’ll have to act fast and take her before she has absorbed the power of one of the thirteen. The queens are far too strong once they’ve stepped up onto the playing board.” He returned to the small table from which he’d first poured his drink, and set back down his glass. “I believe we can expect some very lovely company again very shortly.”
 
   Ophelia felt a squirming in her stomach. Not that she had anything against killing any of the queens. The fact that the fates had seen fit to make these women as important as they were and yet leave her to suffer in the dust didn’t sit well with Ophelia. In fact, it filled her with a bitterness she could barely contain. Her anger was a physical embodiment within her, sitting like a ball of molten lead somewhere just above her stomach and just below her heart. 
 
   It made her less than willing to feel much sympathy toward the women for any trouble they might encounter along their benighted journeys. 
 
   But something about Rafael D’Angelo sinking his fangs into one more person – any person – made Ophelia feel nauseated. He was not gentle.
 
   He was never gentle.
 
   “If you kill Lily Kane,” she interjected now, turning their conversation back to its previous topic, “you will have the entire werewolf nation to contend with.”
 
   He shrugged, slipping his hands casually into his suit pant pockets. “We have as much already.”
 
   Ophelia shook her head, taking another unconscious step back. “No. You have wolves sniffing at your door and standing beside the supernatural factions that have supported them in the past. You have not yet won them as direct enemies. But this would do it. Lily Kane not only has the affection of her husband and the werewolf nation in general due to her Seer abilities, she has a powerful guardian. And a kind of bond with Malcolm Cole.”
 
   Rafael frowned. “The author?”
 
   “Yes. He is one of the most dangerous men known to the supernatural world. And Lily Kane’s best friends are all very powerful werewolves in their own rights. One of them is the Curse Breaker. Another is the former Overseer’s granddaughter.”
 
   This seemed to give Rafael a small amount of pause. At least it appeared he was now more carefully considering his plans.
 
   Good, she thought as she simultaneously hoped he wasn’t privately reading her mind. She doubted it. He was incredibly preoccupied by this latest disaster, no matter how well he hid it. Perfect. 
 
   Just stay on that side of the room.
 
   And then something occurred to Ophelia. It blossomed inside, its unfurling leaves coming into the light like an un-shrinking violet. She saw the idea shimmering in the possibilities of her subconscious, and she kept it there, hoping that it was safely hidden from the prying mental fingers of her cruel master.
 
   “I wouldn’t worry, Pet” said Rafael calmly as he again shrugged and started once more toward her. The sound of his leather-soled shoes on the cavern floor sent a cold chill through Ophelia. The fact that she was forced to wear so little in his private company did not help. She would have thought vampires immune to cold. But Rafael’s attentions felt like being stripped naked and tossed into an arctic sea.
 
   “Werewolves are only glorified dogs.” He smiled again. His fangs gleamed in the torch light. She watched him draw nearer and found herself distractedly thinking of his endless tailor-cut suits and the way he was so much like his brother in so many ways. Just not in any of the ways that counted.
 
   “And I suppose that’s why we bothered to bring the Hunters into our fold, isn’t it?” he asked, posing the question in such a manner that it was clear he wasn’t expecting an answer. “Let them deal the K-9 rabble.” 
 
   Rafael D’Angelo wasn’t even thinking of the wolves any longer, Ophelia knew. Or of Lily Kane or the Overseer or even the Hunters.
 
   He was thinking of lunch.
 
   Ophelia braced herself and dared not wonder what she would endure this time. It was best not to dwell on it.
 
   *****
 
   Diana was painfully aware of the man’s presence beside her. The smell of rain and leather and a barely-there faintness of wood smoke teased and taunted her senses. Even that scar that ran down one cheek and into his upper lip had some sort of devastatingly masculine effect upon his charisma.
 
    He was confusing her. 
 
   He kept pace very closely. So close, she would have brushed against him if she’d changed her gait just a tiny bit. 
 
   He was magic. She was coming to grips with that. She was actually quite proud of how effectively she was digesting it. But he was not only magic, he was a king. His eyes burned with fire. He carried a sword – when he wasn’t casting it magically away somewhere. He ruled over monsters. And he was… well, he was perfect. 
 
   She couldn’t imagine a man capable of holding a candle to Damon Chroi’s magnetism. She could so easily believe he was a king. He had presence in spades. He smelled good, looked better, and his deep voice was subtly, beautifully accented.
 
   She glanced at him and then quickly looked away. He could not have been any older than she was. There were no wrinkles. He had only the slightest laugh lines at the corners of his intense eyes. 
 
   God, those eyes, she waywardly thought. She shook herself mentally. 
 
   Men the same age as she was tended to want to date women younger than her. And she was certainly no younger than him. If anything, she might have been a year or two older. 
 
   So what was the deal? Why was he walking her home? Why did he care? Because of her magical ability? That had to be it. 
 
   It was a thought that immediately took the wind out of Diana’s sails. And she hadn’t even known she’d left the port.
 
   No, she told herself firmly. Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself. It’s a good thing that he’s not interested in you for YOU. You don’t have time for men. 
 
   Anyone she got serious about would have to be let in on her secret. And that was dangerous. The more people there were who knew what she was capable of, the more careful they would all have to be. 
 
   And yet… she spent the first five minutes of their walk back to her block hoping that he wouldn’t ask her how old she was or notice her thinning hair.
 
   “So tell me,” Diana began, partly wanting to fill the silence, and also genuinely wanting to know. “Was it my imagination, or were your eyes on fire back there in the alley?” 
 
   “It wasn’t your imagination,” he replied, sounding somewhat tired. “And I’m sorry. If I had any control over it, believe me, that wouldn’t have been the face I put on the first time I met the woman I’m going to –”
 
   He cut off suddenly, as if realizing he was about to say something he shouldn’t.
 
   And she couldn’t help but try to fill in the rest of the sentence. But the only word she could think of that would best end that sentence was one that both baffled and embarrassed her. She quickly put it out of her mind.
 
    A muscle ticked in his strong jaw. 
 
   “Why do they do that, then?” she asked, steering the subject back on course.
 
   “It’s… complicated,” he replied. Then he pinned her with a meaningful sidelong glance. “Probably about as complicated as this ‘scuffle’ you got into earlier tonight that you refuse to talk about.”
 
   Diana rolled her eyes. “It was nothing. A bunch of boys – ” Now she found herself breaking off as well. The gray cat was still with her. She looked down at her now. The female feline had waited for Diana outside the coffee shop, and now she walked alongside her and Damon as if she had been trained to heel for years. 
 
   “Let me guess,” Damon interjected. “You confronted a bunch of boys who had been torturing that cat at your feet. They put up a fight, and you kicked their asses, or at least gave them enough trouble that they figured it wasn’t worth it and left.”
 
   Diana stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face him. How the hell did he know that? “How the hell do you know that?” she demanded. Had he been watching her earlier? Was he some sort of weird, supernatural stalker? “Were you watching me or something?” She stepped back, wondering just how much more strength she had left in her tired body. Certainly, it wouldn’t be enough to do any real harm to the incredible specimen of man standing in front of her. 
 
   But he held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “Whoa,” he said, shaking his handsome head. “It was simple deduction, I promise.” He looked down at the cat. “The injuries are brand new, so I figured they’d happened earlier tonight, and few people go walking with a cat. Plus, you haven’t spoken to this one personally all night long – never called it by name, which means you only just met the animal. Yet it’s stuck by your side as if you saved its life. Given that you were willing to risk life and limb to help the xenobe, I figured you’d done exactly the same with the cat.” 
 
   She eyed him suspiciously. But what he said made sense.
 
   “Okay?” he asked.
 
   “Fine,” she agreed. “Hercule Poirot, king of the goblins,” she muttered under her breath. She wasn’t going to tell him that she was actually quite impressed.
 
   Instead, she sighed and started walking again. “I’m guessing I should give her a name after all.” She looked down at her little gray furry companion. “She does seem to want to stick by me.”
 
   “Maybe you won’t have to name her. Perhaps she’ll tell you her name when the time is right,” Damon said. 
 
   Diana glanced up at him, but he was watching the cat, so she was spared the stomach-warming laser beams of his eyes. 
 
   What he’d said struck her as particularly open-minded. So many men would either scoff at owning a rescue cat altogether, or would insist on calling it something like Tiberius or Pussy Galore or Captain Whiskers. Not that she had anything against those names… mostly. But they were given names, not names the cat would choose for him or herself... mostly.
 
   “Where are you from, anyway?” she asked. “You’ve got an accent I can’t place.”
 
   He smiled broadly, showing her perfect, white teeth. “Lots of different places.”
 
   Diana immediately smiled as well. “Highlander,” she said. “One of my favorite movies.”
 
   He turned to look at her for a long time then, slowing down so much that he nearly came to a stop. She wondered what it was she’d said. His expression was a mixture of emotions, partly surprised, partly impressed – partly something she couldn’t identify.
 
   Or was afraid to.
 
   They rounded a final corner and started down her street. Her house was the third one on the right. 
 
   A sudden hissing sound from her feet drew her attention. The cat’s gray-furred back was highly arched and her hair stood on end, spiking all along her spine. Her long slim tail had gone completely fat with poofed-out fur.
 
   Diana’s senses went on high alert. She looked back up at her house to see that her inside lights were on; the windows were lit up behind her curtains and blinds. Selene’s vehicle was parked out front at the curb. Selene had an extra set of Diana’s house keys just in case, but she’d already been over earlier that night.
 
   Diana’s brow furrowed as she wondered what could have happened to make her come back. 
 
   The sound of metal being unsheathed drew Diana’s attention to Damon. He had somehow, no doubt magically, obtained his long sword once more. Its sheath was again strapped to his back. His gaze searched the shadows between the houses, his stance ready for trouble.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   He placed his finger to his lips. She couldn’t see the muscles under his jacket, but the front of his shirt was stretched taut against a well-honed, corded, and tensed body. As she watched, the sparkling emeralds of his eyes gave way to the crackling orange-red inferno that sent his ruggedly beautiful face into stark and frightening contrast.
 
   She tried to swallow, but her throat had gone dry.
 
   Damon leaned toward her. “Step back,” he whispered.
 
   She did so immediately, melting into the shadows under the awning of the nearest house. He followed her, his footsteps suddenly not making a sound. 
 
   “They’ve surrounded that house.” He gestured with his chin toward her own home. “One or two Offspring… and a few nasties I haven’t seen in a very long time.”
 
   “That’s my house,” she told him, her whispering voice quaking. She saw his eyes move from the house to the car parked out front.
 
    “Who is that inside, then?”
 
   “That’s Selene, my best friend.” 
 
   His expression was grim. “I hope she’s as accepting of magic and monsters as you are,” he whispered. “Because she’s about to come face to face with them.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
   The first thing he did upon sensing the vampires’ presence was throw a powerful shield over Diana and himself. An Offspring was dangerous in so very many ways, not the least of which was its ability to reach out with its own mind and detect others. Damon was just fortunate that these vampires seemed to be preoccupied with whoever was in the house and probably hadn’t bothered to check the streets for anyone coming up behind them before Damon got the shield in place. 
 
   The others he’d sensed earlier were instantly recognizable to him because they were of the fae realm. That set off warning bells in Damon’s head. It had been centuries since any of the fae other than goblins had entered the mortal world. The gateways to the fae realm were plentiful, but time had imprinted its passage upon most of them and only a few remained well enough intact to bring the fae safely from their world to this one.
 
   Most of those gates were in Europe – not here. The few that led to the United States were connected solely to the goblin kingdom, which was why the xenobes and Duqar and other nasty goblins could sometimes come through. But the fae around Diana’s house were not goblins. Someone powerful had to have had a hand in getting them there.
 
   Damon was tempted to transport Diana away to his castle then and there. It would take no more than a thought for him. The magic was already surging haphazardly through his veins, begging to be used. She would be safer there.
 
   But then she would arrive alone and frightened in a massive structure lit and warmed only by fire with nothing but lightning and thunder to greet her beyond the windows – and he would have a hell of a lot of explaining to do once he joined her there.
 
   If he joined her there.
 
   And that was the thought that really kept him from doing it. He had no idea what he was facing, but the magical stench of it was overwhelming. The cat had the right idea with her hissing. There was always the possibility that Damon wouldn’t survive the encounter. And if he didn’t survive and Diana was left alone and unknowing in his castle in the Goblin Kingdom….
 
   Well, that would be a mess indeed.
 
   So he let her remain. And instead, he placed a boat load of defensive magic in the shield he’d erected around her. He also reached out, grabbed her arm, and pulled her in close behind him. She stumbled a bit, but caught herself with a good deal of agility. He wasn’t disappointed when she had to reach out and brace her palms against his chest to do so.
 
   “What the hell-”
 
   “Stay close, stay down, and stay quiet,” he instructed. 
 
   To her credit, Diana did what he said even though he knew she wanted to pummel him with questions. 
 
   “I thought that was you,” came a familiar, deep voice from Damon’s left. He turned to find Roman D’Angelo stepping from the shadows. 
 
   “Your majesty,” Damon quipped quietly.
 
   “That’s an impressive shield you’ve put up,” Roman said. And then his eyes shifted from Damon to Diana.
 
   “And now I see why,” he added with a gleam in his dark eyes and a slight smile to his lips.
 
   Damon met his gaze. An unspoken understanding passed between them. But there was something troubled in D’Angelo’s gaze. Something that said he would rather be somewhere else just then.
 
   Damon glanced back. Diana was looking from one of them to the other, appearing a little like a frightened deer in headlights. She looked like she wanted to run, but the fact that her best friend was in her house and apparently in danger probably kept her right there at his side.
 
   “And who are you?” she asked, her voice shaking only a little. “King of the harpies or unicorns or something?”
 
   Damon suddenly felt like smiling.
 
   As did Roman, after his brow arched. “Or something,” he said. And that was when he allowed her to see his fangs.
 
   To Diana’s credit, she only stood there and blanched.
 
   “You’re lucky she didn’t scream,” Damon scolded.
 
   “I knew she wouldn’t. I can tell she’s made of tougher stuff.” She’s a queen after all, he added mentally. “And I’m in a mood.” Roman turned away from them then and faced the house, his expression melting from one of amusement to stark worry. “These are vampires. I’ve left my queen behind in order to tend to their mess. It is the promise I made as king long ago.” But I’ve never felt more like breaking a promise, he added mentally. And speaking of queens, it would appear they’ve now come for yours as well.
 
   Damon considered that. He’d already guessed that they were after Diana. But something Roman said troubled him. As well? he asked mentally. Had they gone after Roman’s queen? Someone else’s?
 
   Roman only turned and looked back at him. The look on his face was confirmation and explanation enough.
 
   They’d gone after Evelynne. 
 
   She is safe now, Roman told him simply. 
 
   Damon considered that. He could just imagine how many Offspring and werewolves and the gods-only-knew-what were now surrounding the Vampire Queen on all sides in order to keep her safe. They were going to drive her batty.
 
   “But it would seem these Offspring are mine no longer,” the vampire suddenly said aloud. His tone carried a note of regret. He was gazing at Diana’s house and the moving shadows around it. “Kamon and his architects have designed this particular travail. These vampires now belong to my brother, Rafael.”
 
   Damon’s insides went cold. He hadn’t known that Roman had a brother.
 
   Another vampire master out there who was possibly as old and powerful as Roman but on the wrong side? It was a thoroughly chilling thought.
 
   But everything made sense now, too. Rafael D’Angelo was controlling the Offspring. And there was a fae lord who was controlling the others. It was most likely a doppelganger, or ka, of either the Seelie or the Unseelie King. From the dark nature of the fae attacking, Damon was betting on the latter. “We’ve only managed to kill two of our doppelgangers,” he said aloud. “The three fae king kas still exist. One or more of them must be bringing help over from the other side.”
 
   “Are those what I think they are?” Roman asked, his expression perplexed. He was still looking toward the house.
 
   “They are.”
 
   To the normal human eye, there appeared to be nothing at all wrong with the house. The porch light was on and someone moved around inside. The shadows remained still. A car was parked out front. Nothing moved.
 
   But to Damon, who had fae sight, it was like having a veil pulled away. Nothing was as it seemed.
 
   Fae spell spiders crawled over the edifice of the house, their rainbow colored bodies collectively spinning a web around it that would act as a magical trap for anyone attempting to flee. The front door and all five visible windows pulsed with purple warding magic, also blocking escape. The dark, depthless shadows around Diana’s home shifted, grew, shrank, and shifted again. They were not shadows. If they had been actual shadows, the Shadow King would have been there that night just as Roman was now.
 
   Instead, they were fae. Specifically, they were Bookas. The Bookas should have been hibernating this time of year; they slept in the darkness of caves alongside other dark fae, from Beltane to the harvest festivals. They rose on Samhain and began their foul business of destroying crops, killing cattle, and kidnapping fae children. The Bookas apparently kept the Unseelie King very busy.
 
   Because Damon had been banished to the Goblin Kingdom ages ago and because the Bookas no longer had any means or right to pass into the mortal realm where humans dwelt, he had not personally seen a Booka in eons. 
 
   They didn’t appear to have changed any. The tall, gangly creatures resembled white-skinned male humanoids with ram’s heads. Their long, thick horns curled back on themselves, and their eyes were completely white as if afflicted with cataracts. They were notorious in the fae kingdom. Not as notorious as goblins, however. Nothing was as notorious as goblins. 
 
   “It’s been a very long time since they’ve crossed fae borders, hasn’t it?” Roman asked.
 
   Damon nodded. The real Unseelie King was probably not on the scene to deal with the rogue Bookas because it was the Unseelie King’s evil copy who’d brought them here and was controlling them. The ka had most likely also shielded them from Caliban’s worldly detection. 
 
   The two kings moved in. Damon glanced back at Diana, met her gaze, and hoped she understood. If they encountered battle – and they most certainly would – he couldn’t look back to make sure she was safe. It would be up to her to remain beside him and keep from getting hit. 
 
   Take the front of the house, Roman told him mentally. My men and I will take the back. Damon had already been planning on doing as much. He nodded again, firmly gripping his sword, and Roman left his side to disappear beneath an invisibility spell. No doubt, he blurred into action to close in on the house.
 
   As he left, Damon detected the other vampires who had been on the outskirts, hidden in the peripheries of their king and awaiting his decree. There were at least a dozen of them. Roman was not taking any chances tonight.
 
   I shouldn’t be either, Damon thought, mentally kicking himself for not just turning around, grabbing Diana, and transporting away with her somewhere else. These weren’t his fae. Selene wasn’t his best friend. Whatever this was, it wasn’t technically his business. So why did he feel compelled to take care of it?
 
   Because it’s Diana’s house and that is her best friend and you care about her.
 
   And with that thought, Damon gritted his teeth and strode forward.
 
   And then the cell phone in Diana’s jacket pocket rang.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
   Damon froze. The chiming of Diana’s phone sounded like a fog horn in the careful quiet they’d accomplished up until then. He spun around. 
 
   Diana’s stormy eyes were wide as saucers in her face. Reflexively, she slapped her hand down on the pocket of her gray cardigan.
 
   “Sorry!” she mouthed. At once, she was yanking the phone out and looking down at the screen. 
 
   But it was too late. The noise had already done exactly what he was afraid it would do. It had gained unwanted attention.
 
   “It’s Selene!” Diana told him. Her best friend was calling her from inside her own home. He wondered if it was because Selene wanted to know where Diana was – or because she’d finally become aware of what was happening around her.
 
   He looked up at Diana’s face. She was looking at the house, and she’d gone the shade of porcelain. Her lips parted breathlessly and her eyes glassed over with fear.
 
   Damon swore under his breath, turning to behold what it was she’d seen.
 
   The fae knew they were there now, and the glamour had been dropped. Diana was no doubt watching the world change. She, too was seeing the spell spiders, the shifting shadows, the massive ram’s heads atop lanky pale bodies. 
 
   “Oh my god,” she muttered. 
 
   The sound of something grunting behind her nearly wrought a scream from her throat, but Damon was between her and the Booka and thrusting her once more behind him before she could even turn to process what it was that had made the sound.
 
   The Booka let loose with a barrage of magic, Damon blocked it with his own, and within seconds, he had the fae’s head. 
 
   A moment later, a second one attacked, absorbing Damon’s attention. At the same time, an Offspring attempted to grab Diana from behind. The spell Damon had coated her with crackled and flashed, sparking with clashing magics. Diana screamed, easily moving out of the vampire’s reach as he howled and looked down at his singed hands.
 
   One of Roman’s men appeared on a fierce vampire wind, grabbed the other Offspring, and took to the skies with him like an air-borne demon. 
 
   Diana dropped to her knees, staring up at the darkness where they had disappeared as if she’d just seen the world come to an end.
 
   And perhaps it had. Her world, anyway.
 
   But Damon had no time to comfort her. The Bookas were multiplying around him, using their magic to create copies of themselves much as Kamon had done with his kas. And Diana’s friend was screaming for help from inside the house; he could hear her slamming her body against the door. A moment later, she’d given up and a chair hit the front windows only to bounce back off again due to the spell spider’s binding webs. 
 
   Damon could do nothing but twist and turn and slash and hack as magic went flying everywhere, fae creatures exploded into nothingness, and he thanked his lucky stars every time he came away from yet another battle without any injuries.
 
   When he sensed an opening, he knelt down, grabbed Diana’s arm, and yanked her to her feet. “Run!” he commanded.
 
   To her credit, his words kicked in, and she turned with him and began sprinting for all she was worth toward the door of her spider-shrouded house.
 
   Damon spoke several powerful fae enchantments. One by one, the spiders screeched before they began to glow and sparkle and then burst into rainbow-colored flame. They crackled in this fire for several seconds before winking completely out of existence, taking whatever web they’d spun with them. 
 
   By the time the two of them reached the front door, the face of the house had been cleared of the magical arachnids. Damon used his power to shove the door open ahead of them. He and Diana rushed through one after the other.
 
   Damon slammed the door shut behind them and they skidded to a stop. They’d come face to face with a very attractive black-haired woman with pale blue eyes who held a handgun pointed directly at them. But she quickly raised it when she recognized Diana a second later.
 
   “Selene!” Diana exclaimed.
 
   “There you are!” Selene shrieked in return. Her white teeth were bared and her t-shirt was ripped at the sleeve, but her entire body seemed to relax upon seeing them. “Where the hell have you been?!” she demanded as she gestured wide-eyed to their crazy surroundings. “And what the hell is going on?!”
 
   Diana looked back at Damon, her gray eyes shot through with a tempest of lightning. Her pallor was too pale, her lips too drawn. She inhaled through her nose. “Selene,” she said, “I’d like to introduce the Goblin King, and there’s a vampire out there somewhere with a bunch of other less important vampires, and there are skinny white guys with deer heads, and rainbow spiders are crawling all over my house.”
 
   Her voice was pitched just a touch too high for Damon’s liking. She was teetering toward some precipice of non-coping.
 
   Outside, the sounds of magical battle continued. Something crashed into a car, setting off its alarm. A Skittles colored spider the size of a human head skittered quickly across one of the windows. 
 
   Damon shook his head. “No time for introductions or explanations,” he said. “We have to get out of here.” He re-sheathed his sword and gestured for them both to come closer. “Move in.”
 
   Diana and her friend looked at each other. Selene’s expression was shocked and questioning. Diana swallowed hard. 
 
   Then, like obedient zombies, they both moved in. What else could they do?
 
   At once, Damon cast the spell. Outside, something cracked through the sky and landed on the roof. It scraped and slid – and clicked. The gods only knew what that was.
 
   He waited for the spell to activate, but the three of them remained there in the living room. Damon felt his eyes heating up. He was having to fight against whatever binding webs remained and any extra anchoring spells the Offspring outside had also cast upon the house and its occupants.
 
   Still, it shouldn’t have been so hard to get the three of them out of there. There was something else going on. But what?
 
   Somewhere near the kitchen, a window shattered. 
 
   Try harder, Damon told himself fiercely. You’ve no time for this! He began chanting, using the sound of his voice to lend more power to his words. His eyes started to hurt, burning from the inside and casting everything into stark contrasts. He prepared to thrust outward with his magic when there was a solid, and this time welcome disturbance beside him.
 
   Let me help, Roman said. 
 
   He was standing beside Damon, his expensive suit worn and bloodied. A deep gash across his cheek was healing before Damon’s eyes, and the sleeve of one arm was ripped from shoulder to elbow. I’ll transport her friend away and wipe her memory. You need to get your queen to safety. 
 
   Damon wasted no further time wondering why he needed the help in the first place. With a nod, he accepted the Vampire King’s assistance. Then he reached out like lightning and pulled Diana into his arms.
 
   “What are you –” She cried out in surprise and braced herself against his chest, but her sentence was cut off because the world was already melting around them. The weight keeping them in place was ripped away; time and space warped, speeding them through the transportation spell with all of the immense power he’d put into it.
 
   *****
 
   The last of Diana’s words were literally ripped from her lungs by some unseen force that reached within her, turned something inside out, and sent her hurtling into oblivion. The colors of her living room melted and swirled together as if they’d been placed into a blender. She lost feeling in her fingers and toes, and sound became a wind of static, both quiet and loud.
 
   She closed her eyes to block out the dizziness – and then her boots were touching down, a solid feeling beneath her. The wind stopped. The noise backed down to make way for a warm and comforting crackling sound.
 
   Diana opened her eyes. Damon stood before her, his gentle but firm hold on her arms steadying her. They were no longer in her house. Selene was gone, as was the other tall, dark and be-fanged stranger. The spiders were gone. The monsters with the animal heads. The vampires….
 
   All of it.
 
   All of it, that was, except for the man who called himself Damon Chroi. The Goblin King.
 
   He smiled a beautiful, comforting smile. “Sorry about that,” he said. “It’s usually a much smoother ride.”
 
   Diana pulled her arms away. She tried not to stumble when she did; she was shaking and could feel the unease in her legs settling in around her knees. But she needed space just then, needed to stand on her own two feet.
 
   “Do you know that’s the fourth time you’ve said ‘sorry’ to me?” she said. “You’re off your game, aren’t you Goblin King?” She wasn’t particularly fond of the acidic hint to her tone, but she was pleased with the fact that she could speak at all, and with some force at that. 
 
   Damon considered her a long, silent moment, and she wished she knew what was going on in his head. 
 
   Finally, he turned away from her, putting distance between them. Now she was able to take a look at her surroundings. She was in an enormous great room, its walls ancient, weathered stone hung with heavy, detailed tapestries. One of the tapestries depicted a coat of arms with a crescent moon on top and two lone towers on what appeared to be islands down below. 
 
   A fantastic chandelier cascaded from a vaulted ceiling what felt like miles above her, its crystalline lights giving the chamber a warm but ancient feel. The architecture was unfamiliar and grand, some kind of cross between Saxon and decorated gothic. A fire crackled merrily in a massive stone hearth against one wall. A few couches, love seats, and a settee rested atop rugs of varying sizes and color, all of them appearing authentically and expensively medieval.
 
   “Nothing about this night has gone the way I would have chosen,” he told her frankly as he shrugged off the straps and scabbard he had across his back and gently laid the sword down on a shining end table. Next came his jacket.
 
   As he shrugged that off as well, all of the muscles that Diana had been imagining beneath its thick leather were exposed. Her mouth went try – and then it began to water. He was that perfect amount of sculpted beauty that rested on that impossible pedestal for so many hard-working steroid addicts and skinny teenagers who dreamed of beefing up overnight. This was the kind of man that put others to shame.
 
   Shame on him, she thought – as she placed her hand to her stomach and bit her bottom lip.
 
   And then she blinked. What the fuck am I doing?
 
   “Where are we?” she asked, brutally shoving her mind away from his body and back to more important matters. Like where he’d taken her.
 
   He turned back around to face her. “You’re at my castle,” he told her, gesturing to the room around them and probably to what lay beyond. “In the Goblin Kingdom.” 
 
   Thunder rolled through the skies overhead. The fire in the hearth jumped and popped.
 
   Diana didn’t say another word. Instead, she walked over to the nearest window. It looked as though it were made of lead glass, the upper bits colored brilliantly and framed by stone carvings depicting creatures that shouldn’t exist. 
 
   She stood at the window, braced her arms against its edges, and peered out.
 
   The moon above was full and actually tinted blue. It shed so brightly on the land, Diana could make out everything as if it were simply a cloudy day. For nearly as far as her eye could see, forest stretched. It was thick, dark wood, cut through here and there with foot trails and occasionally dotted with what looked like round fields and rings of stone. Some of the taller trees had structures built around and through their branches, like an Ewok village – or an elven city. 
 
   At the far edge of the forest stretched the gray-blue darkness of a deep and troubled sea. Clouds hung low in the sky overhead, blocking out everything but that moon, instead forming a kind of blue-ringed halo around its massive, white body. Lightning crisscrossed the remaining darkness.
 
   “Where’s the labyrinth?” Diana asked. The acidic note was still there, but was now softened by her tone of bewildered awe.
 
   From behind came a soft chuckle. 
 
   She spun to find herself between hard stone and the stone-hard body of a man who was making more of an impression on her with each passing second. There was about a foot and a half of heated space between them, and it was only growing warmer.
 
   “When that movie came out, I thought about putting one in.”
 
   Diana actually had the urge to smile at that comment. But his nearness was making her think about things that were anything but funny.
 
   Damon cocked his head a little to the side, his gaze sliding to the windows. “It’s not raining.”
 
   Diana’s brow raised. “And that’s bad?”
 
   He looked back down at her, studying her closely. Too closely, for her tastes. “It’s… unusual.”
 
   After a moment, he took a deep breath. “I think you and I should sit down, enjoy some hot tea, and have a long talk.”
 
   “You mean about what the hell those things were outside my house, who the man with the fangs was, what he did with my best friend, and why this is all happening to me tonight?”
 
   “To start,” he said, turning a little to gesture to the couches at the center of the room and the tea tray that had just appeared there, covered in tea sandwiches, biscuits, and a steaming teapot and porcelain mugs. “Please have a seat.”
 
   “I can’t stay here, you know,” she said, not moving from where she was standing.
 
   Damon’s brow raised.
 
   “I have to work tomorrow. People need me. Animals need me.” She tried to swallow past the lump that had been in her throat since she’d first met Damon Chroi and his magnificence in that dark alley with the goblin. “I… can’t stay.”
 
   “For the moment, I’m afraid you haven’t much of a choice,” he told her frankly – but softly. “And if you’ll have a seat, I’ll explain why.”
 
   Diana looked from him to the tea and hugged herself.
 
   Something popped and fizzed in the fireplace. Damon glanced in its direction, a small smile at the corner of his lips. 
 
   Finally, Diana let out a breath. “Why not?” she asked. Nothing made sense anyway. What was another few minutes in a massive stone castle at the center of a Goblin Kingdom going to hurt? She moved toward the couches. “Cream, no sugar please.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
   Roman had only wanted to find her home address so that he could safely return her, but when he’d delved into Selene Trystaine’s mind, he was met with something that slowed his transportation spell nearly to a halt and alerted all of his senses.
 
   It had been difficult to start the spell to begin with. As soon as he pulled the woman into his arms and cast the magic that would put her in his sway and take them out of the Goblin Queen’s house, he was met with resistance. He’d had to exert quite a bit more force than usual to silence and still the woman, and he understood what had been giving Damon a hard time. There was something about the girl that made her hard to magically control.
 
   But he’d managed the spells just as every other window in the house shattered inward and Bookas began to pour inside. He took Selene Trystaine through the transportation portal and into that neither-here-nor-there place in-between transportation locations. As they’d moved through space and time, he searched her memories for her home address.
 
   And that was when he felt it. It was like slamming on the brakes to barely miss the car in front of you and hearing the tires behind you squeal to a near-miss stop. Or like successfully playing Russian roulette only to find that every chamber but one was actually full. 
 
   It felt as though he’d had a brush with something very, very dangerous. Something deadly. 
 
   There was a power in Selene Trystaine that he was betting even she did not know she possessed. He was fortunate that her very recent memories were at the top of her subconscious and he didn’t have to delve any deeper to find her home address.
 
   As he pulled back out of her mind, he wondered…. what she was. 
 
   The world re-solidified in the dining room of Selene Trystaine’s house. Roman kept hold of the woman as he quickly scanned their surroundings to be certain they were alone and safe. 
 
   The house was small and old, a late nineteenth century two-story with rooms the size of closets. Roman extended his mental feelers to the second floor, detecting five small hard-wood rooms, a wireless router, a laptop computer that hummed quietly, a mini-fridge that hummed not-so-quietly, and no life forms. 
 
   Down on the first floor, the smell of fresh art supplies gently permeated the air, along with cherry bark and almond, which Roman had also scented on Selene herself. It must have been in her soap, shampoo or lotion. There were two rooms on the first floor not including the dining room, living room, bathroom and kitchen. One was obviously her art studio, its walls splattered with the occasional drop of paint, its floors covered in protective canvases. The other appeared to be a guest room.
 
   Paintings on the walls included a Rembrandt reproduction – Bathsheba At Her Bath – and a reproduction of The Last Supper. The couches were velvet, the throws cashmere. On one of the side tables was a single framed photograph of Selene Trystaine with another woman who appeared the same age. The other woman looked like a photo negative of Selene, with white hair and eyes of the darkest blue. Both women were smiling happily.
 
   Selene Trystaine’s décor was simple, but tasteful. Roman pulled back in his magic and returned his attention to the woman. He liked her. She had class.
 
   “Now if only I knew what you were.”
 
   Was she perhaps a warlock who hadn’t yet come into her power? Some other sort of thing, such as a remnant Dormant from the times before the werewolf curse had been broken? She didn’t feel like a dragon, and dragons always knew what they were anyway. She wasn’t an Akyri; if she had been, she’d have been drained and lifeless. Unless she’s an original, like Chloe Septeran? he wondered.
 
   He shook his head. No. She had a completely different feel to her.
 
   A fae?
 
   Roman blinked. That was an interesting thought. A changeling….
 
   They were more than rare these days. They were supposed to be non-existent. The fae kings had outlawed the practice among the people of their kingdoms as soon as they’d taken their thrones thousands of years ago. And yet, Roman had outlawed turning humans into vampires, and there’d been those who disobeyed his decree. With gusto.
 
   So, it was a possibility. 
 
   But he mentally shrugged. If she was a changeling, it was not his right to deal with the issue. It would be difficult and she would need to be handled with care and experience. He would notify the Sidhe Kings of the possibility later. They would take care of her. 
 
   Right now, he needed to at least settle her most recent memories into the disguise of dreams and get back to Evie before his brother struck again.
 
   Roman concentrated his efforts and delved very carefully back into Selene’s mind. At once, he was met with that thin-ice sensation, but he treaded lightly, taking every precaution. He closed his eyes.
 
   As he did, he saw Selene in her car, driving back from Diana Piper’s home. He heard her thoughts – worries for Diana’s well being, fears that Diana was skirting on the edges of depression and shouldn’t be alone. He watched her come to a decision, pull the car over, turn it around, and head back in the direction from which she came.
 
   But when she got to Diana’s house, the lights were off. 
 
   For some reason, rather than assume Diana had gone to sleep, Selene’s worry ratcheted up a few notches. As if she knew something was not right.
 
   She got out of the car and headed to the front door, knocking gently. When there was no answer, she found the key she knew was hidden in the weathered hole in the trunk of the front yard’s oak tree, and let herself in. 
 
   No one was home. 
 
   Now Selene figured her best friend was either out saving children at the hospital again, risking life and limb to do so – or she’d gone for a walk alone in the middle of the night – risking life and limb to do so. Either way, it wasn’t good. 
 
   She dropped her heavy, oversized handbag on the couch and pulled her cell phone out of it. She tapped Diana’s number and stepped out onto the front porch at the same time, thinking to gaze up and down the street while she waited.
 
   That was when an Offspring appeared. Of course, Selene hadn’t known what the man was – he’d simply appeared before her as if materializing out of thin air, a tall and relatively handsome man with white-blonde hair and red, glowing eyes. 
 
   Selene jumped back into the doorway.
 
   The vampire looked suddenly and unexpectedly panicked for a moment. His burning red gaze dropped to her feet where they stood on the threshold. He reached out, tried to grab her, and only managed to get her sleeve, which ripped from the shoulder to the elbow.
 
   Selene screamed, rushing inside and slamming the door behind her.
 
   Roman frowned as he saw this particular memory. This was different. The vampire couldn’t follow her inside.
 
   There was an old wives’ tail that claimed a vampire could not enter a person’s home without their permission. This, of course, was total bunk. Offspring were warlocks and could not only enter any house whenever they wished, they could usually work magic to get past locks as well.
 
   However…. It was possible that Kamon’s vampires were different. 
 
   Evil paints its masterpieces with a tainted palette.
 
   It was something Lalura had once told him. Evil breeds evil.
 
   It was feasible that Kamon’s vampires had become tainted. Under the evil god’s rule, they might now exist as a twisted version of what they had once been. They could no longer enter a mortal’s home without the owner’s permission, in effect bringing the wives’ tail to fruition. 
 
   Selene’s memories certainly seemed to indicate as much. And now that he thought about it, when he’d been fighting them outside of Diana’s home – he’d been fighting them outside of Diana’s home. None of them had made it inside.
 
   Now he knew why.
 
   Roman finished watching the last of Selene’s latest memories…. 
 
   She stumbled to the couch, dropped her cell phone, pulled the handgun out of her purse, flicked the safety off with shaking fingers, and turned around to suddenly freeze. At once, she saw everything as it truly was. Roman realized she was seeing through the fae glamour. 
 
   There were twelve inch spiders crawling over her windows, spinning webs with unnatural speed. And beyond these mini-monsters were men with glowing red eyes and others with the heads of some kind of deer or elk… all of them staring in at her.
 
   The animal headed men began to jiggle the handles of her doors, and Selene felt something that Roman instantly knew as magic begin to curl its insidious fingers into the house.
 
   She hadn’t understood what was happening. She prepared to shoot.
 
   Then Diana appeared with Damon, the two of them bursting through the front door behind her. Selene spun, her finger sliding over the trigger.
 
   Relief flooded her system nanoseconds later. 
 
   This was where Selene’s memories began to blur. 
 
   As the last of Selene’s memories dropped away, Roman opened his eyes. 
 
   With the deference and care deserving of the best friend of a Queen, Roman scooped up the images, sounds, and feelings as if they were a handful fine and precious gold dust. He then sprinkled this dust into the sweet surrealism of Selene Trystaine’s dreams, thereby diluting them with the improbability of her nighttime reveries. 
 
   As he did so, Selene’s beautiful pale eyes closed and she swooned on her feet.
 
   Roman lifted her easily into his arms, carried her up the stairs to her bedroom, and laid her down atop it. Then he straightened, cast up one last transportation spell, and disappeared.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
   Diana slowly sipped the tea from the mug in her hands. It was excellent tea, she had to admit. It had a notably pleasant flavor to it, an even better aroma, and the creamy warmth was surprisingly soothing.
 
   Especially as she tried to digest and understand everything Damon had just told her.
 
   It was so much more than she’d ever considered possible. She’d always assumed there was more… magic out there somewhere. If she possessed it, then surely someone else must. If there were magic people, then maybe there were magic other things.
 
   But she’d had to struggle with her secret since she’d discovered it as a child. Her parents helped, hiding it from the world to the point that they decided not to have any more children so the risk of exposure was minimized.
 
   The fewer people who knew….
 
   So, although these were the questions that had always been resting in the back of her mind, she’d never dreamed they would be answered. And especially not like this… while sitting across from a man who oozed masculinity with every single damned breath.
 
   “Vampires and werewolves and dragons – oh my,” she muttered before taking another slow sip of tea. 
 
   Damon smiled, showing her those beautiful snow white teeth again. He sat across from her on one of the large couches in the room, both arms thrown over the back of the sofa, outlining the hard curves of his biceps and the strength in his forearms. He watched her unwaveringly through green eyes that reflected the firelight like multi-faceted gemstone. But he looked troubled.
 
   “I know it’s a lot to take in,” he told her, that troubled expression deepening. 
 
   Diana looked at him over the rim of her mug. Over the course of the last hour or so, she’d told him a little about her life – the veterinary office, the animals she healed, and even her occasional dangerous excursions to the hospital at night to do what good she could there. 
 
   In exchange, he’d explained his side of the proverbial story to her as he’d promised. He’d told her that there were thirteen kings who ruled over thirteen different supernatural factions or worlds, and that even within her own seemingly non-magical world, there were witches and werewolves, seers and healers…. People like her. 
 
   “A lot to take in” didn’t even scrape the surface. It was a paranormal information overload.
 
   “Yes,” she said blithely. “It’s a lot to take in.”
 
   Damon straightened, bringing his arms off the couch to lean forward and lace his hands together, elbows on knees. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “But given what we encountered back at your house… well, you need to know.”
 
   “Why?” she asked, sitting up a little straighter. “What happened back there, anyway?” She set her tea cup down on the coffee table. “What were all those things? And what exactly did they want?” 
 
   They wanted to kill me, she thought for the thousandth time in the last few hours. A bunch of monsters from god only knows where were breaking into my house and trying to kill me. And she didn’t know why. Granted, she probably wasn’t the best person in the world. She was hellishly crabby some mornings, and she’d lost her cool a few times in public when she was overly tired, and she knew there were a few smiles that people had freely given her that she hadn’t bothered to return. She’d just been too out of it or too exhausted. But she hadn’t meant anything by any of it. It wasn’t like she’d murdered the pope or something. 
 
   She couldn’t think of any reason why anyone would want her dead.
 
   Unless…. They wanted to kill her not because of the bad things she’d done – but because of the good. Because she could heal.
 
   “Were they trying to kill me because I have the ability to heal?”
 
   Damon hesitated before responding. He looked down at his hands. “No.” 
 
   Diana blinked.
 
   Damon looked up, pinning her with his powerful gaze. “They weren’t trying to kill you,” he told her. “They were trying to abduct you.”
 
   He pushed himself up, at once appearing too agitated to sit still. He paced away from the couch, his hands on his narrow hips. His boots tapped out a hollow sound on the stone floor of the castle’s great room. The fire crackled noisily in the hearth.
 
   Diana watched and waited, feeling as if she were on the verge of something even more mind shattering than everything else he’d already dumped on her.
 
   Damon made his way to that fire and gazed into it, bracing his hands on the mantle  to lean in. “The 13 Kings are destined to meet thirteen very special women,” he said. “These women will become our queens. And just as they are on a chess board, each queen will become even more powerful than her husband. This power is what the people who were at your house are after.”
 
   “Why at my house?” she asked.
 
   It was a stupid question. She knew it was stupid even as she voiced it, but it was one of those damned questions that sat there and begged to be asked so it could watch the cat being let out of the bag or the can of worms finally opened up and turned on its side.
 
   Damon straightened a little and glanced back at her over his broad shoulder. Their eyes met. He looked at her as though he were waiting for something.
 
   Diana knew what it was he was waiting for. He wanted her to put two and two together and come up with the fact that she was one of the queens. But her conscious mind refused to wrap around it. She circled the knowledge like a child dancing around a mud puddle – within proximity but tauntingly un-touching. 
 
   She would not think it. She would not say it.
 
   “Diana, I think you and I both know why they were at your house.” He turned to face her, dropping his hands to his sides. 
 
   “Don’t say it,” she whispered. Her chest was tight. She felt out of breath.
 
   He walked toward her, his eyes shifting from green to orange to red and back again. “You are one of the thirteen queens,” he said, his lightly accented voice filling the spaces of the great room with magic. “And I think you also know which one.”
 
   “Don’t say it,” she begged.
 
   Damon stopped directly before her chair, forcing her to crane her neck to look up at him. His nearness washed over her, intoxicating and dangerous. She could feel his magic as if he were shrouded in it. It brushed against her, teasingly hot and electric. He leaned over, bracing one well sculpted arm on the chair on either side of her. 
 
   She was trapped now.
 
   “Think of it, Diana,” he said, as he leaned in to speak the words so close she could feel his voice inside of her rather than hear it. His raven dark hair curled over his forehead and framed his strong, handsome face in waves so thick and shining, her fingertips twitched with the need to touch it. Her eyes tore to his lips with their wicked scar and slightly cruel smile. Her heart hammered, her legs going weak. A warmth was awakening in her middle and spreading with brutal tenacity. “Your power to heal would be amplified. Whatever you can do now would be nothing compared to the magic you would possess as queen.”
 
   He hesitated – just for one near-fatal moment in which Diana felt the world spin and then drop out from under her.
 
   “As my queen.”
 
   So close.
 
   His queen….
 
   “I….” She had no breath; her chest was too tight. “You….” She felt dizzy, unfocused. He was too damn close!
 
   She forced her eyes closed in a desperate attempt to shut him out. It didn’t work. He was all around her now, his presence fiercely all-consuming. 
 
   But freed from the magnetic pull of his heated gaze, she was at least able to talk. “You’ve got the wrong girl,” she quietly insisted. Even if he were right, she couldn’t stay with him. She had a job to do, a duty to the people who came to her for help. “I’m not queen material.” She worked with animals, in piss and crap and dander. She went home every night smelling like wet dog and wanting nothing more than to shower, put on some sweats, make a bowl of spaghetti, and eat it in front of Netflix. 
 
   She opened her eyes – a massive mistake. Fire seared through her, marking her soul with the brand of the Goblin King. 
 
   Fight, she told herself. Think of the real world. Think of the animals! But despite her inner strength, her last words were once more a mere whisper. “I’m… not your queen.”
 
   But Damon Chroi’s fiery eyes crackled. “I beg to differ.”
 
   And then he moved fast, taking her face between two strong hands and claiming her lips in a hungry kiss. 
 
   Diana’s mind spun out of control, her body’s internal flame roared into a raging fire, and she barely suppressed the moan that rose to the demands of his mouth as her heart stopped.
 
   And kick-started back up again.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
   He’d been thinking about doing it all night. He’d been craving it like the poor wanted money or the aging wanted their youth back. From the moment he’d stepped into that alley to find her facing off with his goblin, he’d had the nearly undeniable urge to corner her, trap her against a wall, and take her mouth with his. 
 
   And he’d been right to want it. He’d been right about everything.
 
   She was tender and malleable under the force of his kiss. Her body responded to his just as he’d imagined it would. She opened to him, melted under him, and tasted like promise.
 
    His own desire reared its head like a dragon, reacting to her innocence and warmth like a moth to a flame. He moved in, deepening the kiss, his mind spinning with images of blissful and forbidden things – 
 
   And then she broke the kiss, pulling away with tremendous, willful force and shoving her hands against his chest. It was sudden and harsh, shocking him to his core and awakening the predator inside.
 
   He straightened, his eyes flashed like gasoline on an open flame, and his blood boiled. 
 
   Diana got her feet under her, springing up out of the chair with a discombobulated breathlessness that only told him she wanted him as much as he did her – and only helped to fan the flames already consuming him. But he held his ground, recognizing the tumultuous emotions racing across her beautiful features.
 
   “That’s enough!” she told him, teeth bared, stormy eyes flashing. “We can’t do this! I don’t even know you, for Christ’s sake! I don’t care how incredible your kisses are, I can’t be your queen! I won’t! For the love of god, this is ridiculous!” She was trembling, her shoulders heaving with big, great, dramatic breaths. He’d pushed her over some sort of edge – or come close. “I have a life to live in my own world, Damon Chroi! People depend on me! I can’t abandon them! I actually make a difference there!”
 
   She stopped screaming at him long enough to catch up on those heaving breaths, her chest rising and falling in fast, painful succession, her hands balled into fists at her sides. Damon watched her very slowly uncurl one fist and shakily run that hand through her hair. Once she did, she distractedly glanced down at her fingers – and her expression darkened considerably.
 
   With sudden, fierce impatience, she shook her right hand out, dislodging several strands of her beautiful, strawberry blonde hair. They drifted to the cold, hard floor like spun gold in a Rumpelstiltskin dungeon.
 
   “I have to go,” she stated again, this time much more quietly. But her words were laced with an acidic note of bitterness that bewildered Damon. She looked up at him and took a deep, tremulous breath. “Please.”
 
   In that moment, Damon fought with his own will, mind and body as he’d never fought against anything else in his life. No goblin had ever been this hard to tame. The young woman before him was turning him inside out.
 
   There was no way in hell he was letting her out of his sights. She’d given up her normal life and its normal routine the moment they’d walked into each other’s lives. She had a destiny to fulfill now, and so help him, she would fulfill it. 
 
   If it was the last thing he did as a living, breathing man, he was going to make Diana Piper his wife. He was going to make her his queen.
 
   But there was some small sense of decency inside Damon that whistled softly and waved its hand at him and quietly begged him to keep his calm and handle this like a gentleman. So he took a deep breath and corralled his strength.
 
   “There are a thousand different bonds and a hundred different spells I could use to keep you here with me,” he told her, somehow managing to keep his tone level even while his soul pitched one hell of a fit. “And returning to your home right now would amount to no more than suicide for you. But you are a free woman, Diana Piper. More importantly, you are a queen, no matter what you might believe. Your will is your own.” For the moment. “And you will do what you feel is the right thing to do.”
 
   He turned away from her – had to – because the memory of her lips on his was making him slightly crazy. 
 
   After a few moments, the world eased out of its stark contrasts and the pain in his eyes began to subside as their flames slowly shrank. Without turning back to face her, he said, “All I ask is that you grant me one boon before I return you.”
 
   And if that doesn’t work, I’ll damn well knock you senseless and tie you to my bed.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He was beginning to understand the dominating actions and desires of a few of the other 13 Kings all too well.
 
   It took Diana a long while to respond, which did not surprise Damon. She was smart, and only a fool would accept that kind of compromise without first gathering more information.
 
   “What kind of boon?” she finally asked.
 
   Now he did turn around. “I want to show you something.” He hesitated, and then he offered her his hand. “You claim that you can make a difference in your world as if your world is the only one where you can do so.”
 
   Diana looked down at his hand. Her dark gray eyes were very large in her beautiful face. She looked tired, probably overworked. He thought of all he’d learned about her that night. She was overworked. And a little haunted. 
 
   But also strong. 
 
   Her big eyes narrowed, questioning but curious. “And you plan to prove me wrong?”
 
   “I’ll let you judge that for yourself.”
 
   Just as he knew she would, Diana slowly raised her hand and placed it within his. He curled his fingers around her, gentle but firm – and this was the moment he would later realize his entire world changed.
 
   Slowly, so as not to frighten her off again, he pulled her close. She moved stiffly at first but then relinquished, permitting him to draw her near. When she was close enough, he allowed his magic to surround them.
 
   As it did, Damon’s heart rate slowed. His blood settled down. His eyes closed. 
 
   In a way that it never had before, his magic transformed. He had intended a simple transportation spell. But rather than the twist in time and space he’d grown so accustomed to, he and Diana were surrounded with music. The thunder had stopped. Instead, there were chimes. Distant pipes played as if sounding from a field in the past or from the hills of a dream.
 
   It reminded him of a lullaby, Celtic and ancient, but one that was drawn from somewhere so deep within him, he had no conscious control over it. He felt no weight. Each note carried another pound, another century away. There was movement like a dance – and Damon opened his eyes. 
 
   They were no longer in his great room, nor even in his castle. The world he’d ruled over for thousands of years now drifted far below them… as they rode through the twilight skies wrapped in a magic pure and a music timeless. 
 
   The clouds that had hung low across his kingdom like a mantle since the beginning of his rule had parted and thinned and drifted away. The moon dominated the pre-dawn sky, and the colors were turning. He’d never seen such colors. Orange across the horizon melting to pink to purple to the deep indigo of the moon’s realm high above.
 
   This unknown spell that he had never before cast drew from absolutely nowhere and danced around them in blues and pinks and violets that shimmered and soothed. Diana’s frown was long gone. Her beautiful, freshly kissed lips were spread in a brilliant smile. She laughed aloud as the wind curled softly through her hair and shooting stars cascaded across the deep indigo far above. The sound of that laugh was like a magic all its own – and in that moment, he vowed to bring it forth as often as he possibly could.
 
   The hope that Damon had sensed before now returned and swelled like a balloon inside him. He had thought he’d felt wings unfurling…. He’d been right.
 
   The world moved in perfect slow motion far below. There was no pain, no cold, nothing but the song of magic that carried them on their walk through dawn’s ametrine colored sky.
 
   He would have let it go on forever. There could be no tomorrow, no landing, no coming down from the literal and unexpected high that had found two unbeknownst soul mates flying together over a strange and mythical land – and he would not mind.
 
   But even through the haze of infinite bliss that had wrapped tight around him, he saw what it was he’d been originally aiming for. On the ground, the forest parted to make way for a bramble-filled field that then led to a cliff face filled with cave entrances. 
 
   A familiar sadness entered his chest, bringing back that weight he’d let go of only moments ago. He wanted to shove it away again and return to the happiness he’d never thought he would be lucky enough to find.
 
   But he let the weight stay. The loneliness. It had to. 
 
   Because ultimately he needed to show Diana why he’d brought her out here.
 
   With no more than a thought, he lowered them gradually toward the ground between the brambles and the cave entrances. Diana looked away from the night sky and the moon and gazed down at their destination as they descended. The smile she’d graced him with slowly slipped until they gently touched down, and she stared at the nearest cavern mouth . It was tall and dark and foreboding.
 
   He knew she would have given almost anything in that moment to be back up in the sky. He would have too.
 
   “This is what I wanted you to see,” he told her. He still held her hand in his, and she had not yet attempted to pull away. Most likely, she was scared. 
 
   She had good reason to be.
 
   “This is where the xenobe goblins live. Beyond these cave entrances are hundreds of them,” he told her. “Thousands. They hide in the caves because rock walls don’t get caught in their claws.”
 
   Diana now pulled her hand from his. She stared at the caves for a long, long while without saying anything. Finally, she rolled her shoulders back, stood a little straighter, and turned to peer up at him. “You brought me here to heal them.”
 
   “No,” he told her honestly. “I brought you here to see them. I brought you here so that you would know there are creatures in this realm who could use your help as well. Your world is not the only world to know pain. You are a healer, a creature possessing of a magic that until now was so rare, it was thought to belong only to one woman. You’ve opened a new door, Diana.” 
 
   He took a step back and gestured to the cliff wall, dotted with its multitude of dark openings. “For all of us.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty
 
   Diana closed her eyes and put her hand to her forehead. She’d gone through too many emotional changes over the course of the night. From terrified to turned on to angry and scared to insanely happy – during that impromptu flight over the Goblin Kingdom – and back to scared again. 
 
   Damon Chroi was asking her to do something immense. In the course of a few short hours, he’d entered her world and upended it. He had presented her with a choice of such grand and bizarre proportions, she truthfully wondered whether she were just about to wake up.
 
   So she waited with her eyes closed and let the images of her crazy new world spin through her head. But they didn’t fade like dreams would. They didn’t blur around the edges or mix up into meaningless nonsense. Nothing changed.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, Damon Chroi the Goblin King was still standing a few feet away, his badass amazingly handsome self exuding power and strength and the scent of freshly fallen rain – just as he had from the beginning. And his vital, ever-changing green eyes watched her with a mixture of worry… and hope. 
 
   All Diana could do was take a deep breath and let it out with decisive finality.
 
   “Okay,” she said tentatively, but resolutely. “You’re telling me that the goblin I helped in that alley is not the only one of his kind. The rest are in there.” She gestured to the cave entrances. “And they’re all in pain just like he was.”
 
   “Yes.” A breeze brushed through a lock of his black hair, causing it to shimmer like a blackbird’s wing in the dawning light. 
 
   “And you want me to heal them.”
 
   Damon smiled a small smile. “I only know that you can.” The sun creeping over the horizon behind Diana reflected in the depths of his gaze, casting it into a brilliant faceted rainbow of tourmaline colors. “You’ll have to decide what to do now for yourself.”
 
   Diana looked from him to the caves and accidentally ran a hand through her hair, once more dislodging precious strands to pull them out with her fingers. This time, she just let them fall, her mind on other things. Like choices:
 
   Return to my world and try to heal as many as I can before the bad guys who attacked my house came back to finish the job….
 
   Or stay. In a place that shouldn’t exist, with a man too good to be real. As his queen.
 
   Before she could give him an answer, Damon turned fully toward the caves and raised his right hand palm-out. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Helping you make your choice.”
 
   Illumination gathered around his hand. Like a snake of light, it left his hand in a string and floated through the air, entering the largest, nearest cave and lighting it from within before it vanished down the natural corridor.
 
   Diana braced herself. Damon lowered his hand and moved around her, stopping when he stood at her back. She could feel him there like a hot brick wall, emanating heat and magic that licked at her and heated her from the inside out. 
 
   She kept her eyes glued to the cave entrance and refused to fidget, promising herself she wouldn’t back down from this, no matter what. 
 
   The first of a half-dozen xenobe goblins scraped their massive ways through the entrance of the cave and into the painful, dawning light, and Diana inadvertently broke that promise, stepping back – right into the solidness of Damon Chroi.
 
   “They’re coming out to see you, Diana,” he said, leaning over to speak the words in her ear. “So I would suggest you stay. I allowed them to witness what you did for their brother in the alley. Obviously, they want to know if you can do the same for them.”
 
   “What if I can’t help them?” she asked. She became exhausted after healing only a handful of dogs or cats back home. This was so much more. It was bigger than her – several times over.
 
   “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
   *****
 
   The first of the giant beasts shuffled his way very slowly toward Damon and Diana. The others hung back, remaining where they’d gathered at the entrance to the cave. A few of them seemed to be surprised by the clear skies and lack of rain. Their multi-colored eyes gazed upward and outward, and they made small, curious sounds.
 
   Damon had to hand it to his queen. She hadn’t yet really tried to retreat. She was hesitant, understandably. But she had met these monsters before.
 
   “The same,” she whispered now as she took in the goblin’s appearance from his bleeding maw filled with row upon row of jagged teeth to his three-foot-long claws that scraped along the ground as he moved. “They’re all like the other one was.” She shook her head, and he moved around her to see that her expression had gone from uncertain and a little frightened – to angry.
 
   “What kind of natural selection allows an animal like this to form?” she asked softly, her voice hissing with renewed energy. She moved forward in a sudden brave burst and me the animal half way. It remained still and simply looked down at her as she reached out, gently grasped its paw, and lifted it in order to study the swollen and bleeding nail beds. “One that is always in pain? One whose own natural body causes it endless agony? What kind of world are you ruling over, Damon Chroi?”
 
   She looked up, caught his gaze, and held it with silent, seething demand. She wanted an answer. So he gave her one.
 
   “A world that you could make better.”
 
   Diana Piper went very, very still. Their gazes held, heating up and filling the space between them with so many things unspoken. 
 
   Then, finally, she looked away. He felt the disconnection as something profound. His heart hammered, his breath held.
 
   His would-be queen turned her attention to the xenobe goblin. With the grace of natural born royalty and the strength of a true healer, Diana placed her free hand against the goblin’s fur covered chest.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she’d shortened more than a dozen pairs of overgrown claws, fixed a dozen painful maws, and changed more than a dozen lives for the better. 
 
   She let her hand drop from the latest healed xenobe and turned to look up at Damon. “I don’t understand it,” she told him. “I should be dropping just about dead by this point. But… I feel fine. I honestly feel like I could do this forever.”
 
   Warning bells went off in Damon’s head. Appearances could be deceiving. No one knew that better than a fae. “I don’t think we should push it,” he told her. “Are you hungry?” 
 
   He looked past her to the group of goblins speaking their odd language and comparing their new bodies with one another. They’d been completely transformed. They’d once been the most frightening and unpredictable of his charges, and now they reminded him of massive, cuddly plush monsters. They were even laughing. He’d never heard a xenobe goblin laugh before – but the happiness that a laugh exuded, no matter whose it was, would always be instantly recognizable.
 
   “You’ve been here quite a while,” he continued as he looked back down at her. She was so beautiful standing there with her eyes shining and her smile gleaming and her strawberry blonde hair all wild all around her from the outdoor breeze and latent humidity…. For a moment it took his breath away, even though it was the hundredth time he’d looked down at her and taken in her beauty since they’d met. 
 
   But he schooled himself and kept the conversation on topic. “I think you should eat, and I make a mean breakfast.”
 
   Diana gave a small laugh. “I could eat,” she told him, smiling broadly. “Just no haggis, okay?”
 
   Damon’s gaze narrowed. “What in the realms would make you believe I would eat haggis?”
 
   “The accent,” she said, shrugging and laughing softly again. “And you’re a fae, right? Isn’t the Goblin King supposed to be fae? And the fae are Celtic or Gaelic or something. Right? And don’t they eat haggis?” She laughed outright now, her expression self-deprecating in the most adorable way.
 
   And he found himself chuckling as well.
 
   “Perhaps you’ve hit on a few truths somewhere in all of that,” he said through his laughter. “But I wouldn’t feed haggis to the xenobes.” 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Damon reached down and took Diana’s hand. He went stock still when he felt how cold it was. It was as cold as death.
 
   His eyes shot to hers. The shimmer that had been in her stormy eyes only a moment ago was gone. They were charcoal now, dull and tired and confused.
 
   Diana’s laughter faded and her smile slipped. Her forehead creased in a perplexed frown. She pulled her hand out of his and touched her forehead. “I’m… suddenly not seeing everything so clearly….” She swayed on her feet.
 
   Damon moved fast, leaning over to sweep her up into his arms at the very moment that her legs gave out and her eyes closed. She slipped into unconsciousness.
 
   Alarm shot through Damon, cold and hard. He could feel her essence draining away; the color faded from her cheeks even as he watched.
 
   No…. Desperation terrible and fierce claimed him. He was losing her. He had no idea why or how. It was a bolt out of the blue, cruel and meaningless. 
 
   He acted without thinking. He had no choice in the matter. His body and mind knew where to go and what to do while his spirit cried out and cursed the fates and mourned the death of his hope.
 
   The world melted around them, twisting and turning, pushing and pulling. It sent them coursing through the veins of quantum reality and opened up again at some other end, depositing the Goblin King and his dying queen in a bedroom.
 
   It was a second floor bedroom in a log cabin. The smell of fresh cut wood permeated the air, accompanied by the distant aroma of fresh brewed coffee, shampoo and soap. A woman with black hair and a towel wrapped around her stood beside a lace covered bassinet by the bed. She spun around as he solidified with Diana in his arms. The woman had eyes that reminded him of the xenobe goblins’ eyes, multi-colored and gemlike. They were rather famous in the supernatural world. This was Dannai – the Healer. And the sleeping fraternal twin babies in the bassinet were her children, Kavanagh and Jazarah, or Kevin and Jessie, for short.
 
   For a moment, Damon fully expected Dannai to let loose with a scream of surprise and a whollop of an offensive spell. After all, he had just materialized in her bedroom, and she was clearly just out of the shower.
 
   However, this was not Dannai Caige’s first rodeo. Instead of screaming or attacking, she looked from him to the woman in his arms and her shoulders relaxed. Her hand, which she’d placed protectively on the handle of the bassinet, rested with relief. Then her gaze slipped past Damon and Diana to something over Damon’s shoulder.
 
   Damon turned. 
 
   Lucas Caige stood in the doorway. The six-foot-plus werewolf was bare chested, having obviously just slid into his jeans before heading downstairs to brew coffee and start breakfast. Right now, his dark eyes sparked with that predatory wariness werewolves displayed so easily. It looked as though he had been a half-second away from shifting. 
 
   But the alpha was no stranger to emergency situations either and, just as his wife had, he’d very quickly assessed the situation. Plus, he recognized Damon anyway. 
 
   “Dannai,” Damon turned his attention back to the Healer. “Can you help her?” He appealed to her in the least desperate tone he could manage. But that desperation was quickly replacing the blood in his veins like a poison.
 
   Dannai strode forward, waving her hand dismissively. The towel flashed bright white, shifting with magic into a pair of denim shorts and a white t-shirt. “Put her down on the bed,” she instructed.
 
   Damon moved carefully but swiftly to the bed. Diana was a light, warm weight in his arms, delicate despite her strength. A part of him didn’t want to let her go as he leaned over and deposited her on the king sized bed against one wall in the center of the log and wood beam room.
 
   Dannai was at her side at once, and he forced himself to step back to give her room. 
 
   The Healer placed a gentle hand on Diana’s forehead and then moved that hand to Diana’s chest. “She’ll live.” 
 
   Relief flooded Damon like an actual rush of hot water, cleaning through his body and soul to wash away the terror that had taken him over bone and spirit. 
 
   After a moment, Dannai’s back stiffened and she straightened, looking at him over her shoulder. “She’s your queen.”
 
   He nodded, just once.
 
   “And she’s… a healer?”
 
   Again, Damon nodded.
 
   The look on Dannai’s face was just as Damon had imagined it would be. She was shocked. Until now, only Dannai was known to possess her kind of power. But she was also relieved. For the very same reason. 
 
   It was a lot of responsibility.
 
   “Well, we have to get this girl on her feet again right away,” she said, shaking her head in bewilderment. “She’s gonna to be my new best friend.”
 
   “What happened to her?” he asked as Dannai’s hand began to glow, emanating a bright warmth that radiated from her palm and spread across Diana’s chest and then moved outward to her arms, midsection, and legs.
 
   “She’s just drained. I’ve been this way before, so it’s easy to recognize. She overexerted herself. How many people did she heal?” Dannai asked the question with a quick glance over her shoulder before she closed her eyes and appeared to concentrate.
 
   Damon was afraid to answer the question. He was afraid… and overwhelmingly ashamed. What had he been thinking allowing her to heal so many goblins? So many enormous goblins? Especially after she’d been in that fight with those punks and had healed the cat too. Not to mention how ever many furry bodies she may have repaired during the day at her clinic….
 
   Oh gods, he thought as he felt the blood drain from his face and his stomach turn to lead. What the hell is wrong with me? I’m a bloody fool!
 
   He’d been so desperate to convince her to stay. So desperate, he’d almost killed her.
 
   “But she seemed fine,” he whispered, unaware at first that he’d even spoken out loud.
 
   The glow from beneath Dannai’s hands faded and the Healer slowly dropped her arms to the edge of the bed. Diana’s chest rose and fell in even, deep breaths. She appeared to be asleep. 
 
   Damon could sense Diana’s magic back about her again, slowly rebuilding itself. She was asleep. He wondered if she dreamed, and if so what about.
 
   Lucas Caige went to his wife and helped her stand. “You okay?” he asked her softly, words between lovers. She nodded, then returned her attention to Damon.
 
   “What did she heal?” she asked, an edge of accusation to her tone.
 
   “Goblins,” he told her without pause. There was no point in hiding it. He wanted to know what had gone wrong so he could prevent it from ever happening again. He made his way quickly past them to kneel beside the bed – and took Diana’s hand in his own. It was warm, not cold as he’d expected. That warmth helped soothe the cold fear that had earlier coiled through him.
 
   Dannai’s brows raised. “They must be very big goblins.”
 
   “You have no idea,” Damon said without looking at her. Instead, his eyes roamed over Diana’s sleeping, beautiful face. Her lashes were light colored, but so long that they brushed against the tops of her cheeks. Her recently kissed lips were still plump from his attentions and were parted slightly in sleep. Up close and in the early morning light coming through the windows across the room, he could see the smattering of her freckles outlined against the fair color of her skin. They had been delicately placed across her nose and graced the apples of her cheeks. Her shimmering hair spilled across the pillow beneath her head, inviting him to touch it. He could have looked down at her for hours.
 
   But the fact that she was laying here in the first place was like an anchor on the ship whose sails her existence had given wind. “But she gave no indication of being weakened,” he told the Healer, again without looking at her. “She even said she felt good. And then she passed out.”
 
   Now he did look up, sitting back on his heels so he could remain holding Diana’s hand as he spoke with the werewolves in the room.
 
   Dannai frowned. “I think I can explain that. It’s happened to me before. We so badly want to believe that we can go on making a difference that we block out what’s happening to our own bodies. That may be the case here. But I think… there’s someone we should call,” she said. “When I was healing Diana, I sensed something else. I don’t want to make any guesses about it. Lily Kane will know. And I would also like to call for Lalura.”
 
   Damon had no issues with that. The ancient witch was so powerful and so wise, she was even allowed a permanent seat at the table of the 13 Kings. She would always be welcome by Damon. Her contrived crush on him not withstanding.
 
   “And when she gets here, she can probably shed a little more light on the situation,” Dannai finished.
 
   “In the meantime,” said Lucas, also speaking to Damon, “we heard about the attack on her house. Roman told a few others and word spread. If she’s staying here, we’ll need reinforcements. Just in case.”
 
   Caige was absolutely right about that too. And Damon also needed to speak with Roman personally. When Diana came around, she was going to want to know what happened with her best friend. In addition, Damon needed a word with Avery and Caliban about the Bookas and spell spiders on Diana’s house. The fae were crossing borders, and not in a good way.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   It had been about an hour or so since Diana had awoken in a stranger’s home. It was now midday, and she found herself in the cozy and tastefully decorated living room of a large log cabin somewhere along the Pacific Northwest coast. Wind blew steady through tall tree tops outside, and in the not-too-far distance, waves crashed against the rocks of an ocean cliff side.
 
   There were a total of eight people in the log cabin’s living room now. They’d introduced themselves earlier, and since then, there had been a lot of talking, a lot of questions, and a lot of answers. 
 
   The one who had introduced herself as the Seer was Lily Kane, a beautiful woman with long, golden blonde hair who was apparently also a werewolf.  Dannai Caige was the woman who had healed Diana after Damon had apparently brought her to her home in an unconscious state. Evelynne D’Angelo was the Vampire Queen, another beautiful woman – with a name that sounded familiar to Diana. Evelynne was the wife of the befanged gentleman Diana had met outside her home when it was being attacked by monsters. 
 
   Siobhan Ashdown was a warlock, a user of “black” magic, and also the Phantom Queen. The latter was a concept that Diana seriously could not wrap her head around just yet. She felt like she was floating as it was.
 
   Chloe Septeran was something called an Akyri and was also reputedly the Warlock Queen. Again, it was too much information presented far too quickly, but Diana was proud of herself for hanging in there and compartmentalizing as well as she was.
 
   Then there was Lalura Chantelle, a singularly charismatic and ancient woman with quite possibly the most intelligent eyes Diana had ever seen, and soft and weathered parchment for skin. She was a witch. This, Diana believed with utmost clarity and conviction and a complete lack of confusion. She was simply the most probable witch ever.
 
   The last two in the room were Damon Chroi – and Diana. 
 
   There had been other men there earlier, all of the husbands. But the lot of them had gone outside to take watch against possible attacks, leaving Diana with the women and the Goblin King.
 
   “I’ll be right outside,” he told her now from where he stood beside her at the edge of the couch. “In the meantime,” he continued, “I want you to eat and drink something.” His tall, dark form radiated electric heat and loomed over her like both a threat and a shield. His demeanor had changed somewhat since they’d come to this place. He seemed agitated and overprotective.
 
   Diana didn’t respond well to people telling her what to do. But she also wasn’t stupid. She was in the middle of nowhere with no way of contacting anyone and she was surrounded by strangers. Granted, they seemed like very nice strangers and one of them had even saved her life. But they weren’t family.
 
   Not yet.
 
   Diana frowned at the wayward thought – and shoved it aside.
 
   She didn’t respond to Damon’s command, but instead sat on the edge of the couch with her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. She wasn’t sure what she would say anyway. The truth was she was hungry. She was just stubborn.
 
   Damon curled a finger under her chin and tilted her head toward him. Their eyes met. “Please,” he added a little too softly, as if he’d had to force it from between his perfect white teeth. The scar that ran through his lip gave him a look just then that struck Diana as severe and dominating. In an overtly sexy sort of way.
 
   It almost made Diana want to defy him. Just to see what he would do….
 
   But the level-headed part of her nodded, appeasing him. I’m fucking starving, she admitted to herself.
 
    Damon’s sexy lips turned into a small gratified smile, and he released her, stepping back. She watched from the couch as the Goblin King nodded at the others, and left the log cabin. She listened to his boots descend the stairs outside, taking him to the ground level where the others were gathered.
 
   A low whistle drew Diana’s attention to the dining room table, where several women sat. Lalura Chantelle was shaking her head. “That man gives me hot flashes.”
 
   “You’re too old for hot flashes,” said Dannai, rolling her eyes.
 
   “He makes me feel young again.”
 
   Diana turned away from the two and looked back toward the door through which Damon had disappeared. He’d made a lasting impression on her.
 
   He was so tall... and broad. He was warm to the touch. He looked at her with literal fire. And he smelled like rain. He was a walking, talking winter’s night at home on the couch in front of the fireplace with the one you loved.
 
   Diana went still. The one I…. Oh, no. People didn’t fall in love over the course of one night. Not this kind of night, especially. And not kings. Not Goblin Kings. Not with her.
 
   Oh, shit on a cracker.
 
   She ducked her head to hide her blush as these thoughts danced across her unwilling mind, and hugged herself tighter. 
 
   “Here, come with me and I’ll get you some hot tea,” said Dannai, who gently took her elbow and nudged her toward the kitchen. 
 
   Diana followed her into the small, welcoming room. It smelled like fresh baked goods and coffee and strong tea. It was warm, but not too warm. The babies had awoken an hour earlier, been fed, and were once more sleeping soundly in swing chairs beside the kitchen window in a beam of sunlight.
 
   Dannai, or Danny to her friends, placed a hot mug in Diana’s hands and steered her toward the dining room table, pulling out a chair for her. Lalura, Evelynne – who preferred Evie – and Lily were already seated there. Siobhan and Chloe stood against the wall of the dining room, sipping at their own drinks. It was the coziest and strangest gathering of people Diana had ever been in the company of.
 
   Lily leaned over the table and very gently placed her hand over Diana’s. It was an unexpectedly comforting gesture. “Diana, can you tell me about the visions you had when you touched Damon in that alley and were knocked unconscious?”
 
   Diana blinked. “How did you know about that?”
 
   Lily smiled, shrugging. “Seer, remember?”
 
    “Which is why I asked her to join us,” said Danny. “I sensed something when I was healing you. Not only do you possess the same ability to heal that I do,” she spoke with an enormous smile that clearly displayed a good deal of relief, “you also possess a power that reminded me distinctly of Lily’s.”
 
   Lily’s smile was warm. “It’s possible that you’ve got a bit of the seer in yourself,” she said. 
 
   Diana looked from her to Danny and then the others. Every one of them watched her with open kindness. They were the most welcoming people she’d ever met. It was difficult for Diana to hold on to her fear and uncertainty when she was surrounded with these souls. They felt familiar to her… almost like family. And not the oh my god, get the alcohol, the holidays are coming, kind of family, either.
 
   “Okay,” she said tentatively. She licked her lips and thought back. “I saw….” She concentrated inward, reliving that first moment when she’d met Damon in the alley. As she did, she told the others what she’d seen when she’d been knocked out. 
 
   “Well, I have no idea what the dishes and things on the table might mean, but the thirteen queens are pretty recognizable,” said Evie. “Especially on an enormous chess board, standing together against a coming danger.”
 
   “It was more than a danger,” said Diana softly. “It was….”
 
   “Death,” finished Lily knowingly. 
 
   Diana nodded.
 
   “Well, my dear, I think you’ve just had a taste of what it’s like to be a queen,” said Lalura, her voice as old and weathered as her face appeared to be. 
 
   Diana shook her head now. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I really can’t imagine myself as royalty.” She looked at the others. She looked at Evelynne D’Angelo with her beautiful hair and perfect porcelain skin and…. Oh my god! Now Diana remembered where she’d heard her name before! She was a New York Times bestselling author! One of the most loved indie vampire romance authors was actually a vampire. Talk about having an in.
 
   Well that cinches it, she thought. I don’t belong.
 
   Chloe Septeran looked like a living, breathing fallen star. Siobhan had that fairy-like Celtic perfection all around her with her dark red hair and proud stance. And they all looked all of about twelve years old.
 
   Diana, on the other hand, was thirty-six. She’d been told she looked younger, but she didn’t feel younger. She worked with animals all day and barely wore anything but sweats and jeans. “I would make a horrible queen. Frankly, I’m overworked, I barely sleep, and at the moment, I’m a little too obsessed with the fact that I’m losing my hair.” She made a small derisive sound. “Stress.”
 
   Evie laughed softly, drawing Diana’s attention. “Believe me love, we all have our issues.”
 
   Siobhan nodded enthusiastically. “I count things. Like, obsessively. Steps to a front door, stairs to a second floor, number of times I come to a red light – you name it. It’s a coping mechanism.”
 
   Evie joined in. “Panic attacks here,” she said, raising her hand. “Not as bad since I was turned, but I get the occasional spell and I’ll never forget how horrible they were before.” 
 
   Chloe piped in next. “I absorb people’s emotions and get migraines.”
 
   “So you’re not alone, young lady,” said Lalura. “In fact, it would seem you fit the profile to perfection.” The old woman took a slow sip of her tea, closed her eyes, and nodded approvingly. “You’ve gotten better, child,” she said, opening her blue, blue eyes and pinning Danny with them.
 
   Danny smiled accommodatingly, but tightly. 
 
   Lalura went on. “You are also a healer, and most likely as Lily stated, a seer. There is nowhere you belong more than with us. Biscuit or scone?”
 
   Diana looked down at the trays filled with sandwiches, cookies and cakes. Her mouth literally watered. 
 
   “Yes, please,” she said, a little nervously reaching for the nearest cake.
 
   Evie sighed heavily suddenly and muttered a series of unintelligible words. They sounded powerful – and they must have been, because there was a strange popping sensation in Diana’s ears. 
 
   And then Evie was reaching for several cupcakes, a scone, and a handful of cookies. She began taking big bites almost without pause. 
 
   “Well, that was a record,” said Siobhan. “Seven minutes and seventeen seconds.” She pressed a button on her wrist watch. There was a beep, and presumably a stopwatch ceased its counting.
 
   “Shu-uff,” said Evie from behind her hand and around a mouth full of food. Diana found her lips curling naturally with amusement. “You aw di’ wish on burbosh.” 
 
   “What was that, sweetie?” Chloe asked teasingly. “Did you just try to insinuate that we did this on purpose? You mean filling the table with all sorts of freshly magicked up, warm and tasty morsels that vampires can’t normally eat just to see how long it took you to cast up your spell and dig in?” Her grin was a mile wide and bright white. “An Akyri would never do such a thing.”
 
   “Nor a warlock,” added Siobhan with an equally wicked grin.
 
   Lily laughed and Danny put her hand over her mouth. 
 
   Diana took a bite of her carrot cake, licked the cream cheese icing off her upper lip, and couldn’t blame Evie one bit.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   “She’ll fight you,” Thane told him, crossing his arms over his chest. “One look,” he said, shaking his head as he leaned back against his parked motorcycle. “One look was all it took and I could tell she was just like my wife. She’s got her own head, Damon. And that head has its own mind.”
 
   Damon made a derisive sound. It was one of agreement. He was already well aware Diana was not going to take kindly to his insistence that she remain at the castle with him. But that was tough. She’d already been under attack once, and she’d passed out on him twice. 
 
   They needed to figure things out. 
 
   “She may fight you,” said Jason Alberich, who’d come up on Damon’s other side after completing a series of warding spells to reinforce the shields around the Caige’s cabin. “But there are ways around that.” He glanced over at Damon meaningfully and smiled one of his infamously dark smiles. “Some of them not entirely unpleasant.”
 
   The Warlock King turned back to face the line of trees around the perimeter of the cabin – and began casting more spells. There were occupants inside the house that Alberich was very keen on protecting. 
 
   His queen, Chloe Septeran had already come out, said her goodbyes, and transported away. As an Akyri, she obtained her magic one of two ways. Either she made a trip to the Astral Plane and “loaded up,” or she took magic from her husband. 
 
   Roman D’Angelo had taken Evie to one of their safe houses not too far down along the west coast. 
 
   Daniel Kane had also left with his wife. He was the police chief of Baton Rouge, and his job never rested, so neither did he. Damon had a feeling he could empathize.
 
   Things were winding down upstairs in the cabin by this point. With any luck, Diana had taken his advice and eaten. If not, he could always force feed her at the castle.
 
   Either way, it was time to go home.
 
   Damon turned up his collar against a cold breeze of oncoming evening that shot through the clearing around the cabin and its land. With a nod to each of the other two kings, he made his way back up the stairs to the cabin’s front door. There, he steeled his nerves, preparing himself to do what he knew he had to do – and went inside.
 
   It appeared that Lalura had also taken her leave, probably transporting away with Septeran. Siobhan, Dannai Caige, and Diana were the only three women left sitting around the dining room table. Dannai was breast-feeding, a small blanket thrown over one shoulder, hiding herself and her child. The other infant made soft mewling sounds where it rested in the bassinet Dannai gently rocked with her free hand.
 
   But when Damon entered, all three women looked up.
 
   ****
 
   Diana took in the Goblin King’s appearance, all flashing green eyes, wicked scar, and wind-tousled hair, and she swallowed hard. He looked like a pirate fresh off the sea and determined down to his blood. 
 
   Siobhan slowly pushed out her chair. “Well I’m off, lovelies,” she said, placing a gentle hand on Diana’s shoulder and squeezing. Then she turned to Dannai, gave her a kiss on the cheek, and left the room, heading through the same door Damon had used.
 
   Dannai gave Damon an odd, sort of knowing look and stood as well, turning her back to him as she gently maneuvered both babies back into their bassinet. Diana stood at once. “Can I help?” she asked.
 
   Dannai shook her head. “Believe me, my friend, you’ll be helping me more than you can imagine in the coming years – with any luck.” She adjusted her clothing with the ease of experience. Then, having buttoned back up, she pulled the baby blanket off her shoulder and nodded in Damon’s direction. “And besides,” she whispered, speaking now just between the two of them. “It’s me who should be offering you help right about now. You’re going to need it.”
 
   With that, she turned back around and pushed the bassinet out of the room, closing the adjoining door behind her to leave the two of them alone.
 
   Diana at once spun to face Damon. “I know what you’re gonna say,” she spouted. “But you have to understand, Damon. I’ve already been missing for a full night and half a day. No one put a sign on the clinic’s door; no one is there to help the animals coming in. I can’t just be expected to abandon one group of beings in favor of another.”
 
   Damon had that look that said he hadn’t planned on discussing the matter here. He’d probably figured that whatever Diana had to say, she could say it to him when they were safely sequestered in his castle at the center of that labyrinth that he never put in. 
 
   But surely he had to know that her words made sense, and that if he ignored them and played hardball with her, he would look like a royal ass. Because he would be a royal ass.
 
   “By the gods, you’re as bad as Fluttershy,” he said, blowing out a heavy sigh. He ran a hard hand through his black hair and strode to the cabinets in the kitchen, turning his back to her. “There’s got to be some liquor in here somewhere. Knowing werewolves and what it takes to get those bastards drunk, it’ll be nice and strong too.”
 
   Diana just stared at him. Had he just called her Fluttershy? As in the My Little Pony Fluttershy? Maybe she was losing it. Maybe she was still knocked out and was dreaming all of this. It was rather surreal.
 
   “Ah,” he said, pulling out a clear bottle with equally clear liquid inside. “Thought so.”
 
   Diana still stared at him. He grabbed a glass from the cabinet, turned it over in his hand, and then put it back where he’d gotten it. Then he unscrewed the cap of the bottle and upended it, downing several long pulls and swallowing loudly.
 
   After almost a full minute of silence on her part, Diana asked, “You mean the My Little Pony?”
 
   Damon glanced back at her as he lowered the bottle. “What?” he asked, wincing a little from the pain the alcohol caused as it went down.
 
   “You called me ‘Fluttershy.’ As in the My Little Pony, ‘Fluttershy?’”
 
   “Oh.” He looked a little taken aback for a second. “Yeah.” He sucked in his lips, pinched them between his teeth, and then shrugged. “What can I say? You’re just like her. You care more about animals than you do your own safety. I’m gonna have to kidnap a rabbit and threaten you with bunnicide unless you come quietly back to the castle with me.”
 
   “What?” Diana felt her eyes go wide. 
 
   “You heard me,” he said before he took another long swig and swallowing hard. He lowered the bottle and leaned up against the kitchen counter. “And you know I’m right.”
 
   “About kidnapping a bunny?” She felt bewildered.
 
   “About refusing to look after your own safety.” His look was deadpan as he screwed the cap back on the bottle and placed it none-too-gently on the kitchen counter. She didn’t know why he bothered. It was empty.
 
   “You can’t return to your house. It’s been besieged by spell spiders, Bookas, and vampires once already – who knows what Kamon and his winged monkeys will plan next? And you can’t return to your clinic. That’s the very next place they’ll look for you.”
 
   Diana didn’t want to reply to anything Damon was saying. Mainly because she did know he was right, and she didn’t like the sound of it. But also because he was becoming distracting…. There was something so mouth-watering about his tall, strong silhouette against the kitchen windows. About the way he was looking at her…. And even about the way he’d just upended a bottle of Ever Clear like it was water.
 
   He was every fevered, masculine dream every lonely woman had ever had that left her sheets tangled and her brow soaked with sweat.
 
   So she changed the subject instead.
 
   “What about Selene?” she asked, swallowing and placing her hand on her forehead to cool it a little. “What happened to her?” She lowered her head and straightened, trying to give herself strength. “Is she okay? Will they go after her too?”
 
   “They’ve no reason to go after her on her own because she’s not you, and she’s under protection due to her association with you.”
 
   Diana latched on to that and ran with it. Anything to keep her from staring at the strong line of his chin and that scar on his lip that she sort of wanted to…. “What exactly does that mean – ‘under protection’?”
 
   Damon took a deep breath as if he were trying to draw back in some patience that had inadvertently slipped out of him. “She’s being watched. Right now, I believe by werewolf enforcers. She’s in good hands.”
 
   Diana cleared her throat. It had become a little cluttered with something. “If…. If she’s ‘in good hands,’ then surely I would be just as safe under the same kind of protection?” she challenged, feeling proud that she’d managed something coherent.
 
   “You neglected to give proper credit to the ‘they’ve no reason to go after her on her own because she’s not you’ bit, my lovely,” he told her, his tone a touch lower than it had been.
 
   Diana’s heart rate increased.
 
   “You, on the other hand,” he continued, “they have every reason in the world to go after.”
 
   Well hell, she thought witlessly. He sort of had her there.
 
   “And they will come after you,” he added, pushing off the counter to come toward her. There was something in the green of his eyes that hadn’t been there a minute ago. As he drew nearer, she realized what it was. Those flames were back, burning a bright and warning yellow-orange at the center of his pupils.
 
   “So where do you want to be when they come for you, Fluttershy?” he asked, forcing her to move back as he slowly closed in on her, each step of his boots on the kitchen floor echoing in her ears. “In your clinic surrounded by innocent animals, children, and their parents?” he asked. The threat hung in the air, and Diana couldn’t help but imagine the possible bloodshed that would occur if those monsters attacked an office full of innocent people… the loss of lives. Which was probably the point.
 
   She took another step back and came flush with the wall, the boot of her heel bumping the polished wood of its base. She inhaled sharply when her palms instinctively pressed to the smooth surface behind her. She jerked them away, but then didn’t know what to do with them, so she curled them into fists and kept them at her sides.
 
   Damon took another step, closing the distance between them to a handful of charged air. “Or at your house? Alone and under virtual lock and key?” 
 
   Diana was finding it very hard to think now that she had to crane her neck to look up at the incredibly tall Goblin King. Her heart was racing. Blood rushed through her ears. But she was pretty sure that what he’d just said didn’t sound good either. 
 
   “Or walking free through an entire kingdom where nothing I that I don’t personally let in can come anywhere near you?”
 
   Diana gazed into those fires, spreading through the emerald green of Damon’s eyes, turning them to stained glass. As she stared… she lost track of time, slipping back through it. She felt a gentle, warm breeze against her cheek and heard the music of an ancient lullaby as Damon flew her over the lands of the Goblin Kingdom. She felt a beating heart under fur beneath her palm and felt the pride of changing a life for the better – forever as she healed the xenobe goblins. 
 
   And then she heard thunder somewhere in the distance, and fire crackling in a hearth. And she remembered a gentle, soft pressure on her lips… that became a hungered kiss that opened her up and delved deep.
 
   Neither she nor the Goblin King had moved. In fact, she wasn’t breathing.
 
   All she could really manage as she stood there against Dannai’s kitchen wall, her heart racing, her eyes locked in the pull of his immortal gaze… was stutter a few short words.
 
   “The… the l-last one,” she managed, “sounds best.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   “Wise choice,” he told her as he braced his arms against the wall on either side of her, effectively caging her in.
 
   He leaned in close – so close. There was that scent of rain again, wrapping around her, making her think of long nights and warm blankets and her legs entwined with someone else’s. 
 
   The roar of blood in her ears became deafening, pushed faster and faster through the walls of her veins by the furious pounding of her heart.
 
   But she still heard him loud and clear when he placed his lips right beside her ear.
 
   “Hang on tight.”
 
   Diana’s eyes widened. She wondered, just for a second, what he could mean by that. She opened her mouth, began to ask “Wha-,” and then Damon’s arm slid around her waist and she was squealing and grasping the edges of his leather jacket to hold on for dear life. The world dropped out from under her feet like a carnival thrill ride. Wind rushed through her hair and everything blurred. 
 
   Her stomach leapt into her throat; fear gripped her. She tried to scream, but once her air reserve was gone, she could no longer draw any more in.
 
   And then they were landing – and it was over almost before it had begun. 
 
   Diana’s heart continued to pound, but she felt the solidness of stone under her boots and inhaled, drawing in the air she couldn’t get a second ago. After several quick and shaky breaths, she looked up.
 
   Damon’s vivid, unnatural eyes captured hers and held them as if with chains. His steel band of an arm had not removed itself from around her waist. He had her pulled flush with his body – hard and unyielding. She could feel him breathing against her, almost hear the sound of his heart. Her head began to swim.
 
   “I thought it best we move fast,” he told her softly. She felt his hand open at her back, his fingers spreading to cover more of her. “Since my kind can interrupt transport spells to get at what they want.”
 
   Diana couldn’t speak. She knew, somewhere in the back of her mind, that the words he was saying made some sort of sense. But she barely heard them and couldn’t care less about them anyway. All she was really aware of was the hardness of his body against hers. The heat of it – like that flame in his eyes that was spreading.
 
   She nodded mutely.
 
   Damon’s wickedly scarred mouth curled in a nearly cruel smile. The fire spread, claiming his pupils and turning his irises to rings of flame. His inferno was mesmerizing – and contagious. Because now she was on fire too.
 
   The heat their contact alighted a blaze in her body. It moved through her on a phantom wind, licking at her nerve endings. Her knees felt like buckling. Her nipples hardened against the material of her bra. Her chest flushed, and moisture pooled delicately between her legs.
 
   “You seem a little unsteady,” he told her, still grinning wickedly. “Perhaps a bite of something would help?” 
 
   Her legs were jelly and her fingers and toes tingled. Damon turned slightly and gestured to the long, wooden table that was directly beside them in his opulently grand dining room. That’s where they had transported to. 
 
   The table was covered in all manner of foods and drinks. With utmost delicacy and slow, poised grace, the Goblin King reach down and picked up a chocolate covered strawberry from an enormous dessert-covered platter at the table’s edge.
 
   Diana felt her heart pound in her throat now. It was rising.
 
   He lifted the strawberry to her mouth, and she caught the sensuous scent of dark chocolate and sweet, ripe fruit. 
 
   “I keep telling you to eat something,” he said through his dark, twisted smile.
 
   Without thinking, she parted her lips, opening to him. Without taking his eyes from hers, Damon placed the strawberry upon her tongue, and she bit down. 
 
   Juice and chocolate erupted in her mouth, pooling upon her bottom lip.
 
   Damon Chroi’s fire-burning eyes combusted like a gasoline-fueled blaze – and suddenly, Diana was being spun around. She caught sight of his leather-covered arm as he leaned over the table and, with one clean swipe, knocked every single item of dinnerware off the table.
 
   They went crashing to the ground, the ceramic and china shattering to millions of pieces – and a memory niggled at Diana. But she ignored it. She could think of nothing with any clarity as Damon set her down on the now clean table’s edge and captured her strawberry-covered lips with his own.
 
   What few coherent thoughts she had left were shattered to fragments with that kiss. She almost heard the sound, an explosion of crystal and diamond consciousness that battered the walls of her mind.
 
   The pressure of his lips intoxicated like wine, making her dizzy and weak. They opened her up, allowing him delve within her, tasting and teasing and taking. She moaned against those lips when she felt his fingers brush under the hem of her t-shirt to brand the skin of her abdomen with their heat. 
 
   Her fingers were back at the lapels of his jacket, clutching hard as his hands moved up, shoving her shirt up with them and lighting a trail of fire across her flesh until he reached the underwire of her bra. There, his fingers curled tight around the material – and she knew what was coming.
 
   The world had become a fevered race, her dawning, yearning, craving pleasure the starting gun. Her mind went white with heated anticipation. 
 
   He ripped the bra apart, tearing it between the two tight grips of his hands.
 
   Her sensitive peaks were at once exposed to the cool air of his castle. Her back arched as her nipples drew so taught it was slightly painful. But Damon’s hot-burning body eased the cold away, his searing hands moving across her abdomen and chest to gently cup the globes of her breasts. At the same time, his kiss deepened, taking her breath away.
 
   She felt delirious when his fingers deftly tweaked the nipple of one breast, his thumb brushing over the sensitive bud, sending fireworks in a trail down her body, where they alighted between her legs and caused her to buck against him.
 
   He broke their kiss, pulling away gradually and taking her bottom lip between his teeth for a moment before he released her and was moving downward. Diana’s eyes opened long enough to catch the nearby hearth fire reflected in the raven-esque shimmer of his black locks, and then her fingers were delving into that silken mane and her eyes were shutting tight once more as his lips closed over her tortured nipple and sucked hard.
 
   She made an incoherent sound, drawing in air with a hiss and releasing it with helplessness. 
 
   Teeth came next, clamping down on the taut instrument of his attentions. Diana’s fingers curled into fists in his hair and Damon’s free hands slid lower on her body to find the waistband of her jeans.
 
   With his teeth on her nipple, she dare not move as his hands curled around the band. For a half-second, she thought he might rip them open, and she couldn’t have cared less. But as she held her breath and swam in the sweet misery of sensation his mouth was unleashing on her, his deft fingers worked the jeans button loose and unzipped the pants to expose the small edge of lace that bordered her white panties.
 
   He released her tender nipple which pulsed with every beat of her heart and sent wave after wave of fire to her core – and kissed his way to her other breast. Now painfully impatient, Diana un-fisted her hands from his hair and gripped his strong shoulders. Her nails dug into his jacket, carving half-moons into the leather.
 
   His mouth closed over her breast, his teeth brutally gentle, his tongue like a whip, her skin crying out at the demise of every last one of her nerve endings. She arched again, playing into his cruelty with surrender – and Damon accepted her surrender with the victorious actions of an absolute ruler.
 
   He shoved the jeans roughly over her hips, pulling her slim body up as he did so to ease his progress. With firm and ruthless impatience, he rose off her, leaving her breast throbbing and her chest heaving. He then swept his arm across the center of the table, sending more platters and glassware flying. They slammed into surfaces somewhere else and shattered into careless pieces.
 
   Damon slid Diana further up on the table until she was resting fully on the polished wood. With a wave of his hand, her boots and socks were gone. The cool air caressed her naked thighs as his hands rid her with dizzying speed of her jeans. He tossed them carelessly to the side.
 
   Suddenly, Diana froze under his stark and burning scrutiny. She was almost thoroughly bared and utterly defenseless, laid out in nothing but her little panties on an altar for him to devour. He was a black-clad tower of a man gazing down at her with a hunger unequalled – and something else. It was akin to ownership. 
 
   He looked at her as though he was about to ruin her for any other man.
 
   She felt more vulnerable than she ever could have imagined. She also felt hotter and more wanton as she propped herself up on her elbows and her round breasts jutted out – teasing. 
 
   Damon hastily shrugged off his leather jacket, exposing the taut, bulging muscles of his arms and chest where they pressed against the thin material of his black shirt. Then, as Diana held her breath and her mouth watered like mad, he curled his fingers under the hem of that shirt and lifted it over his head, exposing the perfect, rock-hard anatomy of his chest and abdomen.
 
   A number of curse words, intermingled with incoherent nonsense, rushed through Diana’s head as she gazed openly and longingly at every ridge and ripple of the Goblin King’s perfect physique. But her courage faltered just a little when he went for the buttons of his jeans next.
 
   As if he could see the sudden fear in her eyes, Damon popped the top button on his jeans with one hand, and braced his other on the table – between her long legs. His knee came next. With the grace of a very large and very deadly cat, he crawled onto the table and over her, easing her thighs apart as he did so. She fell back, her gaze locked in his as he moved up her body.
 
   His hand wrapped around the top of her panties a millisecond before she heard the sound of them ripping and she felt them bite briefly into her flesh. And then there was absolutely nothing between them but his victorious, twisted smile and the inferno of his singular eyes.
 
   Diana parted her lips and drew in a breath, preparing to say something, anything, that would help her to release even a small bit of the sexual tension he’d filled her with, but Damon’s mouth crashed down on hers before she could mutter a sound. She cried out against his lips when his hands were back, this time on the insides of her thighs.
 
   Oh gods! she thought, feeling crazed. She’d lost all control – given it freely to the man who now took her over like a conquering soldier.
 
   She bucked, tried to move away, tried to move toward him, as his hands continued in their caressing and massaging until finally, finally, his fingers brushed against the tender folds of her opening and she cried out a second time only to have her pleasure swallowed by Damon’s brutally demanding kiss. 
 
   She started to fight then; it was an instinct inside her, forcing her body to go wild, to push, to pull, to curl her fingernails into claws and rake them across the perfect skin of his back. She drew blood, she knew. She was strong and trained. 
 
   But he was stronger. Though she pulled at him, begging him with her body to just take her and stop teasing, Damon maintained absolute control. He slowly broke the kiss and moved to her neck, suckling her throat and no doubt marking her as his own.  
 
   Diana’s overheated, sweat-covered body responded to his manipulations all on its own, rising to meet the maddeningly gentle touch of his fingers between her legs, pleading with him to penetrate.
 
   To go deep.
 
   But she could not control the fae king.
 
   Please! her burning mind begged. Then she said it out loud, breathlessly, hopelessly. “Please….”
 
   Damon’s hot, talented fingers slid smoothly into the slickened canal of her wanton core, eliciting a moan from so deep within her, it was animalistic. He pressed deep, filling her tightness. One finger… two….
 
   Diana screamed in frustration and pleasure and everything in-between. Her head dropped back, her throat working, a sigh escaping her lips. Her arms slid free of his shoulders and back, and her fingers once more curled into the soft thickness of his hair. She wanted more of him. She wanted all of him. “Damon, please.”
 
   Damon Chroi stilled above her – for only a moment. 
 
   Then his fingers slowly pulled free, leaving her writhing beneath him. He rose on his elbow, allowing his body to lower against hers, and cupped her face in his hands. She opened her eyes. Lust blurred the edges of her vision as she found herself once more caught in the inescapable pull of his gaze. 
 
   He held her there, watching her, staring into her eyes, as he moved over her – and Diana felt the hard and hot evidence of his desire touch against her slick opening.
 
   She braced herself, her hands gripping his wrists, her lips parted, as he pressed forward. 
 
   Pain comingled with the throbbing, heated sensations swirling through her. He was so hot, he almost burned, and the size of him stretched the walls of her womanhood with a merciless, building pressure.
 
   Her fingernails dug in once more, her breathing ragged and gasping, and yet he continued his tender, relentless assault, all the while not allowing her to look away. Deeper and deeper he slowly sank, filling her with a pulsing, solid fire that scorched her from the inside and branded her for life.
 
   She had lost sense of time and was aching, throbbing all around him with tight, pulsing pleasure-pain when he finally stopped, embedded deeply within her. For half a second, she thought he was finished, that she’d somehow managed to take all of him.
 
   But then he lowered his lips gently across hers, kissing her with a tenderness like a butterfly’s wings… as he pulled back just enough – before shoving brutally into her, sinking the remainder of the way into her body and forcing a cry of painful surprise from her throat.
 
   There he finally waited. 
 
   The world receded. The only thing Diana knew was their joining, that pulsing, throbbing, overfilled space where Damon had penetrated and claimed her as his own. It hurt. It hurt like the most wonderful, blissful, undeniable pain the universe had ever created. She wanted more. She knew it would kill her, but she was addicted now… to this pain. To this perfect, Damon Chroi kind of pain.
 
   As he placed those tender butterfly kisses across her mouth, Diana’s breathing slowed, her body relaxed, and the heat that had coiled relentlessly in her middle began to take over once more. 
 
   She returned his kisses, and as she’d wanted to do since she’d first met him, she placed one atop the scar running through his upper lip. 
 
   He rose just enough to look down at her – and something unfamiliar but truly wonderful reflected in the fire that danced in his eyes. 
 
   She felt him retreat below, pulling at her with that blissful pain, before slowly – so slowly – pressing back in. She bit her lip, and no longer able to keep her eyes open, she squeezed them shut as she felt him do it again. Each time, the warmth in her belly became hotter and pulsed harder. Her breathing quickened as he pulled further away, and thrust deeper.
 
   There was a familiar rising need blossoming inside her. She’d brought herself to orgasm enough times to recognize it, but never had it been this strong. Never had she almost actually feared climaxing. As if it might… destroy her somehow. As if it was so good, it was dangerous. Deadly.
 
   Damon’s teeth nibbled at her collarbone. He pulled out – pressed in. Diana’s hands fisted his hair, pulling with need. His hand cupped a breast, fondling the nipple, first gently and then hard enough to force Diana to rise to meet him. She cried out as he twisted it just enough and then thrust into her again, this time sparking a light on the edge of something that felt like an ending…. It was the thing she almost feared.
 
   It was drawing nearer.
 
   He became cruel then, as if he knew she was close – as if he was too. His caresses became more insistent. His fingers dug into her flesh, his teeth bit down deeper, and his thrusts quickened and invaded. 
 
   Diana held on tight and let him ride her. He laid waste to her senses one after another, until she felt that spark he’d ignited catch on and burn, branding her. Damon slammed his hands onto the table and rose, his teeth bared, his eyes like two maelstroms of hell. 
 
   Diana was caught in the conflagration; she threw back her head, and her voice broke free as the magma-like tidal wave of euphoria washed over her, ringing spasms from inside her, one painful flux after another. Her scream hit the ceiling and walls, and was joined by Damon’s animalistic cry as he emptied himself into her.
 
   He incinerated her. 
 
   Diana felt as though she’d combusted and had been turned to ash only to be reborn as something more beautiful. Something forever changed.
 
   It took a short forever for the spasms of her orgasm to cease racking her slim body, for her heart to slow from its racing, and for her breathing to return to semi-normal. She opened her eyes to find Damon gazing steadily down at her, his strong arms still braced firmly on either side of her on the table.
 
   The expression on his handsome face was a mixture of what appeared to be hope and awe… and there was that something else there again as well.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked.
 
   Diana didn’t know how to answer that. She was more than all right. She was different. She was alive.
 
   So all she did was nod. Then she saw the blood she’d drawn in the raked marks on his shoulders and across his back, and she felt suddenly ashamed. “Are you?”
 
   But Damon only laughed. His smile was the most genuinely happy smile she had probably ever seen a man wear. He nodded. “Oh yes,” he said. “And if I’m not, you can just heal me.” 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Damon ran a slow, satisfied hand through his hair as he left the long corridor that lead to the master bedroom and re-entered the great room of his castle. It was raining again, beating down as heavy and forlorn as it ever had. It had begun raining the moment his young queen had slipped peacefully into her restful slumber.
 
   He’d tucked her in, knowing she desperately needed the rest, and quietly left the room. Next, he sent out a call to the other fae kings.
 
   Now he waited. The stained glass windows of the massive room were fogged where they were trapped in the battle between warm and cold. The clouds hung low in the dark gray sky. Lightning crisscrossed a land that appeared to be mourning.
 
   It was Diana. When she was awake, the kingdom celebrated, the sun shone, and the land dried. And when she slept, it missed her, weeping for her return.
 
   She’d been there all of one total day, and already she was tied irrevocably to the land and its inhabitants.
 
   “Good day, Your Majesty!” came a familiar crackling voice from the fireplace. 
 
   Damon turned toward it and eyed the tiny fire elemental with a narrowed gaze. “Pi,” he greeted.
 
   “Where’s your friend?” Pi asked.
 
   “I had a feeling you were there,” Damon accused softly. “Spying is a nasty habit, Pi.”
 
   “I left when you kissed her,” Pi said defensively. “I’m not a peeping flame.” He crackled and popped excitedly for a moment and then settled down again. 
 
   Damon put his hands on his hips, waiting. 
 
   “Besides,” Pi continued. “She’s the first human you’ve ever brought to the castle… or to the kingdom. So she sort of stands out. Not like the other kings. Especially the Unseelie.” He made a derisive sound that hissed because it was made through fire. 
 
   Damon bit the inside of his cheek. “And I suppose you know this because your brethren spy from their fireplaces as much as you do from mine.”
 
   Pi didn’t respond to that. He crackled and wavered a bit, and Damon chuckled softly.
 
   “But not you!” Pi continued, glossing over the accusation as if Damon had never made it. “She’s the first. And can I just say, wow!” The little fire elemental laughed, his cackle shooting sparks that simmered away before they could hit the cold hard floor. “I knew you could charm a keeper if you put your heart to it.”
 
   “Oh?” Damon asked softly as he made his way to the couch and sat down, lifting his legs to cross his boots at the ankle on the coffee table. “You did, did you?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” said Pi. “You were banished for a reason, right? Your equals are jealous and scared.” The miniscule fire elemental actually appeared to shrug in the hearth. “Jealousy and fear don’t fill a man’s heart when his competition is ugly or powerless.”
 
   Damon blinked. He’d known Pi for years, but this was possibly the first time the fiery little guy had shown a depth that went past coal and smoke.
 
   His words struck a nerve though.
 
   Pi was right. Damon had been banished. It might have occurred thousands of years ago and under different rule in the fae kingdoms, but the banishment still held. It had been enforced by royalty and was kept in place by the blood and magic of people now dead, so it could not be reversed. 
 
   It was why he waited there on his couch in his own great room in his own castle – for the other sidhe kings to arrive. They had to come to him for audience because he couldn’t go to them.
 
   It irked. It hadn’t irked until just then. Until then, he couldn’t really have cared less that he wasn’t allowed across the borders of the other two fae kingdoms. Apart from the cooperation each of the fae kings gave as three of the 13 Kings, he had no dealings with Avery and Caliban. There was no reason to interact with them, and it hadn’t really bothered him that this was the case. 
 
   But it bothered him now.
 
   Because if I am banished, then my queen is too.
 
   He just didn’t like the way that set with him. It wasn’t as though the Goblin Kingdom wasn’t vast. It was an illusion of sorts, appearing to be a massive island, but in fact stretched extra dimensionally in all directions. 
 
   It was only that he wanted to give the world to Diana. All of it.
 
   Damon sighed. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, Pi.” 
 
   “It is grossly misdirected.”
 
   Damon leapt off the couch and spun, simultaneously using his magic to call the Atrox Ferrum to him at once. The gleaming, deadly sharp sword appeared in his hand as the stranger who had just spoken stepped out of the sheltering shadows of the far corner of the great room.
 
   Damon had to reinforce his mental constitution when he found himself facing off with his own likeness. It had happened once before – during a meeting with the other kings. However, that single experience made this one no easier.
 
   Damon and his supernatural equals had come to call these copies of themselves the ka. They were doppelgangers created by the god Kamon, Amon Re’s brother. They were exact replicas of the 13 Kings – down to every last detail.
 
   They possessed the same bodies, the same faces, the same memories, and the same powers. This was clearly the case, as Damon’s ka would not be standing there in his great room otherwise. Only the Goblin King had the ability to transport into and out of his kingdom without permission. Even Avery and Caliban had to be invited.
 
   Speaking of which, Damon thought as he gripped his sword readily and warily eyed his approaching double. Where the fuck are those two?
 
   It was alarming enough that he was now going to have to battle his equal. It was made thousands of times more so because Diana was there at the castle – where he’d sworn to her she would be safe. 
 
   “So, which of us gets to use the Highlander quote?” the ka asked, smiling a charming smile that was slightly twisted by his scar. His forehead was also marred, but by the mark of Kamon: A black winged scarab. 
 
   The double raised is right hand, and a second Atrox Ferrum appeared within it. 
 
   “Why don’t we just flip for the top bunk and be friends?” Damon asked as he gauged the distance between himself and his opponent, the distance between them both to the nearest windows, and their distance to the hearth. His gaze shifted into darker hues and starker contrasts, and his eyes began to burn. 
 
   “Oh come on, Damon,” said the ka. He chuckled, shaking his head as the two men began to circle one another. “You know there can be only one.” 
 
   The attack came swiftly and simultaneously, both kings meeting at the center of the great room, their swords clashing like the very lightning that played outside. Sparks flew along the edges of the blades as they ground against one another. 
 
   *****
 
   Diana came awake suddenly, drawn from the floating bliss of her peaceful dream by something she couldn’t identify. She sat up slowly, her eyes searching the empty corners of the giant master bedroom of Damon Chroi’s castle.
 
   Damon was not there. All was silent. She perked her ears, turning slightly, straining to hear what it might have been that had awakened her. Thunder rolled in the distance, evidence of a passing storm. A thin shaft of light pierced the stained glass of the windows across the room. But other than that, there was nothing.
 
   The fire in the hearth crackled and popped as if it had hit a pocket of air bubbles. She turned her attention to it – and blinked when she thought she saw a face in the flames.
 
   “Pssst!” 
 
   Diana’s eyes widened.
 
   “Sorry to have to wake you, my lady, but I had no choice!” said the fireplace.
 
   Oh my god, Diana thought. That’s it. I’ve lost my marbles.
 
   “The king is in trouble!” the fire said, and now that she was watching it closely, she could see that it was a face, and the face’s little mouth was talking to her.
 
   The fire danced a bit, rising and falling like it was dancing on unseen, impatient feet. Diana just continued to stare.
 
   Finally, the hearth erupted with a miniature explosion, as if the fire were throwing a fit. The face bellowed, with a strange hissing kind of voice, “He’s in trouble! You have to help him now!”
 
   Diana’s skepticism stood up and took a back seat. She realized the king the fire was referring to was the Goblin King – Damon. And everything else, no matter how improbable or impossible, didn’t matter.
 
   She shoved her covers aside and leapt out of the bed, rushing to the double doors of the master’s chamber. She was wearing Damon’s t-shirt; he’d slipped it over her head before bringing her here.
 
   The master chamber was at the end of a long hall. She raced down this hall as fast as her long legs would carry her, but when she reached the end and came to a T-intersection, she had to stop and think. She’d only been through Damon’s appropriately labyrinthine castle once, and she hadn’t much been paying attention at the time. Instead, Damon had been carrying her, and she’d been smiling softly to herself, her head on his shoulder, just enjoying the feeling of him holding her so tight and so close.
 
   Now she had no idea which way to go. The corridor stretched almost endlessly in either direction.
 
   “It’s this way!” one of the torches along the wall suddenly spouted.
 
   Diana nearly jumped out of her skin. She whirled around, hand on her heart, and tried to get her nerves under control. And then she ran, following the bursts of flame that erupted from one torch after another as the talking fire led her down the hall.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   The ka’s eyes were burning now as well, and Damon was given an upfront view of what he looked like when his powers were taking him over.
 
   “So how was she?” the ka asked, his tone sinister and meaningful as he and Damon went spinning around once more to slam into another portion of the stone wall of the castle. They got caught on one of the tapestries this time. It pulled taut, and while Damon and his opponent struggled sword to sword, grip to grip, the material tore loose, jarred its casings, and rubble and shreds of tapestry tumbled to the floor.
 
   “Every bit as good as you can possibly imagine,” Damon replied, his teeth gritted with effort, “and will never know.”
 
   Sensing a moment with an opening, Damon pulled back, swung, and landed his fist in the ka’s throat, knocking him back several paces. It allowed him enough time to get his sword up again and prepare another attack, but that was all. The doppelganger recovered quickly, being as immortal and supernatural as Damon.
 
   “I beg to differ,” said the ka, who managed a punch to Damon’s kidney, temporarily taking him down. “In fact, I’m thinking of incapacitating you and having her right here on the great room floor while you watch and slowly die.”
 
   Damon faltered, stumbling to his feet slowly enough to catch the tip of the ka’s sword at the edge of a shoulder. He ignored the pain, trying desperately to focus. But the threat conjured up images… images that both terrified and infuriated him. Which was the point.
 
   If he allowed his enemy to see his weakness, he would be had. 
 
   And so would Diana.
 
   So he kept the fires in his eyes to a minimum, choking on his own fury with silent rage. He countered another attack, sidestepped, and swung with controlled vengeance. “You’re welcome to try,” he said before he delivered another punch to his enemy, this time to the ka’s left cheek. The doppelganger’s head snapped viciously to the side. “I’ve always enjoyed a good post-coital work out.”
 
   The ka stumbled back a step. 
 
   Damon lunged, using his legs to sweep his opponent off balance. The move took them both to the ground as the ka reached out and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt.
 
   They tumbled end over end. Damon wrapped his hand around his enemy’s sword wrist, and the ka did the same. Both hands were slammed roughly and repetitively into the stone floor and the swords went skittering across the ground. Damon got his feet under him first and reached out, instantly transporting his sword into his grip as he came up facing the doppelganger.
 
   But his double took another tactic, using telekinesis instead to lift his own sword from the floor and send it sailing like a spear through the air. Damon barely jumped to the side in time to avoid being skewered by the deadly weapon. 
 
   Metal flashed menacingly as it sailed past him, slicing cleanly into his side and drawing a thin red line into his shirt. It then embedded itself in the thick, solid stone of the castle wall behind him. 
 
   The stuck Atrox Ferrum shimmered in the wall and then vanished only to appear in the ka’s hand as he, too, rose to his feet.
 
   Neither opponent hesitated. The two met at the center of the great room, swords clashing noisily once more, sparks flying, the furious battle slowly destroying the main room of the castle. Damon could see this lasting forever….
 
   And then his sword pierced his enemy’s side, and for a moment the sight of blood upon the ka’s shirt gave him a small sense of hope. But that hope must have slowed him, must have made him overly confident and tripped him up, because he didn’t see the fallen torch behind him. 
 
   For the first half of a second, he was lopsided. For the last half of that second, he was peering down at a sword blade that had been embedded in his abdomen. He could feel the other end exit his spine. It wouldn’t kill him. The Atrox was meant to do one deadly thing and one deadly thing only, and that’s what it would take to kill Damon. But it hurt.
 
   “Damon….” 
 
   It was a whisper, no more, uttered in numbing shock. But both fae kings heard it.
 
   Damon’s hands wrapped around the sharp blade as he and his attacker both turned their heads to find Diana standing in the entryway to the great room in nothing but bare feet and Damon’s oversized shirt.
 
   “Our name sounds precious on her lips,” said the ka. “I bet it sounds even better when it’s screamed.” 
 
   And something occurred to Damon in that moment – something that ripped his heart from behind his rib cage and squeezed it tight. He saw his would-be bride standing there, eyes wide, hair wild, a fae beauty in every sense of the word. He thought of his doppelganger and his threats. He thought of the sword protruding from his middle and the disadvantage his love would always give him in a battle against a man incapable of that love. He thought of his realm and how Diana was already so much better at taking care of it than he was. 
 
   It didn’t take a king to rule a kingdom. A queen would do just as well.
 
   And with this acceptance, a physical ache much stronger than the one coming from his wound claimed his chest. 
 
   My name, he thought, repeating the ka’s words.
 
   Names hold a good deal of power…. It was something all fae learned at a very young age, before they took these powerful names and hid them away from the rest of the fae world for all eternity.
 
   So Damon held his breath. The word he wanted swam up inside him, emerging from the deepest, darkest depths of his primordial soul, where it had been hiding for millennia. It had only ever been spoken aloud once – by the fae mother who had birthed him before she’d died with the word on her lips. 
 
   It was a name. It was his name. His true name.
 
   Damon looked away from Diana and faced his doppelganger, peering into those eyes that mirrored his own. He parted his lips and inhaled. He saw the sudden comprehension in his ka’s gaze – 
 
   And then he spoke the name.
 
   There was a brief space of time in which the universe stopped and attempted to comprehend what it had just heard. It lasted for the space of a eye blinking, the beat of a heart, a single pulse that everyone and everything felt.
 
   Then the magic took hold and the world changed.
 
   There was no pain for Damon. There was only a deeply disturbing sinking feeling and a sense of gradually fading. The lights all went out. The flames in the overhanging chandelier fizzled into smoke one after another. The fire in the hearth erupted and then died, throwing fireballs in all directions into the great room, which created smoke trails through the air. Then these too went out, and in the fresh darkness, every heavy cloud outside in the low-hanging sky erupted with lightning at once.
 
   Through the windows, Damon could see the oceans in the distance boiling and spewing steam into the already saturated sky.
 
   The ground bucked. Tapestries tumbled. Cracks emerged in the castle floors and walls, racing through stone and climbing up from the foundations like living beings.
 
   Then the universe exploded, expanding outward from its epicenter where Damon Chroi and his enemy stood.
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   As far as brothers went, Avery and Caliban could not have been much more different. One was blonde while the other possessed hair black as night. One preferred to live ruggedly, spend time outdoors, used a motorcycle to get from point A in the human world to point B, and sometimes forgot to shave. The other preferred suits – always black – perpetually smelled faintly of the most expensive colognes and finest leathers, and preferred to be chauffeured in auspicious luxury vehicles while he gazed out the window and pondered the world he passed by.
 
   Perhaps it was fitting, then, that they were not technically brothers. They’d simply been considered as much since they were children. And now they ruled as brothers would, each the king of an equal half of a world both fantastic and terrible, powerful and beautiful, delicious and deadly. 
 
   Though they were both very tall and both sported similar strong, broad-shouldered builds, it was their eyes that truly made them appear related. 
 
   The Seelie King’s eyes were a vivid jade green decorated with shards of purple as if an amethyst had shattered and been embedded there. The Unseelie King’s eyes were just the opposite and yet so very the same. They were an unusual and stark purple studded through with shimmering shards of jade.
 
   Avery and Caliban were therefore related enough, and had always considered themselves as such.
 
   So when Avery pulled up on his Triumph, loud and rough and dressed in jeans and leather – and Caliban pulled up in the back of a gleaming black Rolls Royce and waited for his driver to open his door, neither thought anything of it. 
 
   Avery simply kicked down his stand, Caliban straightened his tie, and the two nodded to one another.
 
   Caliban’s expensive wristwatch and shining black shoes reflected the afternoon sun as he made his way across the busy city street toward his brother. Once he was within earshot, he slipped his hands into his suit coat pockets and looked around. Avery knew he was taking in their surroundings, checking for interlopers and danger. 
 
   “Did Chroi give you any indication of what it was he wanted to talk about?” Avery asked.
 
   Caliban shook his head and turned toward him. His deep purple eyes shifted indigo with wariness. Avery couldn’t agree more with the wariness. The Goblin King had never before asked them to enter the forbidden kingdom. 
 
   But Avery was guessing it had something to do with what Roman D’Angelo had just told them. 
 
   They’d met outside one of D’Angelo’s safe houses tucked away in the Redwood Forest. And there, amidst werewolves and other sovereigns, the Vampire King had told them that a group of Bookas and spell spiders had just attacked a human woman’s house. And according to D’Angelo, this human woman was the Goblin Queen.
 
   Not only had fae denizens crossed the borders between the fae and mortal worlds with neither Avery nor Caliban knowing about it, there was a new queen to shield from the grabby hands of Kamon and his minions. It was reason enough for any of the 13 Kings to gather together, to say nothing of the sidhe. 
 
   The three fae Kings desperately needed to coordinate. Every queen was precious. Avery and Caliban would need Chroi’s help in protecting their own as much as he needed their help in protecting his.
 
    The two sidhe lords turned away from the crowd and traffic on the busy London street and made their way down a relatively deserted alley. A middle aged Asian man had just stepped out of a kitchen’s back door. The man glanced at them, took in their appearance, and paused a moment. Then – because it was London – he forgot about them at once, dumped his trash, and returned the way he’d come. Once the metal door closed and locked behind him, Avery and his brother were alone. 
 
   Avery waved his palm toward the alley’s opening. An illusory wall wavered and set itself in place, making the alley appear empty to anyone who passed it by. Meanwhile, Caliban focused on the metal doors that led from back rooms, store rooms, and kitchens to the alley. With a thought, he locked and warded them all from the outside to prevent any further intrusion. 
 
   The sidhe kings turned to the back wall. Together, they spoke ancient words that filled the alley with the fog and dust mote-like sparkles of primordial magic. The air became heavy with their power. Something was happening, indescribable but equal parts terrifying and exciting. 
 
   The kings finished the spell and fell silent to wait with held breath as the magic they’d unleashed took over.
 
   Every realm had its doors.
 
   Some had stood for so long, they were unrecognizable. Humans mulled around them, brows furrowed, fingers on chins, and pondered. Perhaps the stones are sacred ritual sites, they suggested. The mounds were supposedly burial sites. The burrows were ancient cities covered in eons’ worth of blowing sands.
 
   But what they really were was doors.
 
   Most were no longer used. It was as if they were actual doors in a closed off corridor of some crumbling mansion, locked long ago with a skeleton key then lost. They were passages forgotten and rotting and all but disappeared. Should the unwary traveler one day accidentally happen upon one, covered in ivy and moss and a thousand years’ worth of nature, may the fates protect them from knowing what it was they’d found. 
 
   Others were different…. They were composed of more powerful material, timeless and functional, and were sealed only by the magic of those in charge of the borders between worlds.
 
   It was one such door that the sidhe kings opened now.
 
   As they watched, the bricks of the alley’s end began to change. The mortar outlines shifted, moving right or left to form the outline of a door some nine or ten feet tall and three feet wide. 
 
    The red of the brick faded to the pockmarked gray of weathered stone. Carvings drawn long ago etched themselves into the rock, forming serpents and dragons and angels – or something like them. Vines crept from cracks around the edges of the door and crawled across its surface as if to choke and hide it.
 
   The last thing to appear was the knocker. 
 
   It had been made of gold, but long ago, and a verdigris now painted itself across a once shining surface. Avery glanced at his companion, whose purple eyes glittered in the magic-filled air. Caliban nodded.
 
   Avery gripped the cold and heavy handle, and the world seemed to pause. He raised the creaking ring as high as it would go and lowered it with a firm hand. Gold met gold, the metal gong-like sound reverberating through Avery’s hand and then surrounding the two would-be travelers.
 
   Avery prepared himself as he released the knocker. The stone door trembled in its brick casing. Dust puffed from the cracks and pebbles knocked loose to skitter to the ground. 
 
   The brothers stepped back. The door dislodged itself and slowly swung outward toward them, revealing a vine covered corridor of the same rutted stone beyond. The two remained standing still where they were and gave the threshold the respect that an open door to a fae kingdom deserved.
 
   Then Avery stepped through – and was thrown violently into the wall on the other side of the corridor as the world tilted beneath his feet. Thunder rumbled like an earthquake, magic so thick it made the air un-breathable warped the atmosphere, and Avery clutched at the stone to keep his balance.
 
   Caliban was behind him, having followed him through; Avery felt the man’s hand grip his shoulder. The portal slammed shut with a bomb-like calamity, and both kings shoved themselves to their feet, casting up transport spells with the speed of instinct and experience. Now that they’d crossed the border into the forbidden kingdom, they would be able to transport from one point to another within it.
 
   They were hurtled through time and space so fast, it nearly knocked them senseless. Something was wrong with the melted colors and liquid hours; they’d gone dark and twisted and seemed to be edged with the pain of fire. 
 
   With death.
 
   The exit portal to the transportation spell opened like a sliding glass door to toss them both violently into the shifting and burning great room of Damon Chroi’s massive stone castle. Avery hit the ground hard, but rolled, managing to get his boots under him to rise once more. As he did, the room tilted. He leaned, grasped the nearest couch, and held on tight as he cast his gaze about the room to take it all in. 
 
   Not far from him, Caliban seemed to be doing the same thing. His tall, broad frame was wedged safely against an outcropping of carved stone near a stained glass window that had already been shattered, either by the unsteady movement of the castle or by a stray bolt of lightning; the electricity was erratic across the Goblin Kingdom’s angry and tumultuous sky. Caliban’s dark suit was ruined; the expensive, once immaculate material had been muddied and torn by their short trip. The Unseelie King’s eyes were lit from within by the power that flowed through his veins, heightening their contrast of amethyst and jade.
 
   Avery knew his own were doing the same. Their magic was at the ready. One of the fae worlds was literally coming to an end.
 
   The rugs, throws, and tapestries in the great room were on fire. Most had fallen from their casings along the walls. The crystal and candle chandelier that had once hung from the high domed ceiling far above had fallen to the ground to shatter into a billion icicle shards that littered the floor like diamonds. 
 
   The ceiling was cracked open, and the crisscrossing of maniacal web-like lightning overhead illuminated the great room through the fissure. The stone floor had split in two, dividing the great room evenly in half. On one side of this divide was a pile of sand roughly the size of a human male.
 
   On the other was a beautiful woman with a waterfall of shimmering ginger hair. She was kneeling, head bent as if in mourning. In front of her lay the unmoving form of Damon Chroi, the Goblin King. 
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Diana barely noticed the twist and turn of time and space when she was pulled through the transport spell this time. A small portion of her mind was beginning to grow accustomed to the sensation. But it was the state of the rest of her mind that truly made her numb to the spell. Her hands rested on Damon Chroi’s broad and un-breathing chest – while the Seelie King, and the Unseelie King each gently grasped her upper arms to cast the magic around the four of them.
 
   Diana could not look away. The world had fallen apart around her, beams had fallen, the ceiling had cracked open, and fire was everywhere, but she’d remained where she was, taking life for granted in numb shock, gazing down at the man who had just made real, honest love to her.
 
   Damon appeared to be a sleeping god, his terrible perfection unmarred by his battle with his doppelganger. His eyelids didn’t move, but she half expected them to. He looked as though he dreamed. She wondered what those dreams would be about. His lips were slightly parted, as if he would speak any moment now. When he did, everything would become heightened senses, temptation, and electric sexual tension. Everything would be perfect – like it almost was.
 
   The spell ended, and vaguely, Diana recognized the feel of a thick, soft rug under her knees. But still, she couldn’t look away.
 
   There was a gentle but firm hand on her shoulder, and a scratchy, weathered and aged voice said, “He’s gone, child.”
 
   “No, he’s not,” Diana replied. Her tone was foreign to her own ears. It was like she was listening to someone else speak through her. “He’s dreaming.”
 
   There was no response for a while, and after some time, Diana steeled herself and looked up. 
 
   Lalura Chantelle stood beside her. Behind Lalura stood Dannai Caige, Jason Alberich, Roman D’Angelo – and behind him, around half a dozen men that Diana didn’t recognize. All of these men were beautiful in different ways. All wore dire, stricken expressions. All were gazing down at the Goblin King.
 
   “I’m sorry,” whispered Alberich. “For a warlock to resurrect someone, he must be more powerful than the one who’s been killed.” He shook his head and Diana processed his words. Her mind was working slowly, as if she’d been dipped in cold, bitter molasses. “I’m the strongest of my kind,” he admitted, but it was not a boast. He, too, looked truly stricken. “But I’m only a king, and no more powerful than another king.” He looked down at Damon and any other words he might have had to say slipped away into silence.
 
   Diana barely understood what he was telling her. Somewhere in there, there was an explanation for her dawning agony, but she couldn’t quite grasp it.
 
   “You are a queen now,” said Lalura, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “You will need to pick up where the king left off.”
 
   “I’m not,” said Diana. Her voice came to her through a tunnel long and narrow. She’d met the king a single eye-blink ago. She’d known him for a heart beat of time, no more. She was not a queen. And she hated the universe.
 
   “What matters is the heart,” said Lalura. “You were born with one that beat like royalty. You have already taken your place on the board.”
 
   *****
 
   Lalura watched the new Goblin Queen with knowing, sad eyes.
 
   The night came unnoticed to Diana Piper. While at Dannai’s house, seated around the dining room table, she had told them all that she loved the moon, for which she’d been named. But now the moon she normally looked upon as a smiling Cheshire cat friend rose and fell in its frolic but never gained in her its faithful audience. It must have looked down and noticed the odd cast to her eyes, the distant expression. Perhaps it worried. Maybe it mourned for her, its bright white smile a mask.  
 
   Diana would never know. 
 
   None of the 13 Kings had ever before been buried. There had never been occasion. Sovereigns had come and gone, but under war and conquer and subjugation. Not like this. Not where the deceased was one of the powerful, eminent, and unforgettable men who had once been seated at the world’s ultimate table of peace and cooperation.
 
   It seemed the entire universe knew and mourned. Traffic on the streets seemed slower. Lights were dimmer. It was raining… everywhere. 
 
   Everywhere, that was, but in the Goblin Kingdom. There, the clouds hung heavy but did not weep. They would not. It was out of deference. The teasing drench they had forever unleashed on the king’s realm was now quieted and held back. Instead, fog covered the ground, thick and sorrowful. A silence accompanied it, deep and true.
 
   As the fallen king lay still as death in the otherwise empty chamber beneath the castle he’d once inhabited, the others gathered. Among the royalty of the 13 supernatural factions, the tones were hushed, fear and desperation levels were elevated, and the colors had all been turned black. Every suit was dark. Every dress somber.
 
   All but one.
 
   At her softly spoken request, Diana Piper’s long satin gown had been turned from black to green. Dannai cast the spell without a word, only waving her hand slowly through the air, revealing the shimmering emerald hue as her hand lowered back to her side.
 
   Diana looked down, her expression unreadable. But she nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   All too well, Lalura understood. Green… was the color of Damon Chroi’s eyes. It was then fitting that at midnight on the full moon of May, the emerald month, Diana Piper would be addressing the inhabitants of the Goblin Kingdom as their queen. It would fall to her burdened shoulders to decide what she must do: Return to her world and attempt to put the pieces of her life back together again amidst danger she could not comprehend? Or take over for the man she had only just met and only just lost and attempt to put that new life together from scratch?
 
   Lalura felt an ache she hadn’t felt in decades. She would miss Damon Chroi and his beautifully twisted smile and genuinely kind heart. She could not imagine what Diana must have been going through.
 
   The old witch turned in her transported goose feather chair in the magically repaired castle great room and looked to where Diana now sat beside the stained glass in a plushly cushioned window seat. 
 
   Diana’s gaze was distant, stretching far beyond the fog that striped the windows with condensation and blurred the world. But as if she could sense that she was being watched – that she had an audience, she began to speak.
 
   “The last time I cut my hair, I was with my mother,” she said, her voice as distant as her gaze. “We went to the hair dresser together, a ‘girls day out’ kind of thing. It had been forever since we’d taken the time to treat ourselves. She was a public defender. She’d gone to law school when my father died…. She wanted me to have a good life.”
 
   Diana paused and straightened a little. Her hair fell to her mid-back and cascaded over her shoulders like ginger water. She took a lock of that strawberry blonde hair and gazed at its ends. “This right here,” she said, turning the hair between her fingers, “this is the day before my mother died.”
 
   The empty ache in Lalura’s chest intensified. 
 
   “We got our hair cut, we went to a play, we had dinner – Thai food – and then she went home. The next morning, my mother was shot by a former client. A man she couldn’t keep out of jail. But he was only given fifteen years, and grudges last longer than that.”
 
   She stopped turning her hair now, and Lalura saw the firelight from the hearth reflected on the tear that escaped Diana’s storm-filled eyes. “This,” she said, lifting the hair a little and at last meeting Lalura’s gaze. “This is my final moments with my best friend in the world.” She dropped the hair and turned back to look out the window. “And now it’s falling out.”
 
   Lightning struck somewhere far, far away, barely visible across the vast distance of the realm. “I’m losing it. I’m losing everything.”
 
   Lalura slowly turned away to once again face the fire. It crackled and popped nervously under her gaze. She looked closer.
 
   “I see,” she said softly.
 
   The fire settled down at once, pretending to be nothing more than a regular fire.
 
   “You can show your face little one. Your queen needs your support now more than ever.”
 
   The fire jumped a few times, and a face did indeed appear. “I thought she could help,” the small fire elemental said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Oh?” asked Lalura. She could hear Diana move on the window seat behind her. There was a shuffling, and then the padding of bare feet drawing nearer.
 
   “I led her to the great room thinking she could help the king. She’d helped all those xenobe goblins. She could save dying animals and humans. I thought….” The elemental wavered, disappeared behind a shower of sparks as the logs shifted, and then slowly came back into focus. “It’s my fault,” he said. “If she hadn’t gone to him, he never would have spoken his own name.” If fire could weep, it did so now. “He would still be here.”
 
   Lalura wasn’t sure whether or not what the elemental was saying about Diana’s appearance during the fight was true. But at the moment, she didn’t really care. Something else the living flame had said struck Lalura, setting the wheels spinning in her head. 
 
   Her mind clicked into place, the cogs of her ancient mental clock shifting and fitting like puzzle pieces slotted to one another. She sat up straighter.
 
   Diana’s footsteps stopped beside the chair.
 
   Lalura turned to face her, reaching out to take the woman’s hand. “You helped the xenobes?” Everyone in the world of supernatural circles knew about the xenobe goblins. They were the most dangerous, most miserable fae monsters the fates ever drew with messy pen and could not erase – all claw and shark-like toothy maw and spirit mean from remorseless pain.
 
   Diana nodded. 
 
   “How?” Lalura asked.
 
   Diana frowned, and then licked her dry lips. “I… just healed them. They were only hurting, like everything else.”
 
   “Even Damon could not control the xenobes,” said Lalura. “You’re….” And it hit her. “You’re more powerful than him.”
 
   In the game of chess, the queen is always more powerful than the king.
 
   For a warlock to resurrect someone, he must be more powerful than the one who’s been killed….
 
   “By the gods.” 
 
   Lalura’s mind rewound, playing scenes from recent memory. She had not too long ago been forced to lend her power to Jason Alberich so that he could resurrect Katherine Dare, wife of Byron Caige. Katherine had been an ex-Hunter and the Curse Breaker, no ordinary werewolf, if there was such a thing. And Jason hadn’t yet become king. He hadn’t yet been a warlock powerful enough to resurrect someone so important on his own. So he’d taken magic from Lalura, and together they’d brought Katherine back.
 
   “By the fickle fae gods,” she repeated, leaning heavily on her cane as she got to her feet. Her old heart was racing as she turned to fully face the young queen. “My dear,” she said. “You are more powerful than a king.” She laughed – she couldn’t help it. The sound filled the great room with the noise of dried leaves skittering across an autumn floor. The fire in the hearth leapt and crackled, straining to listen, aching to hear her speak the words. 
 
   Diana was a healer. She was also a seer. And now she was a queen.
 
   “You,” she continued as her grin almost painfully creased her own weathered, ancient face, and her hands tightly clutched Diana’s between them, “can help bring Damon Chroi back.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-something
 
   No pressure, she thought as she gave a surreptitious look around at the multitude of people who had come to see her and the Warlock King perform this miracle. 
 
   They’d passed through the land of the arborean goblins to get here. They were the goblins who lived in the trees. The lights shimmering from the tree house windows had been turned to black flame in honor of the kingdom’s loss. Black ribbons by the billions had been magicked onto branches and flapped in the breeze. 
 
   The cobbled stone road that passed through each portion of the realm was bordered in black stones and black banners that waved forlornly. Even the sea that edged the mighty kingdom so far in the distance had turned the color of liquid tar. 
 
   And where Diana and her companions gathered in a field near the base of a waterfall, the somber color surrounded them at every turn. The rain water that normally poured from the cliffs so high above, thundering to the ground in white-capped glory, was now as black as the mourning oceans. The flowers in the field, all manner of wild blooms, had darkened to take on the shade of the late Damon Chroi’s beautiful sable hair. 
 
   The procession had moved without a word, and though lightning ringed the kingdom, a show of celestial agony the clouds could no longer hide, the sky in its deference continued to hold back its tears. Diana walked beside the casket, which had been carefully created of pure emerald. Through this precious green crystal, she could see the blurred and faint features of her lover.
 
   He would stay like this forever, they’d told her. The fae did not decompose. They simply slept for all eternity, as beautiful in death as they had been in life.
 
   It was fortunate. Because she’d also been told that resurrection was so much easier when the body was fresh.
 
   Now, everyone who would not be involved in the complicated spell stepped back and afforded the others room. They seemed to be holding a collective breath, and Diana couldn’t blame them. She was short of breath herself.
 
   The emerald coffin was released to levitate three feet off the ground at the center of the black bloomed field. Several feet away rested a round stone platform, atop which had been piled an enormous stack of kindling and wood. 
 
   A gentle breeze brushed through the ebon petals of the field that stretched around them as the Seelie and Unseelie kings each approached the casket, placing their palms against it. The coffin’s lid shimmered away first. When it was gone, the sides shimmered out of existence as well, leaving Damon Chroi resting in death atop a floating sheet of pure gemstone. 
 
   Diana didn’t need to be signaled or told. Her feet carried her to his side automatically. As she neared him, her eyes roving over the curves and angles of his sleeping face, she caught the scent of rain. Still. Even in death.
 
   Lalura Chantelle took her place at Damon’s other side, joined there by the Warlock King, Jason Alberich. Then the old witch turned to the small crowd and nodded at Dannai Caige, who had been carrying a lit torch. 
 
   Dannai lowered the torch to eye level and spoke to it. “That’s your cue, Pi. Call the others. We need a big one, please.”
 
   The small fire elemental dancing on the end of the torch grinned so big, Diana could even see it from where she stood. “I’m on it!” 
 
   Dannai lowered the torch to the prepared sticks and logs. The flame leapt from the torch to the kindling and disappeared beneath the wood. A puff of smoke escaped the canopy of wood and dissipated into the air. 
 
   The crowd watched the wood in silence. For several long seconds, nothing happened. 
 
   And then Dannai leapt back, startled to the point of stumbling into her husband as the entire enormous stack of flammable material combusted, exploding outward before shrinking back to the size of a large bonfire. The clearing was washed in radiating warmth. Diana could see various new faces swimming in the depths of the conflagration, at least three dozen of them. Perhaps more.
 
   Pi had done his part. The fire elementals would lend not only their heat and flame to the spell, but their innate supernatural power as well.
 
   Lalura turned away from the fire and faced Diana. “Are you ready?”
 
   She nodded. She’d been told what would happen and what to do. She couldn’t really believe that she was more powerful than a man who had lived for thousands of years and ruled for nearly as long. But whatever power she did possess, she was willing to give away. For this.
 
   Lalura nodded at Jason Alberich, who pulled a medallion off his neck and over his head. It was an emerald shard on a leather chord. This, he placed deferently upon Lalura’s open palm.
 
   “Put it around his neck, dear,” Lalura instructed Diana.
 
   Diana moved closer, picked up the pendant, and spread the string wide. As she leaned in toward her fallen lover, Avery the Seelie King lifted Damon’s head. Diana draped the medallion over him and straightened when the emerald lay squarely in the center of his broad chest. An odd feeling washed over Diana. It was almost electric, as if she were entering a static field of some kind. 
 
   Jason Alberich closed his eyes. The clearing grew very still. Even the breeze died down. The bonfire’s crackling lessened. Not a single person gathered made an audible sound. Everyone could sense something coming. They were listening – watching. 
 
   The electric, static sensation Diana had intensified. The hairs on her arms began to stand on end. Her nerve endings buzzed. The bonfire began to crackle furiously, its living embers flying as if harassed by a wicked breeze. The flowers swayed in a wind that suddenly came out of nowhere. That same wind ripped through the low-hanging clouds, piercing vicious holes in them to reveal the full moon overhead.
 
   It shone brightly into the clearing and Jason opened his eyes. They were no longer the green Diana had noticed they were before; now they glowed red as stoplights and hot as the fire elementals that danced and swooned nearby. 
 
   He reached toward her over Damon’s body.
 
   Diana glanced at Lalura, who nodded. Diana took Jason’s hands.
 
   His lips parted – and he spoke a single, powerful word.
 
   The fae ground shook beneath their feet. Diana struggled to keep her balance, her hands firmly gripped in Jason’s. She placed her elbows on the edge of the floating emerald table. It was the only thing not moving. Around her, the kings and their queens drew together, leaning on one another to stay upright. 
 
   Diana watched Damon’s face, waiting....
 
   The ground continued to tremble. 
 
   At length, there was a popping sound and a sucking sensation, followed by a sonic boom that erupted somewhere in the air above Damon’s body and traveled across the group and surrounding field, rippling over them like water.
 
   The bonfire several feet away coiled in on itself. The sudden pulling away of its heat and light drew everyone’s attention. Diana watched as it condensed, shrinking but becoming brighter, and she couldn’t help but wonder what was happening to the fire elementals inside. They were condensing, like a pulsar star.
 
   The fire grew tighter and brighter until finally, it was reduced to a spinning stream of blue-white light, whirling like a lightning tornado. It gave off so much heat, everyone had to move back. Only Diana and Jason remained, still holding hands over Damon’s body at the center of a growing circle of spectators.
 
   The vortex hovered for a moment above the charred sticks and logs of the now dead bonfire and then shot toward the emerald shard that lay waiting on Damon’s chest.
 
   It entered the gemstone as if through a funnel, all wind and fury that sent Diana’s hair flying. The emerald began to glow. The light grew brighter until it literally became too bright to watch any longer.
 
   “Shut your eyes!” Lalura ordered, her old but charismatic voice carrying over the cacophony of the wind and heat produced by the fire tornado.
 
   Diana knew the old witch was talking to everyone but her. Diana, alone, kept her eyes open; she was blinded as she looked on. And that was when she felt it, the drain that occurred when she healed an animal or sick human. It began small, but grew, pulling energy from her fingers and toes, her leg muscles, her arms, her abdomen – and finally, her heart.
 
   Her pulse skipped and slowed. Her legs gave out and the entirety of her weight was now on the emerald casket bottom that held Damon, but still she refused to look away. The light seared through her, scorching red, branding her mind and her very soul. She thought, just for a moment, that she felt something rip open deep inside of her, torn asunder so that she could give up the reserves of power she held there.
 
   She cried out. It hurt. 
 
   The light flashed once, pulsing outward to envelop everyone and everything in the clearing – and beyond. The universe was enveloped in a cocoon of illumination.
 
   Finally, Diana’s eyes closed. She let her head drop forward, feeling light, as if she were floating. I must be dead, she thought.
 
   But she wasn’t dead. As she listened in the strange and new silence, she heard her own heart beat. Once. Twice. It pulsed in the quiet, loud as an echo. 
 
   Diana opened her eyes and raised her head. Movement had all but stopped. All around her, the world literally continued in slow motion. The fire was gone, the light had just died, but it was as if she were stuck in a space or moment between here and there, now and then. Everyone and everything was frozen.
 
   In that final moment of the spell, she and Jason had both been moved away from Damon. She stood several feet away now, not knowing how she’d gotten there. She listened to that beating heart, and moved once more to the center of the clearing where Damon rested on his long emerald altar. 
 
   As she drew nearer, a second sound joined the first. It was another heart, a distant, softer copy. Its beats echoed her own, increasing in volume until she stood directly beside the Goblin King and was staring down at him, and the second heart beat fell in time with hers. Synchronized.
 
   She held her breath.
 
   Damon’s eyes flew open, casting the world in their emerald light. Beams of glowing green emanated from his all powerful gaze. Diana stood transfixed, watching in silent wonder as the light rode across the field, turning the black flowers to a full range of verdant shades from pale pastel jade to deep forest.
 
   This green continued on, and Diana could imagine the black ribbons changing, the lights in the windows of the tree houses changing, the ocean surrounding the kingdom melting from midnight black to that vibrant color in Damon’s eyes.
 
   Then the light faded, the high-beam green settling down to center once more in the Goblin King’s irises. 
 
   He blinked. And looked up at Diana. 
 
   “Now that’s my Fluttershy,” he said, his deep baritone voice slicing through the frozen silence like pleasure made into sound.
 
    Diana felt a splintering around her, a cracking and breaking of every stress and worry and doubt she had held on to for what felt like forever. 
 
   She inhaled, breathing in a new kind of air.
 
    And Damon was moving, sitting up so fast he blurred, his hands cupping her face with both infinite tenderness and incredible desperation. They met in a kiss that took that worry, like the fractured porcelain vase that it was, and shattered it. 
 
   The scent of rain surrounded her, the smell of wood smoke and power, the taste of mint and coolness on her lips and tongue, even as heat coursed like wildfire through her awakened body.
 
   “Well, I think that would be our cue,” said Dannai Caige from somewhere on the sidelines. Diana recognized her voice, but was capable of paying little heed. Warm, hard hands held her, strong arms embraced her, and the world had turned to the color of life once again.
 
   “Grab those embers,” said Lalura. “But be gentle. We’ll need to nurse the elementals back to health. They really gave it their all.”
 
   One by one, flashes of light signaled the departure of kings and queens from this forbidden but no longer forgotten realm. 
 
   Suddenly, Damon broke the kiss. “Wait,” he said, looking at someone over Diana’s shoulder. “You stay. I know you were ordained once.”
 
   Diana turned to find Roman D’Angelo and his wife Evie were the only two who had not yet transported away. Roman’s brow arched.
 
   “You were ordained?” Evie asked, clearly perplexed.
 
   Roman turned to look down at her. He shrugged, managing the movement with the utmost grace and gentility. “You live long enough, you’ll try just about anything. I’m a complicated man.”
 
   It was Evie’s turn to raise brows now. She smiled, shaking her head. Roman brushed his thumb across her cheek admiringly and then turned back to Damon.
 
   Damon took Diana’s hands in his and stood. As he did, the emerald remains of his casket vanished into thin air. 
 
   “Then say your right words,” he said. Diana recognized the line from The Labyrinth. Damon winked at her, smiling broadly. He peered into Diana’s eyes so deeply that she could feel him chain her soul to his. 
 
   “Do you, Damon Chroi, sovereign of the Goblin Kingdom, take this woman, Diana Piper, to be your queen and wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, in times of angry gods and rogue goblins, in true name-induced death and in health, because she resurrected you – you lucky bastard – to love and to cherish even when she’s more powerful than you and kicking your ass at everything you do, from this day forward until she can no longer stand the smell of rain?” Roman asked. Diana could hear the smile in his voice.
 
   “Not a damn thing in any world could stop me from doing so.”
 
   

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Dannai Caige shook herself a little, and realized that she’d been standing beside the bassinet, gazing down at her twin children for more than ten minutes. Just watching them.
 
   Her eyes strayed to the pendants they each wore around their necks. Thin gold chains held equally gold medallions of an artfully winged scarab. Looking at them made her feel strange. Sometimes the medallions felt warm to the touch. Sometimes, it almost seemed they pulsed… like a heart.
 
   Lalura had told her that Ramses Amon Re himself had placed the pendants upon the twins. Because they were his grandchildren.
 
   Because Dannai was his daughter.
 
   Dannai had always wondered who her parents might have been. Lalura Chantelle had never had children of her own, and Dannai was as much her daughter as anyone born by blood would have been. But like any adopted child, in moments of angst or anger, Dannai had of course imagined her real parents were kings or queens or princesses and that if she ran away and found them, they would welcome her back into their kingdoms with open arms. And in moments of happiness and contentment, she couldn’t help but understand that her parents might have actually been underage children themselves, or overworked multiple-time parents already, or even crack heads – and be grateful that Lalura had been the one to raise her. 
 
   But there would always be that question in the back of her mind. It was natural. It was the question every adopted individual carried around unspoken…. Who were they?
 
   Now she knew.
 
   They weren’t kings or queens or princesses. They weren’t drug addicts or waitresses.
 
   They were gods.
 
   It was a lot to take in.
 
   “I think managers who insist their employees be at work at eight in the morning even if there’s no more work to do should be brought up on murder charges.”
 
   Dannai blinked, totally taken by surprise by the comment that had just come groggily from behind her. She turned to find Imani Zareb sitting at the dining room table, bags under her eyes, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee.
 
   Imani was the herald of their coven, but like any good witch, she knew that it was important to keep up a believable facade. Money wasn’t supposed to grow on trees. So technically, she worked for a living. That morning, the two women and the children were at Imani’s house. The home in Trinidad, California was a two-story that the two witches used to share. Lucas had agreed it was probably best that Dannai and the twins change their location frequently – to be on the safe side.
 
   “Murder charges?” Dannai asked. She was admittedly as much against mornings as the next person, but homicide was perhaps a bit harsh.
 
   Imani looked up, her expression one of complete exhaustion. The African-Brazilian woman was absolutely beautiful… after two o’clock in the afternoon. 
 
   “Just hear me out,” Imani said before she took a long drink of her coffee, closed her eyes, and then opened them again. “I’m a hard worker and I don’t spend much time gossiping because, let’s face it. What could possibly be going on in the human world that is half as interesting as what’s going on in, say, one of Roman D’Angelo’s safe houses? So I get all of my tasks done, pretty much by Tuesday afternoon. That means that by Wednesday morning, I’ve done the entire week’s work and have nothing to do but browse online shoe stores and bullshit on Facebook.”
 
   Dannai could feel a smile coming on, but she held it back, gave the sleeping twins one last glance, and made her way to the table to sit down across from Imani.
 
   “I’m doing that on the company’s dime, but they don’t seem to care. They would rather pay me a salary for a forty hour work week than pay me less for fewer hours and the same amount of work. Idiots.”
 
   “I agree, but that’s not murder. It’s just bad business.”
 
   “I’m not finished,” said Imani, shaking her head. She took another drink of coffee, refilled the mug with a magical pointing of her finger, and went on. “So now we’ve clearly established that the company owners are stupid, favoring slow workers and a loss of money. But that’s just the gateway drug of their wrongness.”
 
   Dannai magicked up her own steaming cup of brew. For her, it was Irish Breakfast tea with cream in an Amnesty International mug she’d earned by donating often. She took a testing sip and continued to listen.
 
   “What these guys can’t seem to comprehend, or what they won’t even pause to consider, is that life is short. Each and every moment of it that we spend doing something unnecessary and unpleasant is like a moment literally stolen off the ends of our lives. The woman who loves hiking but is stuck in a basement sending emails to friends because her boss wants her there for the full forty even though she’s finished her work? Her life is literally being wasted. The girl who loves to dance but has to sit at a desk? Her life is being wasted. The man who just wants to photograph that rare bird but whiles away the hours playing Text Twist in an office with no windows? Wasted.”
 
   Imani shook her head, her frustration shining through loud and clear. “Wasted life is the same thing as not being alive,” she insisted. “Therefore, every hour wasted is like an hour of death enforced on the victim.”
 
   “The victim.”
 
   “Yes, the victim. The more wasted hours, the more forced death. And forced death? Well, that’s the same thing as murder, now isn’t it.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact as far as Imani was concerned.
 
   And when Dannai thought about it – really thought about it – she realized she had to agree.
 
   “Fair enough. But I have to say, you’re rather on your game for one who hates mornings so much.”
 
   “It’s caffeine and righteous indignation. That’s a powerful combination.”
 
   Now Dannai smiled. “So are you gonna quit?”
 
   Imani blew a raspberry. “No, they’ve got a good internet connection. T3.” She nodded, took a sip, and swallowed. “It’s fast. Plus, being chained to a desk is a good excuse for browsing Louboutin’s latest heels.”
 
   The two women drank in companionable silence for a while.
 
   “That cat is back,” said Imani suddenly.
 
   Dannai looked up. Imani nodded to the kitchen window. Dannai turned to find a familiar large, regal ginger cat seated on the sill outside the glass, bathing in the morning light. 
 
   “Funny,” said Dannai softly. “He keeps showing up. No matter where we are.”
 
   “You know…” started Imani, “Cats are pretty important in Egyptian culture. The goddess Sekhmet, a lion-headed goddess, is also known as –”
 
   “The Eye of Re,” finished Dannai, cutting her off. “I know.” She smiled, turned away from the cat, and looked over at her children. “And maybe he is. If so, he’s gone out of his way to protect us in more ways than one.”
 
   Imani waited a second, then said, “I was going to say the goddess of healing. But either way, it’s too much to be coincidence.” 
 
   Dannai didn’t say anything to that. 
 
   “Have you heard from him at all?” Imani asked softly. “I mean… Ramses?”
 
   Dannai shook her head. “No. I honestly think he did something to himself in order to create those medallions.” She nodded to the pendants around her twins’ necks. Certainly The Healer and two infants couldn’t be that hard for a god to locate, and yet her uncle, Kamon had not come anywhere near either her or her babies. They were well shielded. “But… I… think I dream about him.”
 
   “Oh?” Imani asked, leaning forward.
 
   Dannai shook her head, which felt fuzzy. “It’s indistinct, really. Almost like… memories. I had this one dream where I stepped out onto hot sand barefoot, burning myself. A man scolded me. I could only hear his voice. It was gentle but deep.” She swallowed, her chest suddenly feeling tight. “In another one, someone is brushing my hair. I’m looking into a sheet of metal, like a mirror. I can almost see her face.” That was the dream that bothered her the most. She so badly wanted to see the face of the woman who was seated behind her.
 
   Imani gently placed a hand over Dannai’s on the table. “You were adopted as a baby, though.”
 
   “I know. It makes no sense. But those dreams feel so real.”
 
   A loud meowing sound drew both women’s attention to the window.
 
   Dannai turned in her chair. The large ginger cat stared back at her. For a moment, something reflected in its gold, sun-like eyes. Then it leapt down from the sill – and was gone.
 
   *****
 
   Diana lay in the canopy of Damon’s arms and gazed up at the domed ceiling of the great room. Damon had waved a hand at it, his incredible power shifting the carefully strewn stone into glass so they could relax beneath the stars. 
 
   “You make the rain go away,” he told her before he placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head. “I haven’t seen the stars over my kingdom… well, ever. Until now.”
 
   Diana thought about that as she watched the stars twinkle. The sky was filled with them – pink and purple nebulas, red stars, blue stars, billions and billions of white…. “I never minded rain,” she said. “I like the way it smells.”
 
   “Well then you’re lucky,” her husband told her. “And so am I.”
 
   Diana chuckled. “So did you and the other fae kings decide what to do about the threat of the ka doppelgangers coming into the kingdoms like yours did?”
 
   “For the most part. We have reinforced each other’s walls, figuring that the added strength would help keep any one ka out.” He paused, and his voice lowered. “I no longer have my own double to worry about.”
 
   This was true. It had almost come at the most terrible price, but it was true.
 
   “It looks like your feline guardian is back and here to stay,” he said, suddenly changing the subject. 
 
    Diana pulled her attention away from the domed ceiling, turning her head against his chest to look in the direction he nodded. 
 
   The gray cat she’d rescued earlier sat curled up on the window seat in a sunbeam. As if she could sense that Diana was watching her, she raised her head and blinked her blue, blue eyes.
 
   “So she is. She’s pregnant, you know. Probably another two weeks or so.”
 
   “She tell you her name yet?”
 
   “Yes,” said Diana. “She’s the same color as that moon on your banner and when I saw the two in close proximity, it just hit me. Her name is Artemis.”
 
   Damon laughed. “Perfect.”
 
   Artemis was the Greek version of the same goddess, Diana. Both were goddesses of the moon, among other things.
 
   “I can’t figure out how she got here though,” added Diana. The cat had just appeared that morning, curling around her feet as she’d risen from their bed in search of coffee or tea. Her first instinct had been happiness at seeing the feline, and she’d at once bent to give it a scritch behind the ear. But as the morning wore on, she’d realized that she was not in the mortal realm. She was in the Goblin Kingdom. 
 
   How had Artemis made it to this realm?
 
   She shrugged now, honestly not caring all that much. She was glad to have the cat here. Everything suddenly seemed right with her world. Her hair had even stopped falling out.
 
   “What does that symbol mean, anyway?” she asked, pointing to the crest on the flag that hung above the tapestries on the great room wall.
 
   “It is the Fae Kingdoms crest. The moon is universal for us. It exists on all of our banners. What is underneath is the part specific to each different kingdom.” He stopped and smiled. “It’s oddly fitting that your name should somehow invoke the moon, being that it’s the ultimate fae symbol.”
 
   “Why a moon?”
 
   “It’s long been said that the times of the in-between are the times when the borders between the here and there are at their weakest. Long ago, parents warned their children not to be out at twilight. Twilight was an in-between time. That was when the fae would appear, and not all fae are good. As you’ve seen for yourself.” 
 
   He paused, and pulled Diana closer, shifting where he lay partially under her on the settee. “In general, you’re most likely to catch sight of the moon in the early hours of evening, and the early hours of dawn. Since this is also when our two worlds are closest together, the moon, which guides the in-between times in and out again, is our token emblem. It’s been this way for thousands of years.”
 
   Diana sighed. “You’re right, my name is fitting.” Then she brightened further as she realized something. “You know, Selene’s name refers to the moon too. And so does her twin sister’s. Her name is Minerva.”
 
   Damon went still beneath her. She could tell he’d stopped breathing; his chest no longer rose nor fell beneath her head. She straightened, pushing herself up, and looked down at him. But he was staring straight up through the domed glass as if searching the sky for something that wasn’t there… or his memories for something very important.
 
   “By the gods,” he whispered as he, too straightened. She moved aside and he rose from the settee, coming to his feet. He ran a hand through his hair, suddenly agitated. His expression had very quickly become one of stark worry.
 
   Diana got to her feet as well. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Had she said something?
 
   Damon turned his fiercely concerned eyes on her and grabbed her hands. “Where does Selene live?”
 
   “Not too far from my house. Why?” Her own concern was now ratcheting up at an alarming pace. “Damon, why? Damn it, you said she was safe!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “She’s not nearly safe enough. We have to get the others and return there right away. We especially need Avery and Caliban. Damn it, I can’t believe I didn’t consider this before.” 
 
   “Consider wha-” 
 
   But he cast a transport spell before she could finish her words, and king and queen where whisked briskly through time and space.
 
   

 
   
 
Epilogue
 
   Roman suddenly pulled away from Evelynne, breaking his kiss. He could sense someone coming, and if the signature hadn’t been instantly recognizable as belonging to one of the 13 Kings, he would have sent a nasty spell through the transportation portal then and there. 
 
   He hated being interrupted while kissing his wife. Few things tried his patience as badly.
 
   But he spared the spell, knowing it would do little good against a king anyway, and turned from Evie, pulling her safely behind him. Then he waited as the transport portal opened up, a spinning, crackling crevice in the center of his study that spread wide to emit Damon Chroi and his new bride.
 
   Damon rushed out of the portal, practically dragging Diana after him.
 
   “Roman, I’ve sent a call to Avery and Caliban. You need to bring as many men as you can and come with me to Diana’s neighborhood,” he commanded immediately. “I’ve just realized something.”
 
   Evie stepped around Roman. “What is it?” Her lovely face reflected the worry in Damon’s.
 
   “It’s Selene Trystaine,” he said. “The men and monsters who attacked Diana’s house – they weren’t there for her. They were there for Selene all along.”
 
   Roman’s mind spun as he recalled that night, the Offspring and Bookas and spell spiders, the way Selene’s mind had been so difficult to penetrate, the image of her sister….
 
   “Oh my god,” said Evie, echoing Roman’s thoughts. The world held still as she gave voice to what they’d all just come to recognize. “She’s one of the queens.” 
 
   “Yes,” said Damon. “She is. And I’m betting her sister is too.”
 
   

 
   
 
Other books in the Big Bad Wolf spinoff series, The Kings:
 
   Book One, The Vampire King (available now)
 
   Book two, The Phantom King (available now)
 
   Book three, The Warlock King (available now)
 
    
 
   Next up in the Big Bad Wolf spinoff series, The Kings:
 
   The Seelie King (release date TBA)
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
For a thrilling journey into the Big Bad Wolf series that spurred the creation of The Kings, check out the Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation, Books One through Four by Heather Killough-Walden, available as eBooks via Amazon and Barnes and Noble:
 
    
 
   Enjoy Heather Killough-Walden's critically acclaimed, New York Times bestselling Big Bad Wolf series, now combined in one tome of sexual tension, romantic suspense and dark paranormal bliss.... 
 
    
 
   1. The Heat, Book One: 
 
   Lily St. Claire is a simple Southern girl who has no idea what she is in for when she decides to move back to her home town in Louisiana after a decade of being away. But between the two very different alpha werewolves who instantly begin fighting to claim her as their mate and the serial killer who has her in his sites, she's about to find out.
 
    
 
   2. The Strip, Book Two: (warning, contains graphic violence)
 
   Green-eyed Malcolm Cole is a cursed werewolf, an alpha in the most powerful sense who has given up hope for any kind of happiness or peace in his life. 
 
   Until he catches wind of Claire.
 
   Claire St. James, Charlie among friends, is an amazing young woman with an incredibly special gift. Cole recognizes this at once and swears on the spot to claim Charlie as his mate. 
 
   Of course, he isn't the only one with such plans. Charlie is too precious to let go without a fight, and one of the most powerful alphas in the world has already staked a claim, whether Charlie - or Cole - like it or not.
 
    
 
   3. The Spell, New York Times bestselling Book Three:
 
   Dannai, aka the Healer, has begun dreaming of werewolves. She'd always been able to hide the fact that she was a dormant, using her magic to shield her promising scent from the alphas she's been forced to work with. But now that they've invaded her dreams, her world has been turned upside down. For, though every dormant dreams of her intended mate - Dannai is dreaming of two wolves, not one. And neither one of them is good news. One is a notorious killer. The other is Lucas Caige.
 
   Lucas Caige is a man with a haunting past. A warlock took his brother from him fifty years ago and he's spent his life outrunning that dark magic. But fate has a way of throwing sand in your gears, and just when Caige thought he could forever leave behind the magic that brought pain to his life, his path crosses that of the Healer. Dannai unwittingly casts her spell over him the moment he lays eyes on her. She's stunning, she's kind, and everything about her wreaks havoc on his senses. She's also magic incarnate. 
 
   But if Dannai thinks that's going to stop him from doing everything in his power to make her his mate, the little witch has another thing coming.
 
    
 
   4. The Hunt, Book Four: 
 
   Byron Caige has been a prisoner for the last fifty years of his supernaturally long life. Just when he gives up hope of ever knowing freedom again, he is unwittingly rescued by the very same woman who only wants to see him dead. Katherine Dare – Kat – is smart, fast, strong and beautiful – but unfortunately she’s a Hunter, and she’s convinced that Byron murdered her father twenty years ago.
 
   She’s also Byron’s dormant.
 
   As war breaks out amongst the otherworldly of Earth and threatens the existence of entire races, Kat is faced with a terrible decision. Should she give up her cause and believe Caige when he professes his innocence? Or should she fight him and possibly avenge her father’s taken life – even while she forfeits her own?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
Coming November 29, 2013, a brand new vampire romance series by New York Times bestselling paranormal romance author, Heather Killough-Walden….
 
    
 
   An ancient Roma foretelling speaks of vampire kings one day dreaming of the women who could bear them children. These children would be powerful vampire warriors and treasures to their kingdoms. Their mothers would become queens. However, a thousand years have passed and not a single vampire has dreamt of anything at all, much less of salvation through companionship.
 
   And then, in a massive master bedroom in a mansion upon sprawling estate grounds in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, the French vampire king awakens from a slumber ripe with visions of a young American beauty. Julian Adalard, the ruthless ruler of his people, has dreamt of his queen. At once, he sends his bounty hunter to retrieve her.
 
   However, the bounty hunter is not only a skilled hunter and an unwilling servant to the king – he is also Julian’s brother, Dorian Adalard, and the prince of his people.
 
   And he, too, has dreamt of the young woman.
 
   Emma Rose Nekoda doesn't know she's been ear-marked as America's French vampire queen. She's a free-lance photographer, traveling from the Southwest to the Deep South for a long-awaited photo shoot. 
 
   However, the bayou has more in store for Emma Rose than she’d anticipated. Amidst the marshy swampland and sticky heat of an old world steeped in magic, she will fight for her freedom from one gorgeous vampire brother to another – and in the process, kick off a world-wide war between vampire factions striving to become the first to develop an army of warrior offspring.
 
    
 
   Excerpt from The Third Kiss: Dorian’s Dream
 
   As she reached the entrance to the garage, she forced a tired but friendly smile for the attendant, who nodded in her direction. Then she was out in the New Orleans night, her feet pounding the pavement at a quick pace. 
 
   The French Quarter was not a place for a woman to roam alone after dusk, but luckily her brother’s gallery was just around the corner. After so very many long hours in her tiny, cramped car, she could not wait to stretch her legs, hit a steaming hot shower, and get some real food in her belly.
 
   She kept her head up and her shoulders back, peering into every shadow as she passed the alleys. She gave them a wide berth and kept as much to the lamplight as possible. Finally she reached the intersection of her brother’s street and turned the corner – just as a Harley roared to life across the street.
 
   Because she was always subconsciously hoping for that gorgeous hunk of a biker even though she was aught for about a thousand, she turned in that direction to see who had started the engine.
 
   Then she froze.
 
   “Oh no,” she whispered. “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She’d been completely expecting a beer belly or a short guy with a soul patch and mutton chops or some cocky, buzz-cut college kid in shorts and flip flops. 
 
   She had not been expecting this.
 
   Emma stared unabashedly as the man gracefully leaned into the bike and straightened it out, kicking the stand up with his motorcycle boot. She didn’t normally fall for blondes. She usually preferred the tall, dark and handsomes that every other red-blooded American female in existence fell for. But something about this guy instantly grabbed her attention with both fists and held on for dear life. 
 
   She watched the muscles of his long, strong legs flex beneath his worn, tight jeans, and as she ogled, a little voice inside her head gently reminded her that she looked like crap and probably didn’t smell all that great either.
 
   She ignored the voice and kept staring. 
 
   His hair fell to his shoulders in careless waves, and as he gripped the handle bars of his Harley Night Train, his biceps and triceps bulged against his tight black t-shirt. Off-hand, she wondered what it would feel like to be held down by those arms, to be wrapped up in them, to have those long legs between her – 
 
   The man suddenly looked up as if he could sense he was being watched, and their gazes met. 
 
   His eyes were a piercing ice-blue and, even from this distance, their starkly intense color made her gasp aloud.
 
   She tried to blink – and couldn’t. She tried to look away, to pretend she hadn’t noticed him, but it was as if she had lost all control of her body. Like an idiot, she continued to stand there, continued to stare. She vaguely realized that her mouth was hanging open.
 
   The man slowly stood to his full, impressive height, his long muscled legs straddling the bike on either side, and pinned her with a look that very clearly said he had damn well noticed her and that there was no way in hell she could pretend to not have noticed him too. 
 
   For what seemed like a full minute, the two of them stared at each other. He, with his bike idling in that delicious, low rumble, her with the New Orleans breeze blowing her long, wild, and un-kempt hair about her face like a golden halo.
 
   Finally, as if he had all the time in the world, the man eased himself back down onto the bike, never taking his eyes off her. He revved the engine a few times and began to pull away from the parking space and into the street. Still, he watched her.
 
   He wasn’t wearing a helmet and didn’t seem to have one attached anywhere on the bike. Stupid man, Emma thought. Stupid, gorgeous hunk of a man.
 
    And then he smiled.
 
   Emma stopped breathing. It was a stunning smile. He had the most sensual lips that were curved by that smile into a line both enticing – and a little cruel. 
 
   As the man at last turned away from her to pay attention to the road and cars ahead, she realized that it had been far from a mere friendly smile.
 
   There had been promise in that smile. And lots of it.
 
    
 
   The Third Kiss: Dorian’s Dream, by Heather Killough-Walden comes out this November in eBook format only.
 
   

 
   
 
Check out Heather’s other paranormal romances, such as the undeniably, unbelievably HOT stand-alone, A Sinister Game….
 
    
 
   In a world ruled by Game Leaders, a dark and dangerous man proposes a wager....
 
    
 
   “If you can escape me for seven rounds, Victoria – if you can keep from being taken off of the board for that long, I will admit defeat and step down as Gray leader. But if I find you," he let the words sink in. "And if I capture you….” His voice trailed off just as his gaze trailed over her lips, her throat, her breasts.
 
   His green eyes locked on hers again and she felt she would die right there at that table.
 
   “Then you’ll join me. You'll give yourself to me for one night.” His smile was the devil’s promise. “This is the wager.” 
 
    
 
   But this is a game far more complicated and far more deadly than either of them anticipated. As the real world unfolds around them, what they thought they knew becomes obsolete, and the rules are ruthlessly changed... in this SINister game.
 
    
 
    
 
   Excerpt from A Sinister Game, by Heather Killough-Walden
 
    
 
   “Shall I tell you about the other rules I have yet to break, Victoria?” he asked softly. His footfalls echoed on the marble as he strode toward her, his hands once more behind his back. “Let’s see…. I’m fairly sure I have yet to put any of your team members into a coma. Or drive anyone mad.” He stopped a foot away and towered over her.
 
   His nearness was like a drug. She felt dizzy and overwhelmed.
 
   “Of course, there’s always True Death. Not that I would even consider such a tactic. Especially against a certain Red team captain.”
 
   Victoria stared up at him, her eyes wide with horror. Was he threatening Max? He wouldn’t dare.
 
   But the look in his eyes told her differently. 
 
   Oh yes. He most certainly would. He was threatening to kill Maxwell Blood.
 
   “See?” he whispered. “There are so very many rules I’ve yet to break.”
 
   “You wouldn’t risk getting caught,” Victoria whispered. Those flutterbies were back again and they were playing a nauseating game of tag in her belly.  
 
   The smile disappeared from his handsome face, and instead he gazed down at her in all seriousness. “This needn’t be so hard, Victoria.” He shook his head. “It’s a Game, that’s all. Just a simple Game between you and me.”
 
   “I don’t like the stakes,” she said.
 
   He smiled again, showing teeth. “I do.”  
 
   The silence between them stretched as Victoria tried to think of something to say. There seemed to be no way to win this argument, no way to get out of the corner that Black had backed her into.
 
   At last, Victor seemed to come to some sort of decision. His expression hardened with a firm resolve. He stepped back. At once, Victoria felt as though she could breathe normally again.
 
   “I’ll give you twenty-four hours, Victoria. Come to me in that time and I will allow you to set half the rules.” 
 
   “I thought you said that time was a commodity you just happened to possess,” Victoria hissed at him. Now that he’d put space between them, the fury she’d felt hours ago was building up once more.
 
   “Oh, it is.” 
 
   She watched as he turned to face the clock on the wall, raised one arm, and with a release of power that felt ice cold, he telekinetically moved the long hand forward ten spaces. 
 
   “Patience, however, is a virtue of which,” he pinned her to the spot with a blatantly hungry expression, “I am in short supply.”
 
   He finished with the clock and strode to the room’s exit. He spoke to her as he walked. “One day, Victoria. You have one day – and then the Game will begin, whether you’re ready or not.”
 
   What the hell kind of choice is that? Victoria thought frantically as she stared after him.
 
   He laughed and turned to face her one last time, his tall, dark form outlined by the light of the exit door. “At the moment, it’s yours,” he said. Then he opened the door, stepped through it, and was gone.
 
    
 
   - A Sinister Game, by Heather Killough-Walden (available now)
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   Death's Angel
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   Sam I Am
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   The Kings - A Big Bad Wolf spinoff series:
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