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Prologue[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   She stirred, long lashes fluttering, smooth crown furrowing. He watched, intently observing, as he always did. He watched and he waited, and eventually she awoke.
 
   The torchlight touched upon the gold rings in her multicolored eyes like a kind of magic. And perhaps it was; he’d always felt so. She had ensnared him; cast her spell like a web around his heart long ago. He had little doubt that every fiber of her being was composed of the same magic that now reflected in her entrancing gaze.
 
   She was a goddess, after all. It was to be expected.
 
   “Why, Kamon?” she asked again. Her beautiful voice sounded like the first rainfall during the monsoons, like the first drying wind when they went again, and like the kiss of sunshine upon the Nile at dawn. But it was weak; his power kept her immobile, allowing her only what strength she needed to survive. Little remained for speech, no matter how softly spoken.
 
   “You know why, Amunet. You always have.”
 
   Those gorgeous, hypnotic eyes closed to him, sending a spike of anger through his chest.
 
   “You continue to fight me, to deny me. Yet it is I who should ask ‘why.’ You think that you will win? Do you not realize where you are, Amunet? Amon is not here to save you. And his child?”
 
   Her eyes opened once more, this time focused on him with renewed intensity. He had her attention and he relished in it.
 
   “You hid her from me so carefully. You took her through time and space, where you thought her out of my reach, safe from my gasp. I commend your unfailing devotion to her. But….” He lowered himself, bracing an arm on either stone side of the sarcophagus that imprisoned her. “I have found her, Amunet. Despite all your efforts, I’ve found her anyhow.”
 
   Her power surged, as he knew it would, and in the manner that he had done a hundred times, he used the sarcophagus to absorb that power. He felt it swell through its conducting magic and fill him like fire in a vessel.
 
   Amunet’s kaleidoscope eyes illuminated with fury and fear. 
 
   His body tingled – but his heart ached. She’d always looked most becoming when she was emotional.
 
   Desire fueling his actions, Kamon lunged forward, grasped the goddess queen around the throat, and cast them both from this realm and into another. Just like that. Time and space warped around them, all sensation moved away, and the universe shifted.
 
   A moment later, they stood alone in the drifting sands of the land they had once called home. A wide river ran through the land; tufts of grass clung to the ground along its edges.
 
   Amunet stood free beside him, her beautiful form draped in the gauzy garments of their kind, her long, thick hair ruffling slightly in the desert breeze. She gazed out over the barren landscape at the ancient city that waited on the opposite banks of the river. 
 
   He watched her as she contemplated the City of the Dead.
 
   She spoke at him without looking at him. “If you take what Amon buried there, all will become unbalanced.”
 
   “Justice is not necessarily balanced,” he told her.
 
   Her head whipped around now, and her multihued eyes burned with outrage. “Wrong,” she hissed. “Revenge is unbalanced. You do not seek justice.”
 
   Kamon’s chin rose. He took a deep breath, feeling his temper ebb and recede. “Call it what you will,” he said. “I will do what I must.”
 
   Amunet looked at him, long and hard, and gradually, the anger in her beautiful features turned to surprise. “What have you done? I sense more than my own magic about you now.”
 
   “Astute,” he told her. “There are indeed others.”
 
   Her eyes widened. She shook her head. “But how many?” 
 
   “Many.” The auras of 13 kings and the servitude of a very special vampire lord and his creations now bowed before Kamon’s will. But he didn’t say as much. He would not give anything away. Amunet had always been far too smart.
 
   “Why have you done this?” she asked him, her tone one of both helplessness and hopelessness. 
 
   He smiled a small smile. “Why do you think, Amunet?”
 
   She remained silent, saddened.
 
   He took a step toward her and turned his attention to the same barren city of stone relics she had gazed at moments earlier. “When the guardians of this world are defeated, what they possess will become mine. I will bring what I have won here. Combined, we will overcome Amon’s wards, and when I take what he has left here, it will kill him.”
 
   “Why? He is your brother!” Always, it came back to this question. For thousands of years.
 
   And always, it came back to this reply. “Because you chose him,” he said calmly as he raised his hand to cup her cheek. She pulled away, but he knew she would. She always did. 
 
   He let his hand drop. “When you should have chosen me.”
 
   He allowed his own words to be lost in the annals of time and caught up in a dusty, desert wind as he then took them back from where they’d come. The laws of physics warped around them both once more as they tunneled through a labyrinth of impossibilities to return to the torch-lit stone chamber.
 
   The torches flickered with their strange, temporal coming and going. But otherwise, the sanctuary was quiet. Kamon straightened beside the sarcophagus. He looked down at his captive goddess. She slept, held under by the magic that he had taken from her and turned against her. 
 
   A moment later, he closed the sarcophagus with a wave of his hand and turned toward the exit. A large ginger cat sat in the center of the archway, its luminous gold eyes reflecting the flickering glow of the torches. 
 
   “You can not help her, Wa’ali.”
 
   The cat blinked, slowly, and its tail flicked. Its intense gaze never wavered. 
 
   Kamon met that gaze head-on. Then, without a word, he moved around the cat, leaving the room and allowing the massive stone door to roll shut behind him.
 
   In the quiet darkness and dancing shadows of the crypt, the ginger cat looked up at the sealed sarcophagus. He meowed. His tail flicked again.
 
   With a strong bound, he leapt atop the stone coffin, curled into a sleek orange and white striped ball, and stared into the darkness. 
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter One
 
   “You’re not… thinking of going out there, are you?”
 
   Chloe turned to regard her friend where she sat closer to the bonfire. She smiled. “No. I’ve no real interest in getting intimate with a Tiger.”
 
   Miliani Noe laughed and looked back out over the water. Chloe followed her gaze. The night was still for a change. Normally the valley between the mountains south of Lahaina screamed with wind, day or night. The docks in that area were literally the windiest port in the world. But at the moment, all was oddly serenely quiet. The moon was full, and it cast a white, diamond-studded road across the depthless sea.
 
   It was something Chloe could stare at forever. She liked stars. Stars within reach were even better.
 
   A quick movement in the sand grabbed her attention, and she turned to see nothing. The plethora of crabs that littered the beach were perfectly camouflaged and completely still. They seemed to know when humans were looking; as soon as Chloe turned away, they would explode from their tiny holes or begin to scuttle once more. 
 
   Chloe looked back out to sea, giving them the privacy they clearly desired. 
 
   The “Tiger” she’d referred to was a Tiger Shark. They ran patrol of the reefs when the water was murky or dark, and it wasn’t a good idea to tempt fate with their near blindness. They could sense you, they could hear you, but they couldn’t tell you were human and therefore unpalatable until they’d taken a taste of you. 
 
   She had no intention of going into the water at night. But she could gaze at it until sunrise.
 
   “I can’t believe you aren’t staying,” said Miliani, Chloe’s life-long and very best friend. “I finally get you here and you know you love it – and you still won’t stay.”
 
   “I can’t, Mili.” I can’t, Chloe thought. I can’t put you in danger.
 
   Miliani had been her closest friend for years; they’d gone to college on the mainland together. Mili had always been very clear on the fact that she fully intended to return to Hawaii when she graduated, specifically Maui, which was where she’d been born. Now she worked three jobs to be able to continue living there, none of which had anything to do with her degree.
 
   Yet she was kind enough to offer Chloe a place to stay. A place to escape to. Chloe was not a poor girl, though. Living a very long time had allowed her to collect a fair amount of money, so she’d declined the offer and rented her own one-bedroom apartment in Kihei.
 
   Maui was a welcome repast in a world of chaos for Chloe Septeran. It was also a destination of escape. She’d come to Maui to get away from the same thing she’d been trying to escape her entire life. 
 
   She was an Akyri – with a warlock hot on her tail.
 
   For many Akyri, feeding from a warlock was simply a way of life, no more inconveniencing than a mammal’s need for oxygen. Akyri served warlocks, and in return, they were given sustenance. Most Akyri viewed it as a human would view working for an office job paycheck in order to buy groceries with it.
 
   But Chloe knew better. She recognized the evil inherent in a warlock’s magic, and she wanted no part in it. 
 
   This refusal to take part in the traditional, accepted mode of sustenance caused Chloe to be weaker than she could have been. It was a sacrifice she was willing to make, but one that made her susceptible to those who would use that weakness to manipulate her. Hence, she was always running. Always hiding.
 
   To make matters more complicated, Chloe Septeran was not like other Akyri. The origin of the Akyri was a little known fact and one carefully guarded by her kind. They were known as “demons” among other supernatural beings, but nothing could have been further from the truth. 
 
   Akyri were indeed composed of darkness, but not a darkness that came from anything as simply ridiculous as a fiery locale under the Earth’s crust. Akyri were literally the coalescence of the untamable, intangible substances of the universe. They were the timeless centers of black holes, the empty spaces that nonetheless showed up on radars as pulsating entities. They were the unexplainables…. They were dark matter. 
 
   This is where Akyri originally came from.
 
   Of course, Akyri could give birth to more Akyri by mating. This was fortunate for them since contrary to appearances, Akyri did grow old and die. Their outer bodies never aged, but one day an Akyri’s energy would simply run out – and they would vanish.
 
   When an Akyri mated with a warlock, an Offspring or vampire was formed. When Akyri mated with one another, another Akyri was created. This also occurred roughly half the time when an Akyri mated with a mortal. 
 
   Though they were long-lived, enough time had now passed that all of the original dark matter Akyri were dead. All remaining Akyri were the children of other Akyri. 
 
   All of them but one. 
 
   Chloe was the last of the originals, the last dark matter coalescence. She knew there had been 28; the number stood out in her head because it was a mathematically perfect number. She couldn’t remember any of the originals personally though, and she had no idea why she had not yet passed away herself. She was certainly weak enough. 
 
   Over the eons, she’d grown used to feeling weak, to feeling empty. It was like growing used to hunger pangs. Some days she barely noticed it. But it was always there.
 
   “How long are you planning on running, Chloe?” Miliani suddenly asked, ripping her from her internal thoughts.
 
   “I can’t put you in danger, Mili. I’m running from nothing short of the devil.”
 
   Miliani made a sound of vague disbelief. “Is that really what you think of him?”
 
   Chloe shot her a look.
 
   Mili caught the look and sighed, straightening to wrap her arms around her knees. “I know you, Chloe,” she said softly. “I know all of your deepest, darkest secrets. So tell me honestly…. Is that really what you think of Jason Alberich?”
 
   Chloe blinked. She chewed on the inside of her cheek.
 
   Then she broke eye contact with her best friend and stared out at the moonlight-spangled sea. 
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Mili said. 
 
   Chloe let it go. 
 
   Being an Akyri was a little like owning a computer with Internet access… or a member of the Borg. Akyri shared knowledge with one another without being consciously aware they were doing so. 
 
   Every Akyri on the planet knew about Jason Alberich.
 
   Warlocks were a dark breed. But he was not only a warlock; he was a decidedly powerful warlock, a practiced and capable warlock, and a terribly smart warlock. If that wasn’t enough, he was the goddamned Warlock King.
 
   All Akyri knew this now. The best of her kind had been chosen as his servants, and they were grateful for the positions. 
 
   But Chloe feared him. The look he’d given her when their eyes had met over that busy New York sidewalk had scared the hell out of her. In the space of a heartbeat, he’d recognized her for what she was. But it was more than that. He’d not only seen her as an Akyri… he’d seen something else in her as well. 
 
   Did he know she was the last of the originals? Did he know she was different than the others? 
 
   He must, she thought now as she gritted her teeth in earnest. The pain that shot through her teeth then reminded her of another difference between herself and the others. She was the only Akyri in existence who didn’t possess fangs. 
 
   Chloe ran a hand over her face, trying to focus. Jason must have known the truth about her because he was coming for her. He had come for her. She could feel him there now, somewhere on the island. He was searching for her, biding his time, taking it slow.
 
   Like the notorious predator he was. 
 
   Chloe closed her eyes and shivered as an image of the tall, dangerous man flitted before her mind’s eye. He was blatantly beautiful in that slightly cruel manner that a fire is beautiful. He was all encompassing. And she had been completely unable to obliterate his image from her mind since she’d seen him face-to-face that day several months ago.
 
   “Fuck,” she whispered.
 
   “Whoa,” said Mili, brown eyes wide. “What is it?” She appeared alarmed suddenly. She looked over her shoulder at the dark beach that stretched behind them. “Is he here or something?”
 
   Chloe raised her hand placatingly. “No, no. I’m sorry. It’s just….”
 
   “Oh,” said Mili, smiling knowingly. “You were just thinking about how freaking hot he is again.”
 
   “This really isn’t good. This really isn’t something to laugh about. I mean, what if he’s come here to kill me or something and I’m not doing everything I can do to escape him because I find him attractive?”
 
   Miliani blinked. She straightened a bit, turned her gaze out to sea, and took a deep breath. “Well,” she said slowly. “Then I guess you’re right and this isn’t good. But why do you think he’s really here?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Miliani grunted in frank disbelief.
 
   Chloe fell into a chagrined silence. Mili was right. Chloe was pretty sure she knew why he was there after all. She’d read the thoughts the intense green of his eyes. 
 
   Jason had come for his queen.
 
   *****
 
   Jason Alberich turned away from the sea and stepped down off the top of the cliff from which he’d been gazing. As he did, he turned Chloe’s words over in his mind. 
 
   His magic crackled around him like a thick, miasmic cloak, unseen but unaccountably powerful. He’d heard everything the Akyri had both said and thought, even from this distance. He’d become that powerful.
 
   From the first moment Jason had laid eyes on Chloe in New York, he’d understood who she was – and who she was meant to be. She obliterated him; he was torn apart inside and taped back together by sheer will every time he pictured her face. Every time he looked into those eyes; the windows to her vast, cosmic soul. 
 
   What he felt for Dannai Caige, he understood now too. Dannai, or as he called her, “Danny,” was his charge, his best friend, and for all intents and purposes his “little sister.” He’d been her unspoken protector throughout their childhoods. She’d been the first soul in the world he had ever cared for. This depth of emotion had reached into his warlock heart and squeezed with fearful strength, warping his thoughts and even his mind.
 
   In this confusion, Jason had done things he wondered whether he would ever stop regretting.
 
   But now Danny was married to an alpha wolf, Jason had been all but forgiven for his trespasses, and they all had two new infant twins to look after, to protect, and to care for. Jason was their godfather, or their Patronum. Patra for short. 
 
   The curtain had been pulled back, and the true depth of the universe had been revealed to Jason. Any obsession he’d thought he’d ever felt for Danny stepped to the side and bowed down. His desire was changed now. It had grown, relocated, and refocused on another with a new and devastatingly sharp intensity. 
 
   Chloe Septeran was an Akyri unlike any other. She was Jason’s destined queen – that made her special enough. But she was also one of the original 28. She was the last member of a dying breed. She was incomparable. She was unique. 
 
   Jason stopped at the base of the small hill and waited as the air around him shimmered, warped, and four Akyri servants zapped into existence. At once, the men in black knelt on one knee and lowered their heads.
 
   “Rise,” Jason spoke, his tone soft and deep. 
 
   The Akyri obeyed. As they rose, Jason considered who and what they really were, where they’d originally come from. Chloe’s origin revelations swirled through him like stardust.
 
   Stardust. That’s what she was. 
 
   “There is an Akyri on the beach a half mile away. I’m needed elsewhere right now. In my absence, I want you to watch over and protect her as if your lives depend on it.” Because they do was the phrase that hung unspoken in the air. It was understood without being given voice.
 
   “Yes, my lord,” said one of the Akyri, the one who acted as the leader of the four. 
 
   Jason raised his hand and released a strong, powerful pulse of magic into the gathering. The Akyri closed their eyes and absorbed the magic, sucking it up like vacuums until they glowed from the inside out. When they opened their eyes again, shimmering, glowing orbs of red and amber like fire stared back at Jason with both thanks and appreciation.
 
   And with respect.
 
   Jason wasted no further time. He was cutting it close as it was. 
 
   He had no need of words to activate his transportation magic. He was the Warlock King; his power had long surpassed that of other warlocks. With no more than a whim, he dematerialized and moved through a bent envelope of space and time.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Two
 
   Evelynne D’Angelo sighed and moved her hands away from the keyboard. The motor spun, the fan whirred, and Evie took a sip of her coffee as the buffer once more tried to catch up with her.
 
   It was an old computer. Roman had tried a thousand times to buy her a new one, but she’d written every single one of her novels on this one. It had sentimental value. 
 
   There was an old Native American belief that all things in the world animate or otherwise, possessed a spirit – an energy. If that were true, then at this point this little laptop had seen the energy of a dozen different universes, more than two-dozen heroines, at least twenty powerful vampires and werewolves, a host of ghosts and goblins, and a boatload of sex.
 
   It was special. It had a soul.  
 
   Even so, the laptop had been slow when she was mortal. She’d had it almost seven years. She’d dropped it once or twice. And all of the letters had been rubbed off the keys long ago. Now that she was a vampire? Her fingers literally blurred across the keyboard, and the processor simply could not keep up.
 
   “You have to be the most stubborn woman I have ever met,” came a deep voice behind her.
 
   Evie almost choked on the mouth-full of coffee she’d just taken in, but somehow managed to get it down before she turned in her chair and looked up at her husband. 
 
   He’d succeeded in sneaking up on her again. She might be a vampire, and the queen of the vampires at that, but she wasn’t surprised. He was the Vampire King, and he’d been as much for longer than her relatively young mind could honestly comprehend.
 
   He smiled down at her, his deep black eyes fathomless and hypnotic. “You need a faster system.”
 
   “So you’ve said.” She stood up, tilting her head to one side and giving him a coy look. “Is that all you came in here for?” she asked.
 
   Roman’s eyes lingered on hers, the power in them pulsing like black holes, pulling her in. The world receded as they locked her in place, stripping her bare before him, shocking her to the core with the magic he held over her even now. 
 
   Evie swallowed hard, unable to move and barely able to breathe as he slowly rolled her chair to the side and took the final step that closed the distance between them. She felt the desk behind her press into her bottom as Roman loomed over her, beautiful and deadly.
 
   His gaze flashed red, a spark of fire that lit up like a will-of-the-wisp in the depths of his swarthy pupils and lingered there, mesmerizing her. “Evelynne Grace D’Angelo,” he said, allowing his voice to wrap around her like a vice, silken and velvet and stronger than steel. “If you only knew what I came in here for.”
 
   Evie grasped the edges of the desk and gasped when his hungry eyes settled on the pulse in her throat and his arm wrapped around to pull the hair from her neck.
 
   She stifled a moan and bit her lip, forgetting for just a moment that she was a vampire too. Her fangs pierced the flesh of her bottom lip, drawing instant blood.
 
   Roman’s red sparks erupted into full-blown flames that enveloped the darkness in his eyes and turned it to ruby fire. His hand fisted in her hair and pulled, exposing her completely to the fangs that now erupted in his mouth like the delicious and deadly weapons they were.
 
   Evie braced herself as a rush of heat pooled in her abdomen and sank lower.
 
   Does it feel oh so good, little queenie? 
 
   Roman froze over her.
 
   The room buzzed. The world stopped spinning. 
 
   Evie blinked. Had she heard that correctly? Had she just heard… a woman’s voice in her head?
 
   You heard right, home wrecker.
 
   Evie’s eyes widened. Someone was speaking to her telepathically. 
 
   She stared up at her husband and felt terror inch through her, her only solace the fact that from the look on his face, it was clear Roman had heard the woman too.
 
   Oh, not much gets past my Roman, the woman said. She laughed, and the sound actually hurt Evie. It moved through her like dry ice, scraping and burning her from the inside.
 
   I’m sorry, sweet. Am I making you uncomfortable?
 
   “Evie, get out of here now.” Roman commanded. 
 
   Evie felt his grip on her arm, squeezing enough to bring her into focus. She looked over at the door when she felt a new presence there. Two of Roman’s personal guards and Roman’s vampire butler, Jaxon, had almost instantly appeared just inside the office. They hadn’t been there seconds ago. Roman and his staff moved fast in the face of danger.
 
   Oh please, Roman. If my master wanted to take your little queen from you right now, you don’t really think she would get far, do you? The woman’s voice asked.
 
   Roman turned toward the windows across the room, shielding Evie with his back as he did so. But the world beyond the glass was dark, and even with her improved night vision, Evie couldn’t see anyone outside.
 
   Who, Ophelia? Who wouldn’t let her get far? Roman asked.
 
   Ophelia! thought Evie. So that’s who she is! Of course!
 
   She knew all about Ophelia, Roman’s last big love and the one he’d almost made his queen. Ophelia was supposed to have died in a carriage accident. But apparently, the accident – and a lot more about Ophelia – had been a farce.
 
   Oh, wouldn’t you like to know, my love? returned Ophelia.
 
   I would, said Roman softly. Very much. So why don’t you tell me?
 
   Evie could hear both of their voices in her head as if they were idly conversing and had forgotten that she was there to listen.
 
   As far as Roman was concerned, Evie knew why he was doing it. He was a very smart man who was incredibly good at negotiating. He wanted answers, and he knew that by appealing to his old love in a personal manner, he would probably get them. Ophelia’s desire for Roman had not faded. That much was patently obvious; the venom-laced jealousy in Ophelia’s mental communication said as much. Roman was using that desire to his advantage.
 
   There was a pause of silence while Ophelia no doubt considered spilling the beans. 
 
   But something prevented her from doing so.
 
   You’ll know soon enough. But now is not the time. Right now, if I were you… I would run.
 
   A pulse of tense silence beat out through the office. The communication had been severed. They were alone. It was quiet. A single second passed.
 
   And then Roman was spinning, his guards and his butler were blurring forward, and magic words were leaving everyone’s mouths in powerful shouts.
 
   The world warped as time and space shifted and Roman’s arms came around Evie in a fierce embrace. She could sense time slipping. She felt the hiccup in reality, and realized that they almost hadn’t made it. A heat spread through the transportation spell, licking at Evie’s skin. A far-off sound rippled toward them like a rock in a pond.
 
   Something had exploded.
 
   She was jolted to the side, ripped from the spell, and her fanged teeth slammed together painfully as she and Roman rolled across the dirt and underbrush of a dark, damp forest. His body protected her from most of the impact, but it was still jarring.
 
   They came to a stop, and Evie looked up as Roman stood, pulling her to her feet. All of Roman’s guards were there. There were more than half a dozen now. Jaxon was the closest. They surrounded their king and queen, their red gazes searching the tall Sequoias and shadows around them.
 
   The scent of the forest was thick in the air. It had just stormed. Drops of leftover rain dripped from the tips of leaves to thud into the ground far below. The land was quiet but for these drips and the hushed shuffling of small creatures here and there.
 
   But the scent of smoke and destruction lingered around the vampire group. It clung to them like a cloak. They’d brought it with them.
 
   Evie turned to Roman, her heart both hammering and sinking.
 
   “They blew it up, didn’t they?” she asked quietly. Her throat felt tight. She knew absolutely and beyond a doubt that Ophelia and whatever gang of minions were working for her had bombed Roman’s safe house to smithereens. Evie, Roman, and his guards had barely escaped in time.
 
   Roman stood above her, close and protective, his brow furrowed, his eyes burning red, and his touch tender as he cupped her face. He didn’t need to say anything. His expression confirmed her suspicions. 
 
   And all Evie could think about was the old wonderful and faithful laptop she’d left sitting on her desk in her office. It had been destroyed along with everything else. 
 
   Little was more important to a writer than her words. Ophelia had just taken those from Evie. 
 
   Evie’s gaze narrowed. She felt heat build behind her irises, turning the world into contrasts of red and black. Fangs exploded in her mouth. “Bitch,” she hissed in her awakening thirst for blood, “is so going to die.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Three
 
   Jason had always believed whole heartedly that man bore a much greater potential for pure evil than did any “mythological” creature he could possibly dream up. Even had he not dealt personally with werewolves, vampires, warlocks, witches, dragons, goblins, the fae, and other supposedly non-existent beings his entire life, Jason would have surmised as much by simply existing among humans.
 
   From “India’s Child” to massacred students in a grade school to the four-hundred-plus rape/murders that went unsolved every year in border cities in Mexico, to say nothing of genocide, the inquisitions, and war in general, the evidence of mortal malignancy had become obscenely orthodox. It was everywhere, all the time, and inescapable.
 
   So as Jason again set off to do his duty as king, it was with less than zero surprise that Jason transported onto the scene of the warlock kingdom’s latest tribulation to find that a human was involved. In this case, it was several humans.
 
   One warlock.
 
   Somehow, a fire had already started. Someone was quickly losing a few front hedges to its hungry flames. In the distance, sirens wailed. And in the front yard of an otherwise quiet neighborhood home in a small town in Texas, seven people stood facing one another wearing expressions of un-adultered hatred.
 
   The warlock was easy for Jason to distinguish from the others. Not only did he give off the aural signature of a warlock, Jason knew the man on a somewhat personal level. They’d met once or twice and had even watched a Giants game together. Donovan Savvant was a professor of astronomy at the local community college, a quiet man in general, and a rarity for warlocks because he more or less kept to himself and avoided giving in to the darker pull of his magic.
 
   Disappointment clutched at Jason’s gut. The scene unfolding in front of him might prove that to no longer be the case.
 
   Almost at once after Jason stepped out of the portal and into the shadows of the field beyond the streetlamp’s reach, Donovan’s gaze swiveled to the darkness, seeking him out. His green-speckled brown eyes were wide, his jaw was set, and electricity that was invisible to mortals but clearly visible for warlocks crackled from the fingertips at his sides. His shoulder-length wavy brown hair appeared darker than normal; it happened to some warlocks as their magic began to leak out. He looked angry.
 
   He also looked scared.
 
   What happened? Jason demanded, striding forward and cloaking himself in invisibility to prevent any further potentially unalterable damage. 
 
   They killed Plato, Donovan replied, keeping the words in his head rather than speaking them aloud. But it did little good, as his eyes were locked on Jason’s, and the men who stood opposite him were beginning to wonder what the hell he was staring at.
 
   They were all dressed more or less the same, in jeans with leather belts, tucked-in polo’s or t-shirts, and windbreakers. Every one of them was at least somewhat overweight. All had short hair. A few wore expensive-looking watches. “What the fuck are you lookin’ at, shit bag?” one of them hissed. He had a very strong accent.
 
   They killed him because I don’t go to their church, and they don’t want an atheist living on their street, Donovan went on. His inner voice hissed the words with undisguised malice. That and their wives find me attractive. No surprise, given what they normally have to look at. One or two of the previously invisible sparks of warlock magic at Donovan’s fingertips slipped through their veil and crackled menacingly for all to see.
 
   A few of the men blinked, unsure of what they’d just witnessed.
 
   Control yourself, Jason warned. His own magic swirled through him like a caged dragon. What did you do to them? he asked next. He knew enough about warlocks to know good and well that this would not be one-sided victim case.
 
   There was a brief silence in which Donovan’s shadowed expression reflected the tiniest amount of guilt. I destroyed their satellite dishes.
 
   Jason digested that. Warlock-wise, it was innocent enough. No one had been hurt. And the fire?
 
   They started that too, Donovan’s telepathic words hissed. 
 
   Come to think of it, Jason could now detect the faint scent of lighter fluid on the smoking breeze. Black fumes were beginning to choke the air around the house. 
 
   The streetlight in front of the yard suddenly popped and went out, casting them into further darkness. 
 
   The men on the lawn jumped and turned in place, their agitation growing exponentially. 
 
   Donovan was losing control. The situation had escalated to a breaking point. 
 
   Plato had been Donovan’s cat. The warlock had adopted him from the pound as a seven-week-old kitten when the feline was brought in around Halloween to protect it from being murdered by psychotic, ignorant people who had far too many superstitious excuses for hating black cats. 
 
   That was ten years ago. 
 
   Jason knew that as far as Donovan was concerned, these men had murdered his closest friend and family member, and he could understand the loss of control. However he did wonder how it had actually happened. Had the cat been run over? Or skinned and left hanging from Donovan’s front porch? There was quite a bit of difference between the two. One could be misconstrued as having been done on purpose. The other obviously was.
 
   Jason quickly scanned the faces of the men present. His ultimate, experienced impression was that there was a wealth of distrust amongst them due to religious differences, and there probably always had been. Perhaps the catalyst that brought them to this confrontation had been an honest accident, but that dogmatic distrust had turned it into a crime and things had spun out of control. It was a common mistake on this planet.
 
   It was beyond unfortunate. It was also something Jason needed to rectify immediately.
 
   Suddenly, one of the men raised his right hand, and Jason saw the flash of a gun barrel reflected in the firelight. “We’re fuckin’ done here, you godless bastard.”
 
    Jason wasn’t a fan of guns. This was the case for many reasons, not the least of which was the fact that guns were the projectile weapons capable of firing the one thing that could kill a warlock unfailingly: silver bullets.
 
   Humans were not only potentially vile creatures; they were confused as well. They didn’t believe in vampires or werewolves or warlocks, but they passed around rumors of how these nonexistent creatures could be killed nonetheless – and they got them all wrong.
 
   Jason knew this from experience. A silver bullet had once taken his own life.
 
   Donovan turned away from Jason to face the man aiming the gun at him now. His expression went stone cold. If you don’t stop me Alberich, I swear I’m going to kill every last useless, undereducated, intolerant one of them. 
 
   There was a note of calm resolution in his mental message now. 
 
   The fire that had by now eaten every dry leaf on the bushes in front of the house suddenly went out in a cold, dark breeze. Wind chimes hanging from neighboring porches began to chink and clatter. A second light further down the street flashed bright, popped, and went out.
 
   The sound of a bullet firing split the night.
 
   But Jason’s magic had already been released, whipping out into the yard like a Cthulhuan monster made of midnight substance. Tentacles of his power wrapped and grasped and choked and writhed, speeding in an unseen frenzy through the mass of murderous mortals.
 
   A now-frozen bullet, freshly discharged from its weapon, was snatched from the still air around it and crushed to dust. The gun itself came next. 
 
   With ability other warlocks did not possess, the Warlock King moved through time and space with such speed, all else seemed to have slowed or stopped. The scene appeared frozen to Jason and his power. 
 
   He focused on the important things first, searching the clothing and bodies of the frozen men for more weapons and destroying them with a simple thought. Swiss Army knives disappeared from back pockets, a second handgun vanished from its place in a shoulder holster, and second cartridge for a Colt 1911 transported from its place in a jacket sleeve – all to reappear in the air in front of Jason, where he promptly zeroed in on them with his glowing green eyes. The weapons disintegrated, breaking down into their individual molecular parts before being caught up on the magical wind and whisked away into nothingness.
 
   Jason wasted no time, focusing on the humans’ minds next. He slipped into their heads as normally only a vampire could do and ripped away the offending memories. A storm came through and destroyed their satellite dishes. A storm. Not a jealousy-inducing handsome atheist professor with wavy hair.
 
   Jason’s magic continued to work. The bushes at the front of Donovan’s house began to repair themselves. Jason reached into their molecular structure, forcing an accelerated growth on the few buds and stems remaining un-burned. These sprouted into new greenery, filling out the destroyed spaces until they appeared once more full.
 
   The sound of chinking glass echoed in the unnaturally slowed night as the streetlamp several yards away flickered, buzzed loudly, and became whole to shed light on the odd, frozen scene. The light further down the street came next, until the road was once more awash in halogen illumination.
 
   His most difficult task, Jason had no choice but to save for last. 
 
   With focused concentration, he isolated Donovan from the others and turned to face the other warlock. Let’s step inside and talk, he told his subject.
 
   Donovan Savvant glanced from his king to the others. Then he glanced up at the lights – and the bushes behind him. He turned a still-upset but now also impressed expression on Jason. Then he nodded, just once.
 
   Jason gestured for him to enter the house first. Donovan led the way; they stepped through into the ranch-style home, closed the door, and Jason released the men outside from his spell.
 
   Donovan stopped at the front windows and popped two of the blinds apart. He peered from between the slats. Jason knew what he would see. The men outside jolted as if waking from a dream. They looked at one another, confused and quiet. Then someone spoke, and another. They mumbled in soft camaraderie, looked up at Donovan’s house, and rubbed their hands on their jeans, unsure of how they came to be standing there, what they were talking about before, and whether they should mention this loss of memory to their buddies.
 
   Choosing not to, they made something up. That was a nice walk. See you at the game. Gotta get back home. Wife’s throwing a tantrum about the trash.
 
   Etcetera.
 
   One by one, they left the yard, heading to their own respective homes.
 
   Donovan released the blinds and stepped back, allowing his arms to drop to his sides. He looked down at the floor, appearing for all the world as lost as one of the kittens regularly brought into the pound.
 
   “That was some deal you made with the devil, Faust,” he whispered, referencing the enormous, unnatural power Jason had just displayed. He looked up, meeting Jason’s eyes. “I hope it was worth it.”
 
   Jason hesitated before replying, “So do I.”
 
   Then he approached Donovan and placed a hand on the other warlock’s shoulder. “How did Plato die?”
 
   “They told me he’d been accidentally pulled up into one of their tractors.” He shook his head, his brown eyes reflecting the pain he felt. “But Plato never went anywhere near those tractors. He hated them. They were far too loud for him. There’s no way he would have been pulled into one.” He paused, then added, “And I saw fresh claw marks on one of their arms.” I know they threw him in.
 
   Jason’s gut clenched. 
 
   A warlock possessed the ability to bring the dead back to life. It was by far their most profound ability, and because of the spell’s complexity and its potential to go very wrong, warlocks were required to go through Jason for permission.
 
   When Donovan had told him the men killed his cat, Jason had wondered why he hadn’t asked to perform the ritual. But now he understood. There wouldn’t be much left of the cat’s body. Resurrecting the animal would have been impossible.
 
   It was a hopeless situation.
 
   “I’m sorry, Donovan,” said Jason. 
 
   Donovan nodded, looking stricken. “I know.” He turned and left Jason on the lawn, returning inside to shut and magically ward his front door.
 
   Jason looked up at the house – and then turned to stare down the street where the men had departed earlier. He let loose with one final, private spell.
 
   It wouldn’t bring Plato back, but it helped satisfy Jason’s sense of justice. 
 
   The men who had killed Donovan’s cat were going to have a devil of a time explaining to their wives – and their pastors – why they all suddenly possessed the same curable but highly uncomfortable sexually transmitted disease. 
 
   *****
 
   Out on the lawn, a male ginger cat that no one could see sat watching the house with a quiet intelligence. 
 
   His tail flicked. 
 
   A moment later, a second cat stepped tentatively from the shadows. It was black as night, with bright green eyes. 
 
   The ginger cat tilted its head and slowly blinked. 
 
   The cat with the green eyes meowed. 
 
   No one in the mortal realm heard it.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Four
 
   A meeting had been called.
 
   Jason was going from one extemporaneous and pressing situation to another without pause, and was beginning to feel tired. Amazingly, he felt little to no drain on his power, even after having cast up so much of it in order to fix Savvant’s problem.
 
   He supposed his tiredness was more intangible and esoteric. It was fundamental. And though he would never admit it, he had a feeling it was ultimately based in a profound loneliness. 
 
   So as he stepped out of his umpteenth transportation portal and into the predetermined meeting room of the kings, he was focused on Chloe Septeran and on the possibilities she presented.
 
   The Vampire King Roman D’Angelo took one look at him and quietly asked, “What is her name?”
 
   “Chloe,” said Jason, not bothering to hide anything. There was no point with D’Angelo. “Chloe Septeran.” He took his place at the table and sat back in his chair.
 
   D’Angelo’s black brow rose inquisitively. “That’s an interesting last name. It sounds familiar.”
 
   “It’s an old name,” said someone else at the table.
 
   D’Angelo turned to look at the man who had spoken. It was the Seelie King, Avery. As usual, Avery, who was one of the two sovereigns of the fae kingdom, sat across from his brother, the Unseelie King. The rings that protected them both from the iron in the building and the city beyond glinted under the overhead lighting. 
 
   “You always volunteer more than is strictly necessary,” said the Unseelie King, who was also sometimes referred to as the Leanan King, and in the more grave historical references, as the Unholy King. His accent, though preternaturally old, was decidedly British, as he’d spent the majority of his incredibly long life sequestered in the realms parallel to what had come to be known as the United Kingdom. 
 
   The dark fae lord’s vivid purple eyes were flecked with sparks of fervent green, and they flashed with untold power as he softly accused his brother. His tone was as icy as was the air to his right, which had been unnaturally cooled by the presence of the Winter King, Kristopher.
 
   The table grew silent as the two fae kings glared at one another.
 
   “Under the circumstances, I think it safe to say that any information either of you can offer would be extremely beneficial,” said Roman.
 
   “Especially if it concerns a queen,” volunteered another voice. 
 
   This one belonged to Arach, the Dragon King. He was one of the eleven powerful men at the table who had yet to claim his queen for one reason or another. And his irritation at the thought of anything obstructing his eventual claiming of such a prize was understandable.
 
   Several months earlier, a very respected and elder member of the supernatural community, a high witch by the name of Lalura Chantelle, had dreamed a very telling dream. She saw a chessboard, and atop the chessboard rested 13 kings and 13 queens. Shortly afterward, Roman D’Angelo had found his queen.
 
   Just after that, The Phantom King Thanatos had done the same.
 
   Now the other kings were veritably chomping at the bit, hopeful that for once in their endless existences, the attempt to take a bride would not fail miserably but would instead see them with eternal companions, best friends, and lovers.
 
   Jason looked over when he felt the weight of D’Angelo’s gaze once more upon him. “We will discuss Miss Septeran in a moment,” said Roman. “By now you have all heard of the attack on one of our safe houses, which put both myself and my queen in danger.”
 
   “You don’t really think she was trying to kill you, do you?” asked the Unseelie King. His deep, accented voice slithered through the room. “Ophelia reached out to you,” he said softly. “She spoke to you, and to your bride. She all but literally assured you that her ‘master’ had plans for the Vampire Queen.” The Unseelie King, who went by “Caliban,” sat back in his chair, an air of incredible self-assurance surrounding him like a cloak of office. “He had no intention of killing you. This was a display of power and nothing more.”
 
   “I agree,” said Roman. “And in truth, it is not the sole reason for my calling you all here tonight.” At that, he stood, pushed out his chair, and faced the door that led from the meeting room. It slowly opened, to the expectant silence of everyone at the table, and in walked Lalura Chantelle – a woman with whom Jason was very well acquainted.
 
   As if she could sense his thoughts and emotions, the high witch zeroed her blue, blue eyes in on Jason like laser beams. He gazed right back. She smiled, her expression amused.
 
   “Thank you Roman,” she said, her voice scratching like a pencil on parchment. 
 
   The ancient woman’s air of importance did not surprise Jason. She was 115 years old at the very least and the most powerful witch in any coven. She was a seer, a counselor, and a wise woman.
 
   She was also not the only one to walk through the door.
 
   Jesse Graves was the Council Overseer for the werewolf population. The late Alexander Kavanagh had granted him the position, and there was truly no werewolf more capable of filling Kavanagh’s shoes. Graves was a giant of a man, and as he walked in after Lalura, the difference in their sizes appeared comically preposterous.
 
   Graves’ massive African American frame nearly filled the doorway. He’d once been an enforcer, which meant that he’d already been one of the strongest alphas in existence. He’d been made a guardian next, adding to his sway. Now as Overseer, Graves held absolute dominion over the wolves of the werewolf nation.
 
   Yet despite this immense power, a more unassuming man did not exist. Graves appeared uncomfortable in the tailored suit he wore. His presence felt impatient. As he easily met the gazes of every King there, aside from that of the Shadow King whose face remained hidden in his cowl, Jason was struck with the impression of a man who kept quiet not because he didn’t know what to say, but because he was accustomed to the world not listening. Which made him perhaps one of the wisest men in the room.
 
   Graves nodded at the men, and as one they nodded back. A fourteenth chair that had been kept empty for the Overseer was now taken. 
 
   As for Lalura, she remained standing at the head of the table, her sky colored eyes scrutinizing each of them in turn. 
 
   “It isn’t you he’s after,” said Lalura without preamble. Jason blinked. The room grew absolutely still. “He isn’t interested in the 13 Kings, not any more. He has what he wanted from you. Rather, it is your queens he desires now.”
 
    No one said anything, but Jason could practically hear their supernatural spirits sitting up and growling.
 
   Lalura sighed wearily and sat down, taking D’Angelo’s large leather-backed chair and leaving the Vampire King standing. D’Angelo’s lips curled with amusement. 
 
   The powerful vampire glanced at the tabletop in front of Lalura. His eyes flashed a bright, glowing red, and a tea tray replete with sandwiches and biscuits appeared before the ancient witch. 
 
   Lalura picked up a sandwich as the water and cream pots magically concocted her the perfect cup of tea. 
 
   The kings waited as the high witch slowly chewed.
 
   They waited a bit longer as she noisily sipped from her dainty porcelain cup. D’Angelo’s smile broadened. The powerful vampire was enjoying this. 
 
   When Lalura took another bite of sandwich rather than continue speaking, a few of the kings fidgeted in their seats. But no one dared interrupt her.
 
   Now Jason was smiling as well. 
 
   Finally, she swallowed the bite she’d been chewing, took another sip, and placed her cup in its saucer. “The queens on a chessboard are more powerful than their male counterparts in spades,” she said. Her quaking voice carried easily across the room, despite its weathering of age. “The one responsible for the attack on the pier a month ago has what he wanted from all of you. You played directly into his hands, and now he will use what you’ve unwittingly given him to go after the women you love.”
 
   A ripple of disquieting darkness passed across the table and through every King seated around it. It was anger, and it was fear. And it was strong.
 
   No one questioned where Lalura had obtained this information. Everyone at the meeting was well acquainted with her abilities – and with the fact that she was never wrong.
 
   “What occurred with Evie and the safe house,” continued Roman, “was merely the stirring of the pot. It has yet to be heated, much less come to a boil. Our enemy stands as a leader with an army of unknown minions, not the least of which is Ophelia’s previously mentioned ‘master.’” 
 
   He moved around Lalura’s chair as she refilled her teacup.
 
   “Mr. Graves, would you care to fill us in?” Roman asked as he paced to the wall on one side of the room, leaned against it, and slid his hands into the pockets of his expensive suit.
 
   Jesse Graves nodded. “At the moment, I can tell you that the Hunters have switched sides again. We’ve captured and questioned a number of them. Months ago, they fell under the influence of a man who called himself Ramses and who displayed a disproportionate amount of power. However, when he ceased leading in the slaughter of werewolves, he fell out of favor with the vast majority of the Hunters.” He paused, letting the information sink in before continuing. “Little by little, the Hunters trickled away. Now no one knows what has become of ‘Ramses,’ and the Hunters appear to have re-grouped under the leadership of a force none of them can identify.” 
 
   He leaned forward, folding his hands on the polished wooden surface of the table. His amber eyes sparked with warning. “Dannai Caige, one of our female werewolves and a high ranking witch in her own coven, seems to have won the attention of the former Hunter leader, Ramses.” Here, Jesse broke off and met Jason’s gaze. Unspoken messages passed between them. Jason was all too familiar with this recent “attention.”
 
   “Or rather, her children have at the very least,” Jesse went on. “Based on the results of several informative spells and the visions of Lily Kane and other seers, we’ve come to believe that ‘Ramses’ may actually, for lack of a better term,” he smiled wryly, “be on our side.”
 
   “Why do we care?” the Shadow King asked, his deep rumbling words reverberating off the meeting room walls. “If he is nowhere to be found?” It was the first time Jason had ever heard him speak. It was unnerving.
 
   However, Jesse hid any discomfort he might have felt very well. “We care,” he said calmly, “because we’ve also come to learn that Ramses may in fact be connected with the one who is responsible for the attack on the pier.” He looked up at Roman. “And for Ophelia.”
 
   “In other words, if he’s connected to these events but he’s on our side, then he’s powerful enough to help us fight our enemy,” suggested Avery.
 
   Jesse nodded. 
 
   “So now all you boys have to do is find Ramses,” said Lalura around a mouth full of crumbling cookie. It looked like one of the chocolate dipped ones.  She looked up, capturing Jason in her blue beams. “And your queens,” she added. “Before the bad guy does.”
 
   She pushed away from the table then, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. “Thank you for the tea, Roman.” 
 
   With that, the ancient witch popped out of existence in a tremendous flash and puff of pink smoke and sparkles. The smell of lavender filled the air.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Five
 
   There were two reasons Chloe had chosen Maui as her escape. The energy on the island was different; it was ancient. This was a land of old magic and older gods, and in her world, older meant more powerful. There was a force that ran through life on Maui like water, rippling around everything on the island.
 
   This energy provided a kind of camouflage for Chloe. More importantly, it provided sustenance. It wasn’t warlock magic, but it helped. Chloe felt she could breathe just a little easier here, which was why Mili felt that Chloe fit in. 
 
   The other reason she’d chosen it was for its remoteness. 
 
   Its inhabitants were few, and they were relatively peaceful. Maui headlines talked about weather and surfing, never murder or rape. And this was important to Chloe – very important.
 
   Chloe was composed of the same stuff as space, and because there was no dark magic inhabiting her spirit, her body and mind tended to act as a vacuum for the sensations around them. 
 
   She’d heard of people who were highly sensitive. They couldn’t stand to watch the news or read the newspaper or subject themselves to sad movies because they absorbed the emotions of other people, took too much into themselves, and became absolutely miserable. Chloe was like that.
 
   She didn’t read headlines, she didn’t troll Facebook for news posts, and she didn’t own a television. A newscast for her was an agonizing dichotomy between the tragedy being reported and the tainted hint of jaded boredom and arrogant glee from the reporter telling the story. It was one more miserable reminder of the nonsensical way the world worked. Chloe wanted nothing to do with any of it.
 
   Because she was forced to hide from supernaturals who would use her empty weakness against her anyway, Chloe protected herself from the harsh sensations of the world by hiding away in tiny towns around the globe. 
 
   There, she worked jobs that tended to the physical and emotional needs of others, trying her best to minimize negative emotions around her. Like the magic on Maui – every little bit helped. 
 
   But several months ago, Chloe caught wind that the notorious Jason Alberich was searching for his queen, as all 13 Kings suddenly were. For some reason… this struck Chloe in a profound way. 
 
   As if she’d subconsciously known she would be the one he searched for, suddenly, she felt like running again. She took Miliani up on her offer in Maui and booked her flights. The soonest trip she could get would take her from Boston to New York to Hawaii.
 
   What she hadn’t counted on was that technical difficulties would wind up canceling her flight from New York, forcing her to stay overnight – and that she would run into Jason Alberich himself as she traveled from the airport to her hotel.  
 
   What were the chances of that? They were infinitesimally small. The fates had been at work.
 
   She’d been crossing the street and hailing a cab when it occurred. She felt the sudden weight of him. She sensed his eyes on her and knew that it was him. One hand on the taxi door handle, she turned – and found herself gazing into a tall, dark spire of desire that hit her like a freight train. 
 
   The shock Jason experienced at seeing her, and the need that followed it, rolled across the distance between them and bowled her over, knocking the wind from her lungs. Her own responding desire redoubled the effect, kick-starting a rapid succession of painful beats of her heart. 
 
   It was all she’d been able to do to scramble into the back seat of her taxi, close her eyes tight, and give the driver his instructions.
 
   She hadn’t seen him since then…. And now he was on the island.
 
   I can’t feel him right now, she thought. At least there’s that.
 
   Lahaina, Maui was a lit up harbor at night, with tourists milling through the streets, shops and restaurants, and locals still out surfing in-between anchored sailboats. A few other locals would linger and lounge on the grass, high on weed or love or both and would smile bright white smiles and greet passersby with friendly “alohas.” 
 
   Chloe sat on the cement and rock wall over the shoreline of the harbor below and listened and watched. The wall abutted a small park with a few smaller trees and lush green grass. The local children loved climbing the trees and adults enjoyed resting at their bases. A bearded longhaired man in shorts and flip-flops a few yards away from Chloe was on his older model cell phone. “… I’m telling you, it’s all the blacktop and asphalt in the world,” he insisted to whoever was on the other end. “That’s why we have global warming. It’s heating everything up.”
 
   Chloe turned her attention to the dots of white and brown sitting patiently on the swells in the distance. The die-hard surfers and body boarders remained where they were well beyond sundown to catch the last waves in. There were two reasons for this. Every surfer or body boarder was under the same spell: there was an eternal lure in the next wave, and it grabbed and paralyzed man and woman alike,   seducing them to stay on the water just a little while longer. 
 
   But this late in the day, when the nocturnal creatures of the ocean awakened to hunt, it was also safer to sit still on your board and wait for a wave strong enough to take you all the way back into shore than it was to paddle back yourself. You drew less attention to the animals below if you let the water move you than if you splashed along on your board. Movement and sound drew the eye of the “mano.”
 
   Chloe sighed. The fingers of an ocean breeze brushed through her long blonde hair. The temperature was perfect. 
 
   But she was not at peace.
 
   Despite the remoteness of Maui, there was actually little quiet on the island. It wasn’t as you would have expected. All over Maui’s shorelines could be heard the susurrus and whisper of the water moving in and out, and the crash of their vibrato as the waves hit the sand. But even this natural orchestra is drowned out by the human made sounds of progress.
 
   In Lahaina, bands on open restaurant verandas played long into the night. In Kihei, several miles south along the shore, the drunk became boisterous and messy. Not even under the sea was there to be found a respite from the non-stop noise. Crabs clicked and clattered away, chattering like marine cicadas, and the scuba gear’s regulator formed bubbles that burst in the eardrums, deafening and disorienting.
 
   There was no real silence, no real peace. Not even here, on a tiny remote island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. 
 
   Chloe’s stardust blood yearned for the annals of space. It longed for its homeland. It always had.
 
   If she’d possessed the power she should rightfully have possessed, she could have transported to the astral plane. It was composed of the same magic of space and time that she was. She’d always wanted to visit. She could have spent a day there, maybe two. She imagined that she would have grown stronger, remembered who and what she was, grown more confident. She could be herself again – and figure things out.
 
   But gaining the power it would take to do that would mean giving in and subjecting herself to the servitude of a warlock.
 
   “And you’re not one for giving in, are you Chloe Septeran?”
 
   Chloe’s eyes shot wide open. Her breath hitched in her suddenly constricted throat and she sprang to her feet, spinning with tremendous speed. 
 
   Jason Alberich stood several feet away, tall, well built, dark, and powerful. He was draped in the colors of night, his blonde hair a stark shock against his black clothing. His green eyes flashed in the moonlight. But he seemed at ease, confident and relaxed, his hands were clasped behind him as if to show her they were not a threat.
 
   Chloe didn’t bother to ask him how he’d known what she was thinking. He was the sovereign of the warlocks. If he wanted to read someone’s mind, all he had to do was cast a spell. 
 
   “You’ve been running for a very long time,” he told her. He tilted his head to the side. “Surely you must be weary.”
 
   Chloe could scarcely believe he was standing there in front of her – that it was really him. She also couldn’t understand why she hadn’t sensed him drawing near. His magic should have overwhelmed her. It should have felt like gorging on a buffet after a starvation diet. It could have even felt like an orgasm. 
 
   But she felt nothing other than the enormous amount of trepidation strangling her in that moment. Clearly he was sparing her. 
 
   But why?
 
   “Invaluable,” he whispered suddenly. Chloe blinked. He smiled. 
 
   Chloe’s stomach knotted and her knees grew weak. He had the most sinful smile.
 
   Jason looked down at the damp grass and condensed earth and slid his hands into his pockets to slowly pace toward the wall beside her. “The things I’ve learned about you, about Akyri in general over the last few days.” He pinned her with those eyes again, stealing her strength like candy from a baby. “The information is invaluable.”
 
   Chloe swallowed, choking past the lump in her throat. She hugged herself though she was not cold. Not at all. 
 
   “Some people would sacrifice a great deal to obtain it,” he said. Those sharp emerald eyes slid over her form. “To learn about you.”
 
   Chloe took a step back, her trepidation suddenly overwhelming her good sense. “Are… you threatening me?” she asked, her voice trembling. She had nowhere to go. There was nothing she could do against Alberich. 
 
   Jason shook his head. “No,” he said softly – intimately. “I learned the hard way that threats actually gain you very little. However, as you’re already aware, the climate of our world is changing.” He paused and his expression became very serious. “You and I both know that you’re in danger, Chloe.”
 
   From you, she thought. From you!
 
   But she knew that wasn’t strictly true. At least not solely true. There was a greater evil on the rise. Chloe could feel it the way a sunbather would sense a sudden shadow. Darkness was coming.
 
   “Tell me, Stardust,” he said, turning to face her fully. She felt caged in by him suddenly, this black wall of towering muscle and magic. “When it comes for you, would you rather be as you are now?” He stepped forward suddenly, and whatever shield he’d been using to protect her from his magic dropped.
 
   Chloe gasped and reeled backward, but his arm slid around her waist and she was pulled up against the hardness of his body. The night and the stars began to swim. She moaned as every nerve in her system crackled to sharp, erotic life. 
 
   “Or like this?” he asked, his words spoken across her lips.
 
   She gazed up into endless green and felt as if she were staring into Oz. The man behind the curtain. The great and powerful….
 
   “Hey Chloe, is this dude bothering you?”
 
   The voice came from far off, and she vaguely recognized it. Matthew? Kimo?
 
   Jason didn’t move. His arm remained locked around her waist. He stared down at her, his magic curling around her, binding her in place as effectively as steel chains. 
 
   In her peripheral vision, she saw his other arm slowly raise palm-out toward the intruder. 
 
   No, she thought. But she was helpless to speak. She could barely breathe. Energy infused her body, snaking through her veins, her muscles, and soaking into every pore like a godsend. She stood there in the Warlock King’s embrace and felt as though she’d been wasting away and barely alive – and now, for the first time in forever, she tasted mana. She imbibed in ambrosia. She bit into the golden apple that would make her a god.
 
   Pleasure rippled through her, stealing what was left of the strength from her legs. They gave out and Jason supported her easily. His eyes burned, fierce green irises circling cores of sparking red. 
 
   Heat scorched across Chloe’s middle, pooling intimately between her legs, greedily feeding off of Jason’s magic and then egging her on, almost demanding that she have more.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jason’s hand heat up and begin to glow. The stranger who had come to check on her backed up a step. She recognized his stance now. It was Kimo. He had a short board under his arm. He’d been one of the men surfing.
 
   “Please,” she managed. It took a world of effort and left her dizzy. The core of her womanhood began to throb. He was being ruthless.
 
   But then she would have expected no less from him.
 
   “Very well,” he said, his breath caressing her lips. “Since you asked so nicely.” He turned his attention onto Kimo, and Chloe was finally spared the intensity of his gaze. “Leave,” he commanded coolly. Chloe felt a pulse of his power release from the tremendous store he possessed within himself. 
 
   Kimo hesitated perhaps a single second before turning around and walking swiftly away. 
 
   Jason returned his attention to her. “Think on it long and hard, Stardust,” he whispered. Very slowly, his arm slid from her waist. He released her with great reluctance, and as he did, she felt his power leave her as well.
 
   Like a receding tide, it unwrapped itself from her spirit, her bones, her skin. It eased away from her, leaving her feeling naked and exposed. 
 
   Freezing and utterly, terribly bereft, she felt like a woman who’d been moments away from climax only to have the pleasure ripped away and the covers torn from her body.
 
   But she was in reality no different now than she had been before he’d allowed her a taste of his magic….
 
   Was she?
 
   Jason Alberich smiled a dark, promising smile. He let his hands drop to his sides and stepped back. “Until tomorrow, my queen.”
 
   Another beat, another bated breath – and the Warlock King transported away, vanishing into the night.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Six
 
   “Omigod, omigod, omigod,” Chloe ran a fierce hand roughly through her hair, where it promptly got tangled and yanked painfully on her scalp. She winced, ripped her hand out and spun in place. Her hair flew out around her like a silken white-blonde fan. “Oh my God!” she cried, and then fell back onto the couch.
 
   She looked up at Miliani where her friend sat at the small bar that separated the living room from the kitchen. The fingers of one of Mili’s hands tapped rather frantically on the bar counter. Her other hand was wrapped around a koozied can of soda. Her white teeth worried her lower lip. She stared at nothing as she obviously tried to think of something to say or do. She looked almost as scared as Chloe.
 
   “What am I going to do?” Chloe whispered, not really asking Mili, but needing to pose the question out loud.
 
   Mili suddenly jumped from the stool at the counter. “I’ve got it! You know that labyrinth place in Up Country? That one that has a sort of vortex?”
 
   Chloe knew what she was referring to. “Up Country” was the land you found once you started traveling inland, away from the shores. The elevation rose and the greenery became thicker. Chloe had always felt that it was far more beautiful in Up Country than it was along the beach, especially when compared to the touristy areas. It was wetter, there were more rainbows, and the breeze was composed of magic. 
 
   Just off of the Road to Hana in Up Country, there was a place called The Labyrinth of the Sacred Garden. You entered through a tiny little store that sold novelties and then continued on to find various walking labyrinths of different sizes, a plethora of fountains and plants, a statue of Buddha with padded seats before it for meditation, tables to write on or drink tea, and a wooden swing – just for fun. 
 
   The owners made a little money from the small selection of knick-knacks they sold in the gift shop and donations, but it was obvious they didn’t open the place to the public for the profits. It was also obvious they’d donated their own funds to its creation and upkeep. It wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.
 
   For Chloe, the energy present at the Sacred Gardens was a literal thing. For her and her dark matter spirit, it was tangible. There was a dried up ravine in front of the wooden swing. Through the overhanging branches and across the outcroppings of limestone and centuries-old hardened lava, a breeze blew. It was a wind filled with the voices of the old gods.
 
   They whispered, the old gods. They never yelled or screamed. They neither raged nor bellowed. They only spoke softly, and it was up to you to listen.
 
   If you could make out what they were saying, you received their blessing. 
 
   When she was feeling particularly drained or weak from the lack of warlock magic to absorb, that was where Chloe went, and like every other small thing she did to tend to her spirit - it helped.
 
   “Yes,” she said in answer to Mili’s question. She knew of the place. “What about it?”
 
   “Well, couldn’t you go there? I mean, if you stayed for a really long time, couldn’t you get enough magic there that you’d be able to fight Alberich off?”
 
   Chloe blinked. She sort of wanted to laugh. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, she actually might have. “Umm, Mili, I’m honestly not sure any person on Earth can fight off Jason Alberich using magic.” To say nothing of a highly weakened Akyri whose response to the man’s power was like a cat to catnip.
 
   Miliani stared at her a moment, unmoving. Then she blew out a puff of breath that fanned the hair in front of her face. “Yeah, I know. I was just throwing it out there.” She moved the hair out of her face. “Chloe,” she said hesitantly. “Are you sure you want to fight him off? I mean, if he’s right, and great big baddy is headed this way, and what you say is true too and no one is better at this type of magic than he is, then maybe you should just….”
 
   “Just what?” Chloe asked. Her heart was pounding. “Give in? Surrender?” Her tone had an acidic bite to it.  “Bind myself to a warlock like a slave to a master? Be trapped forever? Maybe you’re right,” she said, in all honesty sounding as if she didn’t feel Miliani was even the tiniest bit right. “Maybe I should have become an Akyri sheep long ago.” If she had, she would either be dead now or she would be well fed. Either way, she wouldn’t be suffering from weakness. Probably.
 
   “Wow,” said Miliani. “Immature much?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You know the truth and you’re just afraid to admit it.” She shook her head. “But if you insist on taking this route and keeping your distance from the Warlock King, then you need a plan. And if you can’t use magic on him, then you’ll have to use might.”
 
   Chloe narrowed her eyes. “What kind of might?”
 
   “From what you’ve told me, there are lots of kings and lots of supernatural creatures roaming the planet. So why not go to someone who’s as physically strong as he is magically strong?”
 
   “You mean you want me to pit king against king?” Chloe shook her head and held up her hands. “You don’t understand. These guys are not only virtually untouchable and unreachable by anyone except each other; they stick together. They’re as different as night and day, and they come from completely different worlds or realms, but when they convene here in this one, they come together as allies, not enemies.” She shook her head vigorously, thinking of the catastrophe that a war between the kings would be. “Even if I could – which I can’t – I would never consider jeopardizing that.”
 
   Mili took a deep breath and sat back down on the stool. “Well then you only have one option left.” She looked, just then, like the saddest person in the world as she raised her Coke Zero, wrapped in its Mickey Mouse koozie and placed it to her lips. “You run. Again.” She took a big swig and swallowed loudly, gritting her teeth.
 
   “Actually, there might be another choice.” Chloe suddenly straightened on the couch. Something had occurred to her. It was a memory, distant and faint. Miliani’s Mickey Mouse koozie had jarred the memory awake within her. She frowned, trying to recall the details. “Disneyland.”
 
   Mili matched her frown where she sat and cocked her head to one side. “Excuse me? Did you just say Disneyland?”
 
   Chloe rose from the couch, nodding. “Yes,” she said, growing excited with the prospect of hope. “Yes, I did.” It had been forty years since she’d heard of him, since she’d listened to the rumors of the crazy, prophetic Akyri who couldn’t pull himself away from theme parks and carnivals. He’d slipped into Disneyland the day it opened and hadn’t left since. Or at least, he hadn’t left in twenty years – back when she’d heard the rumor… in something like 1975.
 
   She wondered whether any of it was true. The man was supposed to be some kind of seer. Eccentric. Wacko. Brilliant. 
 
   “Chloe?” Mili questioned softly. “Talk to me. You’re acting crazy.”
 
   Chloe looked up, blinking. “What?” 
 
   Mili shook her head. “What’s going on in there?” She tapped her fingers to her own head in reference.
 
   “I don’t really know, actually,” Chloe told her with a shrug. “But maybe something good. If the fates are on my side.”
 
   “Something about Disneyland.”
 
   “Sort of,” Chloe offered with a half-smile. “That’s where I need to start, anyway. Several years ago, I was in a bar in LA where a lot of Akyri would go to hang out. I was traveling through or I never would have gone there, believe me. But I had to stay overnight and the city was overwhelming me, so I went out to be with others of my kind.” Chloe knew Mili would understand this. Other Akyri often acted as buffers for Chloe, shielding her from the emotions of Earth’s animals, both human and non-human. 
 
   She went on. “Once inside, I kept to myself and stayed in the corner. I didn’t want anyone asking me which warlock I served. At one point, I overheard this group of Akyri laughing about some crazy elder who apparently patronized fairs, circuses, and carnivals – that kind of thing – to the point that he actually lived in them.”
 
   “Okay,” said Mili, nodding once.
 
   “The thing is, he apparently had gone mad because of his visions or whatever. He’s supposed to be some kind of seer.”
 
   “And you think he’s in Disneyland.”
 
   “Apparently he showed up on opening day in July and never left.” 
 
   “And you want to talk to him.”
 
   “If he’s real – and he’s there – then maybe he can help guide me, Mili. Tell me what the hell I’m supposed to do.”
 
   “You’ll listen to a crazy old man living in a tilt-a-whirl, but you won’t listen to your best friend?”
 
   Chloe gave her a look. “Disneyland doesn’t have any tilt-a-whirls.”
 
   “How would you know?” Miliani slid off of her stool and planted her hands on her hips. “I already told you what you should do. Stop running and have dinner with the Warlock King. Get to know him a little. Give him a chance. You never know what might happen.”
 
   The idea was preposterous. There was no way she could give in to him and surrender and let him…. Her mind wondered. Let him…. Her body was suddenly remembering Jason’s arm around her waist, his magic cascading over her like an invisible liquid orgasm, his otherworldly eyes boring into hers, searing her down to her very soul.
 
   “Chloe?”
 
   Chloe blinked. Her cheeks felt flushed. “No,” she said, her throat dry. She cleared it and went on. “You’re right, you don’t know what might happen. He might be a perfect gentleman who is somehow capable of completely ignoring the dark pull of his magic and never giving in to it and turning into a bossy asshole, ever.” She gave Mili that raised brow look that said she didn’t believe it even as she suggested it. “Then again, maybe not. As you say, you never know.” 
 
   Now she smiled and leaned in. “Not unless you visit an ancient Akyri seer in the ‘happiest place on Earth’ and he tells you what would happen.” 
 
   She moved past Mili and headed toward the hall that would lead to her bedroom. It was time to pack. “And that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Seven
 
   Lalura Chantelle stilled. Her eyes froze on the last word in the sentence she’d been reading. 
 
   After a moment, she lifted her head, took off her reading glasses, and carefully placed her book and the glasses on the coffee table beside her easy chair. Then she waited, tucked warm and safe beneath her thick plush throw.
 
   The fire in her hearth flickered, the flames dancing in a sudden breeze. Lalura caught the faint scent of oil, frankincense and myrrh. She waited.
 
   The open books laid out on a table across the room began to rustle. A page turned. Another. Soon, they were fanning from one side of the book to the other. She waited.
 
   Her gauzy white curtains swayed. The air in the room heated as if touched by the sun in a mid-day desert. Lalura heard voices, ancient and nearly forgotten. They whispered. She waited.
 
   A slice of light appeared a few feet in front of her chair. It spread and grew, pulsing outward as if the air were parting to make way. And that’s what it was doing.
 
   As the door to another time and place opened wide, Lalura’s blue eyes sparked with intelligent interest and eternal patience. 
 
   From out of the light stepped a man, tall and broad and wrapped in the robes of a time long gone by. Only his eyes were visible. Those eyes, dark and depthless, gazed into Lalura’s. Her brow arched as the light behind him dissipated and winked out, leaving him standing still and quiet and exuding untold power in the middle of her living room.
 
   “Ah,” greeted Lalura. “I was wondering when you would pay me a visit.”
 
   He said nothing. The air in the room cooled, returning to normal. The scent of anointing oils faded. The book pages settled, and the curtains became still.
 
   “You seem weary, Amon,” said Lalura, her scratchy voice so crisp and clear in the quiet that was punctuated softly by the crackling of the hearth fire. “Or would you prefer that I call you Ramses?”
 
   No reply.
 
   “I suppose this weariness is a good thing, as you’ve stopped leading the Hunters in their raids.”
 
   Still, he said nothing. 
 
   “I assume that if you are tired, it’s because you’ve put the vast majority of your power into protecting your daughter and grandchildren,” she went on. Something sparked to life in the stranger’s dark eyes. “I must thank you,” she added. “Dannai Caige and her son and daughter mean a good deal to me as well.”
 
   “You are the mortal who raised her,” came his voice at last, deep and resonant much like Roman D’Angelo’s. But Amon’s words were laced with something indescribable. It was as if they were being heard through the annals of time. They were strong, but tainted with ancient history and all that it entailed.
 
    “I am,” she admitted easily. Proudly.
 
   “Then it is you to whom I owe my gratitude,” he said. “Dannai is wise, intelligent, and kind. Those are not inherited traits.”
 
   Lalura’s blue eyes shone. After a moment in which she watched the stranger carefully, she tilted her head to one side and slowly nodded in acceptance of the compliment. “But that’s not why you’re here, Ramses,” she said. “Dannai is not the one you have come to speak to me about. You’ve come to talk to me… about your brother.”
 
   Amon’s dark eyes flashed. Slowly, he raised his hand and unfastened the gauzy material concealing his visage. He unwrapped it, revealing one of the most ruggedly beautiful faces Lalura had ever set eyes upon.
 
   Perhaps the most beautiful.
 
   For a woman who entertained the company of men like the 13 Kings, such a realization was frankly incredible.
 
   Without taking his powerful eyes from hers, Amon sat down, sinking gracefully into a chair that had not been there a second ago. His magic was automatic apparently, and Lalura was not surprised. She was, however, impressed.
 
   “I do seek your council,” he said softly. “You are right that it was I who led the Hunters.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And you are right that I no longer do.” Then Amon said, “What we must discuss may take some time. So please allow me to prepare refreshments.”
 
   He gestured smoothly to the three-foot space between them. A table appeared.  Sandwiches, cakes, and biscuits of assorted varieties were stacked four-tiers high on gold sandwich stand atop it. They smelled fresh, the cookies warm, the chocolate melted. The tea’s strong aroma curled through the air, deep and sultry and tempting. 
 
   “All right, you can set a fine tea, I’ll give you that,” said Lalura. “And clearly you know my preferences.”
 
   Amon calmly poured some of the golden pot’s tea into a gold teacup and added milk from a small gold pitcher. He then picked up a saucer and held the tea out for Lalura. 
 
   She took it, equally calmly, and enjoyed a sip. It was perfect. 
 
   “I have seen neither my brother nor my queen in more than five thousand years,” Amon said as he leaned back in his chair and placed his hands on the arm rests, as a pharaoh would do. “At that time, we convened and left this realm, weary of the fighting between man and monster. And between man and man.” He paused and considered her with the kind of hole-boring scrutiny one would only find with a god. “I must ask. What causes you to mention my brother now?”
 
   “He is the one behind the attack on the 13 Kings at the pier in San Francisco,” she told him frankly. “He is awake, Ramses.”
 
   Amon gazed at her steadily and quietly for some time.
 
   The seconds ticked past. Lalura took another sip of tea and chose a Danish. It was perfect as well.
 
   “You are truly worthy of the praise you are given, witch,” Amon said finally. He spoke softly, his tone laced with a hint of what might be considered respect. “You know much.”
 
   “That’s not all.” Lalura swallowed her bite of scone and wiped the crumbs from the corners of her mouth. “He has your queen.”
 
   More silence. Then, “Kamon is very smart. An attack against your 13 Kings is believable. However, he does not possess the ability to hold Amunet prisoner.” 
 
   “Oh, he’s not doing it alone,” Lalura said, setting her empty teacup down and sitting back in her chair with a satisfied sigh. She adjusted the warm blanket over her body. “No king can truly possess a queen. As on the chessboard, she is too strong for that. Your brother has managed to pull the only dirty trick that would accomplish his goal. He’s using her own power against her.”
 
   The fire in the hearth suddenly flickered madly – and went out. Amon was very, very still where he sat across from Lalura. The atmosphere in the room grew heavy. It felt as though the air had taken on extra molecules, leaden molecules. 
 
   Lalura raised her chin. “I see you hadn’t considered that.”
 
   Very slowly, Amon stood. 
 
   A wind picked up outside, rushing through the tiny cracks in the windowsill and howling a high-pitched warning. Leaves rustled across the street, sounding like a crackling fire. Thunder rolled over the rooftops. As it rode over her home, the lights flickered.
 
   The light that had seen Amon here a few minutes ago reappeared behind him, a portal about to open.
 
   “Before you go, you should know that there is more in play here than meets the eye, Ramses. Your brother never had his sights set on the 13 Kings. They are a step in his process and nothing more. He is focused on something much, much bigger.” 
 
   Lightning crashed. Lalura ignored it.
 
   She waved her hand, and the gorgeous table and all of the solid gold tea ware atop it disappeared. 
 
   She looked up at Amon and met his gaze, holding it steady. The light pulsing to life behind him paused in its growth. “If you truly hope to rescue Amunet, might I suggest that you concentrate on thwarting his next move, and leave your thoughts of revenge for another day?”
 
   “You underestimate me, old woman,” Amon said. There was no disrespect in his tone. He used the term almost affectionately. “Kamon is after your queens. He has had a taste of what a queen’s power will give him. He wants more.”
 
   “You’re further ahead than I thought, I admit.”
 
   “But they are not his ultimate design either,” he told her frankly. “He does not desire the power of the 13 queens for the sake of possessing that power alone. He needs their strength,” he went on, “to unleash something that I barely managed to put to rest more than five thousand years ago.”
 
   Lalura’s gaze narrowed. The ancient god was now treading territory that she was unfamiliar with. She may be a seer and counselor and she may be the oldest and wisest herald among the witch covens, but she was only human after all. And she would be the very first to admit that she didn’t know everything.
 
   “When he does,” Amon told her gravely, “not a thing in any realm will be capable of defeating it.” He turned slightly, glancing at the portal behind him, which was once more opening wide. “And Kamon will become the least of your worries.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eight
 
   She was planning to run. 
 
   Jason had known she would do so from the get-go. It was what she was used to doing; she’d been running for countless years. It was now almost more a part of her genetic make-up than was the sparkling, cosmos she was actually composed of. 
 
   Jason slowly turned an enormous black diamond between his fingers. Black diamonds, also known as Carbonados, were never this large. They were normally quite small, no larger than a few carats. They were also more porous than white and colored diamonds, so they lacked the luster and sparkle of their sister stones. They’d become a fad in society of late, despite their plainness. People would buy anything. 
 
   However, this was no ordinary black diamond.
 
   It was the size of a small apple, and it sparkled madly in the firelight of Jason’s great room, reflecting the flames in a multitude of nearly extra-dimensional facets to glitter as no other stone ever had. He gazed at it with a semi-interested air as he thought of dark matter, of Akyri, and of Chloe Septeran.
 
   Wind whipped through the trees outside. A few stray raindrops spattered across the windows and coated the roof. This was Jason’s sanctuary, the extra-dimensional “home” he’d owned and carried with him since he’d found the spell to create it in one of Lalura’s books as a child. 
 
   Each year it had grown larger and more opulent. On the outside, it appeared to be nothing more than a shack, a cabin, a small rambler, or even a tent. It took on whatever visage fit the surrounding environment. The same illusion held true for anyone of non-magical blood or of too low a magical “level” who happened to come in through the front door. The tent remained a tent, and the shack remained a shack.
 
   However, for Jason it became the mansion of marble and stone that his power had helped it to grow into long ago. Ribbons of gold wound their way through the marble blocks and the polished mantle of the massive hearth against one wall. Rugs of ancient, expensive design appeared to have been tossed carelessly, luxuriously here and there. The ceiling reached nearly cathedral heights and was painted in frescoes that changed with the sky above: clouds and snow in one location, thunder and lightning in another.
 
   Sculptures and fountains occupied corners, vases from dynasties in other realms rested on raised daises, and tall cabinets with crystal doors safely sequestered jewels and objects of magical interest. 
 
   Luxurious tapestries hung from solid brass fixtures along the walls. One depicted a little boy with flaxen hair and a little girl with dark hair playing around a tree in a fenced backyard. Light gathered in the little girl’s hands, and it appeared the little boy was guiding her on what to do with it.
 
   Another tapestry depicted the scene of a magical battle in a forest filled with massive, ancient redwoods.
 
   A third tapestry wove a birds’ eye view of a dark and secret room, at the center of which rested a table. Around this table sat 13 figures, each bearing some sort of decoration that symbolized who was who. The picture hadn’t been there several months ago.
 
   It was now. 
 
   It was there now because these tapestries had appeared at intervals in Jason’s life, intricate reflections of what was transpiring around him, influencing him, and casting the stones of his destiny.
 
   There was a fourth tapestry, however its woven colors were faded and obscure. The image that would take its place in its threads had not yet come to pass. Jason wondered whether when it was complete, it would be a picture he would take joy in looking upon – or only want to rip down and burn.
 
   These were the trappings of his noble home. His sanctuary. It was, in all of its majesty, a palace he enjoyed in solitary splendor, for he was one of a very few individuals strong enough to see the mansion for what it truly was. 
 
   It would be the same for Chloe, once the queen came home to her castle. 
 
   If she came home to her castle.
 
   She will, he insisted. She would know her home right away. There was so much inherent power flooding her body and soul, she would see it as he did… and perhaps to even more detail.
 
   Jason took a deep breath and straightened, rising from the leather seat and striding to the hearth. He leaned against the mantle, reaching down to hold the black diamond before the flames of the fire. 
 
   It looked like stardust.
 
   *****
 
   “You gonna shoot or do I need to do it for you?” Dannai wriggled her finger, pointing it threateningly at the dart her friend Lily was holding. It wavered in Lily’s hand and earned Dannai a dirty look.
 
   Dannai smiled, shrugging and tossing a long, thick lock of jet-black hair over her shoulder. This was the first night she and Lucas had taken away from the twins. It felt strange. It was like her arms were too light; the weight that had been unloaded from them beckoned and burned. She wanted her babies back, but she also knew that she and her husband desperately needed this time together without them. For sanity’s sake. For their sake.
 
   So Lalura Chantelle was watching the twins, with the “help” of Lily’s son, three-year-old William Kane. Dannai would never have placed such enormous responsibility in a single mortal, ordinary, human’s care, especially one as old as Lalura. However, Lalura was no ordinary woman.
 
   “What’s the point?” Lily retorted. Your brother-in-law is messing with the board.” Lily Kane, a tall, slim woman with honey colored eyes and like-colored hair shot another man the same teasingly dirty look. “He’s cheating.”
 
   “I most certainly am not,” Byron Caige insisted, crossing his thick arms over his broad chest. 
 
   Dannai glanced at him. He was her husband’s brother and their looks were so similar, that Dannai easily recognized the slight guilt in the man’s expression. “You know, I thought the scores seemed a little skewed,” she said.
 
   Byron’s slightly guilty expression expanded to encompass his handsome features, and his gray eyes twinkled. Oh, he was damned. 
 
   Every alpha werewolf possessed a unique power of some kind. Dannai’s husband, Lucas, had incredible luck. He was like that comic book character who never lost at games, which was further proof that Byron was cheating. This time, Lucas was losing.
 
   Byron Caige, his brother, possessed the ability to manipulate technology. Fifty years ago, when he’d first discovered this ability, it hadn’t seemed all that useful. However now was most certainly another story.
 
   He’d apparently changed the electronic score readouts on the dartboard, managing to do so without anyone noticing the changes out-right.
 
   “You’re unscrupulous my love,” accused Katherine Dare, Byron’s mate. She shook her blonde head, the corners of her mouth turned up just enough to show she was teasing, and then she reached down, scooped up four pointed darts at once, and shot them toward the board with incredible speed.
 
   One dart embedded itself in the bull’s-eye. Two more landed in the bullring. The fourth stuck dead center in the 20 triple ring. 
 
   Dannai shook her head. “There’s just no point in playing with you two.”
 
   Katherine Dare may be the “Curse Breaker” amongst werewolves, the one responsible for breaking a 4,000 year-old curse by sacrificing herself to a terrible evil, but she was also a former Hunter and trained by the Hunters. She was very good at just about anything having to do with fighting. Even darts.
 
   Katherine, who also went by “Kat,” smiled a giant smile, flashing rows of bright white teeth. Everyone else laughed. Lily gathered the darts, placed them in the bin for someone else to use, and she, Dannai, Kat, Byron, and Lucas all headed toward the booths on the other end of the pub. 
 
   Dannai had been hoping Charlie, Malcolm, and Daniel could join them tonight as well, but Daniel, who was Lily’s husband, worked nearly non-stop as the chief of police in Baton Rouge. Malcolm Cole was a famous author and currently on tour signing autographs overseas. Charlie, his mate and one of Dannai’s best friends, always accompanied him when he traveled if he traveled abroad. 
 
   Dannai couldn’t blame her. Charlie’d had a rather rough childhood as a dormant who didn’t know she was dormant, an even rougher young adulthood, and she’d lived in a state of fear more or less for decades. Now that she was a turned and mated werewolf and knew where she stood in life, she had a good deal more confidence and a lot less anxiety about getting out and seeing things. Plus, Malcolm could barely stand to have her out of arm’s reach. So, traveling together was best for the both of them.
 
   The five of them squeezed into an oversized booth and Lucas ordered them drinks. 
 
   “I had a vision last night,” Lily began as the waitress deposited their beers on the table. 
 
   This got everyone’s immediate attention. With as volatile and heated as the supernatural world had become of late, any visions the seers had were imperative and vital. 
 
   “What was it about?” Lucas asked immediately. His dark gray eyes glinted with keen interest. Everyone leaned forward, their elbows on the table. 
 
   Lily turned her mug around in her hands to grip it properly and said, “There’s a girl in a school in Oregon who is only now coming to realize she is a werewolf now that the curse is broken. She’s adopted. Her parents have no idea what she is and thus far, they have no idea that she’s experiencing… changes.”
 
   Everyone was silent for a moment as this was digested.
 
   “Well, it’s not the apocalyptic vision you had before, but it’s still disturbing,” said Lucas.
 
   “Actually, I wasn’t finished,” Lily interjected with a smile. “The rub? She’s dating a Hunter’s son.”
 
   “Okay, that’s admittedly worse,” said Kat.
 
   “And it gets even better,” said Lily. She took a drink of her beer, replaced it on the table, and added, “The Hunter father is somehow involved with a vampire – the very powerful vampire working for an unknown source.” 
 
   A strange chill went through Dannai. Somehow this felt personal.
 
   “How do you know this?” she asked before she could stop herself. It was a rather stupid question for her to ask. Everyone knew that a seer’s visions were odd, obscure sorts of things that no one but a seer would understand. And everyone also knew that a seer was never wrong in his or her interpretations. It was instinctual, like breathing. “Sorry,” she added almost immediately. “I just….”
 
   “You have every reason and right to ask,” Lily assured her, reaching across the table and giving her hand a squeeze. “You’re more involved in this than anyone at this table – and so are your kids.” Lily let go of her hands and added with a big smile, “And you’re a good mom.”
 
   Another companionable hush fell over the group as Lucas leaned over, pulled Dannai close to his side with a strong arm around her waist, and placed a gentle kiss to her forehead. 
 
   Dannai inhaled, breathing in the scent of her husband, leather and aftershave and wind – and then she froze. A familiar feeling rushed through her, one of memories and warnings and emotions both good and bad. She straightened in her booth seat and turned, looking over her shoulder toward the club’s front door.
 
   Jason Alberich stood at the opening, his green eyes reflecting the dim overhead lights. He was looking straight at her.
 
   Slowly, he nodded.
 
   She returned the gesture, and he began to make his way toward their booth.
 
   Everyone saw him at this point, and none of them spoke. The group’s feelings toward the Warlock King were perhaps as mixed as it was possible for feelings to be. Jason Alberich was their hero. He’d saved Katherine’s life, bringing the Curse Breaker back from the dead and sparing Byron’s life in the process, for he would not have survived without his mate. In doing that, he’d also spared Lucas Caige, who had only just found his brother again after fifty years without him. It was a pivotal event, and one that none of them were likely to forget soon.
 
   However, Jason Alberich has also been a dark shadow in Lucas and Dannai’s past. A very dark shadow. And this, too, was something none of them were likely to forget any time soon. Alberich was capable of very great things – both good and bad.
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said as he approached the table, all darkness and magic so strong it was nearly stifling.
 
   Alberich’s power seemed to almost double every time Dannai was near him of late. As a witch herself, she could feel it like it was a physical thing. She had the strange sensation that Jason had in fact always been this powerful, and probably more so, but donning the robes of sovereignty had merely freed his magic from its shackles, and now it fed and exercised and grew. 
 
   “Have a seat,” said Byron. Byron Caige would always be the first to welcome Jason Alberich at his table. Ironically, his brother Lucas would probably always be the last.
 
   The Warlock King glanced down at the small, very full booth.
 
   And then suddenly, the booth was not as small as it had been a second ago, and there was plenty of elbowroom among the five others. A chair had also appeared behind him, large and leather, at the end of the table.
 
   Dannai was impressed. He’d performed the magic without so much as a gesture, and seemed to have done so for no other reason than to make them all more comfortable. 
 
   Jason took his seat gracefully – as a real king would – and leaned forward, his elbows on the table. Dannai couldn’t help but imagine him like this at the notorious table of the 13. Is this how he appeared? Were they all so powerful? So charismatic?
 
   She shivered.
 
   “I’ll be blunt,” said Jason, his smooth voice reaching across the table with the grace and influence of a vampire’s. “I’ve come to ask your help.”
 
   Lily leaned forward. “You’ve found your queen.”
 
   Jason nodded. “Her name is Chloe Septeran. She’s a very special Akyri, and she needs protection. At the moment she’s on a flight from Honolulu to Los Angeles.”
 
   “Congratulations on finding your queen, but please don’t take this the wrong way,” said Lucas, and Dannai’s heart skipped a beat. She looked up at him as he went on, “You’ve got magic leaking out of your pores. What can we possibly do that you can’t?”
 
   “You don’t fight fire with fire,” said Jason. “And you don’t always fight magic with magic.”
 
   “You want us to protect her when she gets to LA. With strength and might, not magic,” said Dannai. 
 
   Jason looked down at her – and that tender smile he saved only for her curled his lips. “It couldn’t hurt. The force we’re up against is sure to have realized that the queen to the Warlock King will most certainly be surrounded with an abundance of magic. He’s sure to take measures to counteract this.”
 
   “You’re right,” said Lily. “It stands to reason. And everything we can do to help the 13 Kings protect their queens will ultimately help us as well.” She looked at the others. “Like Lalura told us.”
 
   Dannai considered this. Lalura Chantelle and Jesse Graves had called a meeting with the entire werewolf council and all of the more powerful members of the werewolf community several days earlier. There, she’d filled them in on what was happening with the 13 Kings, their fated queens, and the “force” of unseen and unknown darkness that was determined to claim them himself. This mystery force seemed to be pulling everyone’s strings as if they were puppets in an unscripted play. No one knew what his plan was; no one knew his design.
 
   Dannai had a feeling Lalura knew something she wasn’t letting on. But then Dannai always had this feeling about Lalura Chantelle.
 
   It was imperative that the kings find and “claim” their queens before this dark force did. The wellbeing of the entire supernatural world rested in the balance.
 
   “You don’t have to convince us,” said Katherine, cutting to the chase in the no-nonsense way that was so like her. “I’ll go personally.” 
 
   Byron placed his hand atop hers on the table. “We both will.”
 
   “Cole is in LA,” said Lily. “We’ll contact him and Charlie. I’m sure they would be willing to help as well.”
 
   “Why don’t you just kidnap her and tie her to your bed?” Lucas suddenly asked. Dannai’s stomach clenched. Her husband’s dark eyes were burning with memories. The table had gone quiet. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost your romantic touch, Alberich.”
 
   Dannai prepared for a fight deep down in her soul. She was pretty sure everyone else at the table was doing the same.
 
   But Jason wasn’t the man he used to be. In a move that surprised them all, he neither rose to Lucas’s saber rattling nor even paid it all that much heed.
 
   Instead, he slowly stood. “Thank you for your offer of help. In the meantime, if something should happen to me, I would like for you to give Chloe this.”
 
   He extended his arm, opened his hand, and a black diamond the size of an apple appeared in his palm.
 
   Dannai’s jaw fell open. The werewolves around the table stilled. Black diamonds that size were not supposed to exist. What’s more, everyone there, Dannai in particular, was well acquainted with what they signified in the warlock world. Jason had once given a black diamond to her, in fact. In another, less friendly time.
 
   “You’ll have to trust me in this,” Jason said, looking down at Dannai as he spoke. Their eyes met. It was like he was talking to her alone. “I promise it’s a good thing. If I can’t be there in the end, please be sure she gets it.”
 
   Dannai almost didn’t want to touch the black diamond. As inanimate objects went, their potential for darkness was unsurpassed. At the same time, she very much did want to touch it. 
 
   But Lucas spared her from having to make the decision. Before she could take it, her husband reached out, grabbed it, and snatched it from Jason’s hand. He stared up at Jason with frank distrust. 
 
   Jason’s expression was unreadable. “It’s a house key,” he said. “Whatever happens to me, Chloe Septeran was destined to be queen. She should have a fitting home.”
 
   Dannai felt a stunning sensation rip through her. Jason had just given them a very deep secret. He’d given them the means to find his hidden mansion. Everyone knew he had one. No one had ever seen it.
 
   Jason was trusting them. Implicitly.
 
   Dannai reached out and stole the diamond from her husband’s hand. He blinked, surprised. And then he sighed and sat back against the bench cushion, admitting defeat.
 
   Dannai looked back up at the Patra to her twins, her closest friend, the mysterious and multi-dimensional Warlock King. “I’ll make sure she gets it.”
 
   Jason lowered his hand and turned to her. “Thank you,” he said – just before transporting away in the blink of an eye.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Nine
 
   Chloe was fairly sure that the biggest and most significant difference between first class and coach on an airplane was that the flight attendants went out of their ways to treat coach travelers with disdain just so one could more readily tell the difference in the fore-section of the plane.
 
   That was where she sat now, and before she’d even fully finished packing her bag in the overhead bin and settling into her seat to buckle her belt, the flight attendants had zeroed in on her and offered her a “complimentary” Mai Tai. She’d declined it and they’d instead offered her bottled water and a glass of ice.
 
   Meanwhile, the people in the back went thirsty.
 
   This disparity, this subtle form of grave mistreatment, was disturbing to Chloe, especially since as far as she was concerned it was the less fortunate who probably needed the drink more. In fact, she could feel that they plainly did.
 
   Now she huddled under a complimentary blanket she didn’t strictly need but that offered comfort in the way of a barrier between her and the rest of the world. The first class seat beside her was empty, as were many of the seats in that section. A complimentary pillow cushioned her head, and her oversized, plush leather chair was reclined at a comfortable 45-degree angle.
 
   As she started to drift off to sleep, she imagined that somewhere in the back, a child shivered under the cold air of the plane’s interior, and a mother tried to hug her closer. Chloe’s eyes flew open. Her teeth set.
 
   Just as she was rising to take her pillow and blanket to the back and donate them, a shadow fell over her.
 
   “What will you do when one blanket isn’t enough?”
 
   Chloe looked up. 
 
   The rest of the plane receded a bit, and all that remained was the infamous warlock that stood at the exit to her row, blocking the way out. 
 
   It seemed that the world should have noticed him there – the way he looked, the magic oozing from his pores, the fact that he’d appeared out of nowhere. His voice. His presence…. It seemed as though the plane’s engines should have stopped running, and everyone should have stood up and stared in awe. But if anything, everyone else in the first class section of the plane was asleep. 
 
   Chloe quickly took account of her situation. Apprehension threatened to overwhelm her. She was stuck on an airplane. If she’d had a store of magic taken from a host warlock, she could have transported off the flight. Hell, she wouldn’t be on the flight to begin with.
 
   But even if she could do that, it was a bad idea to disappear from a US flight these days. Things like that were noticed, and she would end up on a No Fly list and under intense government scrutiny that was too close for comfort. 
 
   There was nowhere for her to go and nothing for her to do.
 
   “One blanket is a start,” she told him, allowing a note of defiance to enter her tone. 
 
   “Help one person and others will expect it,” Jason told her, his green eyes glittering with some kind of amusement or knowledge or both. “Are you going to find blankets for all of them?”
 
   “You could conjure them up.”
 
   “Could I?” Now he was definitely amused. “Perhaps I could. But then,” he looked over his shoulder at the sleeping bodies of the other passengers. “I’m not you.”
 
   Chloe sat back down. She’d been crouched under the bulkhead, preparing to exit her short, otherwise empty row, and she was getting sore standing there like that. Whether this was a dream or the Warlock King really was hemming her in, she was stuck. 
 
   “Then like I said,” she retorted, “one blanket is better than none.”
 
   “And when someone else wants one and you can’t provide it, are you going to let the flight attendants scramble to explain their lack of supplies to the entire flight roster?”
 
   “Why are you asking me all of this?” Chloe demanded, irritation joining her apprehension.
 
    Jason smiled the kind of smile that said he had just been waiting for her to ask that. “Think of what you could do with the magic I would give you, Chloe.”
 
   A chill went through her as he leaned forward, braced his hands on two of the seats, and pinned her with those magnetic, magnificent eyes.
 
   “You would never want,” he told her. “Not ever.” He shook his head slowly. His tone had lowered, intimate and promising. He gestured lightly to the plane around them, but his eyes remained locked on hers. “You want to make the world a better place. You can’t stand the suffering that runs through its veins like blood. So, consider for a moment what I’m offering you. I don’t care what you do with it. You want to give warmth to the cold? You want to feed the hungry? Then do it.” His gaze slipped down her body. “But you can’t do it alone. As beautiful a vessel it is, your body is empty, Chloe.” His gaze returned to hers. “You have nothing left to give.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   Jason grinned. Then he straightened, lowering his hands from the leather seats he’d been leaning against. 
 
   And Chloe screamed.
 
   The plane was gone. The passengers were gone. Open sky stretched out on either side of her, cold and silent. Chloe stumbled and crouched, her fingers grasping like claws at the air around her. She was absolutely positive that she was going to plummet to her death unless she found something to hold on to.
 
   But she didn’t plummet. She didn’t fall. After a few heart-pounding moments, Chloe realized that she was literally standing on a cloud as if it were thick Tempurpedic cotton. It was impossible, of course. It was that fantastic thing children always dreamed of doing when they stared out the window of a jet plane.
 
   Jason Alberich stood across from her, an indomitable form in solid black, stark against the backdrop of blue and white. They were alone, defying the laws of physics, and she’d been taken from her flight after all.
 
   “How…” and why was the second thing she would have asked. But she didn’t even finish her first question. She knew it was pointless. This was the Warlock King she was addressing. He could probably do anything.
 
   “This is one thing, Chloe,” he told her, his hands clasped easily behind his back as he began to pace toward her across the top of the cloud. “It’s one tiny, miniscule, utterly unimportant and ridiculously easy piece of magic.” He stopped a foot and a half away from her, and Chloe swallowed so hard, it felt as if her thyroid got stuck in her windpipe. “Especially for someone like you, Stardust, someone composed of the Cosmos. But you can’t do this, can you love? Not on your own. And so, you’re right. I would be surprised.” 
 
   Chloe stared at him as a stray breeze brushed a lock of her hair against her cheek. Wisps of cloud floated around her legs like fog. Behind her, the sun was setting; she could see its reflection in Jason’s eyes. It turned them to multicolored jade, radiant and fascinating.
 
   She felt empty in that moment. A little like a husk, light and without substance. Maybe that was why she wasn’t falling. She weighed nothing.
 
   And she realized he was right.
 
   “What do you want from me, Jason Alberich?” she whispered. But he heard. He would have heard it if she’d never even given the question voice.
 
   “Figure it out, Chloe,” he told her softly, intimately. He closed the final distance between them, and she watched the sunset flash a brilliant and rare green in the mirror of his eyes. “And when you’re ready to give it to me, I’ll be there.”
 
   Chloe inhaled sharply and sat up in her seat in the first class section of the airplane. The engines droned around her. The air was stale and fresh at the same time, cold and impersonal and devoid of pleasant smells. Goosebumps were raised across her exposed flesh. She felt disoriented. Exhausted.
 
   A man a few seats away on the opposite side of the aisle gave her a side-ways glance before returning to reading his newspaper. An orange light filtered through the drawn shade beside him. But he was sitting on the East side. 
 
   Which meant that the sun had set long ago, the night had already passed, and the sun was rising. It was morning.
 
   The flight attendant made an announcement, informing them that they would soon be landing. Chloe’s body felt stiff – light and empty still – but stiff.
 
   She wondered if it had all been a dream.  
 
   And then she noticed the neatly folded, tightly compacted pile of at least two dozen blue airplane blankets in the seat beside her. And she knew it was no dream after all.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Ten 
 
   Evie’s brow wrinkled. She stopped in the master bedroom doorway, at once alert. Something in the room was different. 
 
   “My lady?” asked the guard who stood to one side of the door.
 
   Evie glanced at him, taken aback. She blinked. Oh yeah, she thought. It would take her some time to get used to being called that. It had already been several months, but it still felt strange, as if she were a pretender. 
 
   “Is everything all right?” he asked. 
 
   His expression was starkly concerned. After what had happened with the other safe house, Roman wasn’t taking any chances. He had guards posted everywhere. He had magic wards thrown up everywhere. And he had Evie walking on eggshells with nervousness. 
 
   It was a surreal experience to be afraid for your life. The realization was a cat, creeping up on you and pouncing every now and then without warning. She would go through the course of the day in normal fashion, and then in the middle of brushing her teeth, she would freeze and a cold chill would ripple through her. She would suddenly wonder whether the toothpaste was poisoned. Never mind that it was virtually impossible to poison a vampire. It was just an unexpected, jarring thought washing through her like an insipid slush, logical or not. It was uncomfortable.
 
   She found herself looking out every window, wondering whether someone was looking back at her. She glanced over her shoulder. All she ever saw were guards, but the motion was instinctive; she couldn’t help it. She also wondered… whether all of the guards were trustworthy. Were they all really on her side?
 
   Roman D’Angelo was an indomitable king, and for the most part Evie trusted her husband to know who to put his faith in and who not to. But this business had her on edge. 
 
   “Wait here,” the guard suddenly instructed, moving from his post to enter the room before her. Evie realized that she hadn’t answered him, that she’d been lost in her thoughts, and when he moved, she remembered what had brought her to a halt in the first place. Something in the room was off.
 
   She’d always been very sensitive to her surroundings, but this was bringing it to a whole new level. They’d only moved in to the new safe house yesterday, and she’d only seen this room once before. How would she know if something were out of place?
 
   She was just pondering this question when an overwhelming sense of foreboding stunned her to her core. She cried out, “Stop!” just as the guard was reaching for the top drawer of the writing desk. 
 
   The guard froze, his fingers inches from the handle. His eyes flew to her. 
 
   “Don’t touch the drawer,” she told him, almost breathlessly.
 
   “What is it?” came a deep, commanding and very familiar voice from just behind her. 
 
   Evie turned to look up at her husband. “There’s something in that drawer,” she told him. “I don’t know what. But I know it’s wrong.”
 
   He eyed her for a moment, his expression unreadable. And then he turned and strode through the room, nodding to the guard to step aside. 
 
   Evie took an unconscious step back. At any second, she expected the entire room to go boom. 
 
   Roman stood in front of the dresser drawer – and suddenly, there was this odd ripple. It started with him and worked its way through the room. As it washed over Evie, she recognized it for a canceling spell. 
 
   A second later, Roman was opening the drawer.
 
   Evie held her breath as he and the guard peered down into the wooden compartment. Roman straightened.
 
   “What is it?” Evie asked, unable to help herself.
 
   Roman’s gaze cut to her. He reached into the drawer and Evie stiffened. But all he extracted was a slip of white parchment paper.
 
   He turned it over so that she could read it from where she stood.
 
   Made you blink.
 
   *****
 
   “What you’ve done,” he said calmly, “is unforgivable.”
 
   Thousands of candles lit on dozens of side tables along the stone walls of the long hall flickered in an otherwise unfelt breeze. The air seemed in fact still and heavy, barely breathable.
 
   “You were not to engage D’Angelo without my permission. Much less twice.”
 
   Ophelia felt her stomach go to lead. “It was nothing,” she insisted quietly. It wasn’t good to raise your voice in his presence. “I only wanted to frighten him. And his queen.”
 
   “His queen happens to be very important,” came the still-too-calm reply.
 
   Ophelia wondered for a moment then whether she was going to live the night through. 
 
   “You might have brought her harm,” he continued.
 
   “Roman would never let anything happen to her.”
 
   He was quiet. Ophelia chanced a glance up from where she was kneeling before him. The ground was hard and cold, especially for her in the weakened state she was in, but to drown out the noise of people walking across the chamber, thick rugs had been placed before what she’d come to think of as his “throne.” She was grateful for them now.
 
   He was her creator. Two hundred years ago, he had made her what she was today. 
 
   At the time, she had been engaged to Roman D’Angelo, a wealthy and powerful man of incredible good looks, exquisite taste, and unsurpassed charisma. She met him at a gala one night. Ophelia could recall how easily he’d managed to fill her dance card. Now she understood that he’d clearly been using his vampire powers on the other would-be dance partners. She didn’t know that at the time, of course.
 
   The moment he came to call at her father’s mansion, she’d chosen him out of the medley of hopeful suitors she’d earned. Roman was…. 
 
   He was different.
 
   And he would have been hers, and she would have been a queen by now, had it not been for – 
 
   “For me?” her master asked smoothly. He grinned, baring the cruel teeth that had stolen her humanity without remorse. His words mocked and belittled her. He could so easily pluck the thoughts from her mind, so effortlessly make a farce out of her every hope and dream. 
 
   Ophelia didn’t bother lying to him. “Yes,” she admitted. Her voice finally cracked in her throat. She’d been doing well, but she was so thirsty. He’d brought her to the desert, where vampires almost never tread, and he hadn’t allowed her to feed in a week. It was her punishment for some other trespass she had committed against him. 
 
   And now she had angered him with her actions against Roman and his queen.
 
   Ophelia was so weak. She wondered how much more she would have to endure before he was satisfied.
 
   “What I do to you, I do because I care,” he told her. Ophelia tore her gaze from his and looked back down at the rug. Her fingernails curled into the material as rage curled through her bloodstream. 
 
   She hated it when he spoke to her like this, as if she were a child needing a spanking. He cared less about her than he did about the lice in a homeless man’s hair. This was how he tormented her.
 
   He laughed now, a deep dark chuckle, and Ophelia closed her eyes.
 
   “Oh my dear, sweet Ophelia. Your torment has not yet even begun.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eleven
 
   The sanctity and safety of the enormous football field-sized cavern was a welcome reprieve. It was better here. 
 
   Evie could breathe.
 
   The cave ceiling so far above was colorfully lit with lichen and moss that sent the rock walls into soft rainbow hues. The beautiful and lush willow-like underground trees with their sweet, juicy fruit that vampires could actually ingest were some of Roman’s most wonderful magic. The massive waterfall on one side of the long cave provided a pleasant, comforting backdrop of white noise. The numerous carved wooden bridges with their oil lamps were idyllic where they spanned the clear, babbling streams that cut through the cavern rock. They transported Evie to another place and time. 
 
   And then there was the cabin.
 
   She stood before the small wooden hut now, gazing up at the smoke curling from the chimney, and she was reminded of a Thomas Kinkade painting. The smoke evaporated almost immediately after leaving the brick column; the air in the cave was pure and clean. The windows of the cottage emitted a warm, yellow light, and Evie could just see through the gauzy curtains on the first floor to make out the couch and its soft throws, and the rocking chair on the thick rug before the hearth.
 
   This was Roman’s private cavern. No one else in the world but Evie knew it existed. This was where he’d brought her when he’d first met her. To protect her from a mortal enemy, the Vampire King had sequestered her here in this magically created safe haven. In doing so, he had shared something precious of himself.
 
   “Let’s go inside,” came his voice now, just inches from her right ear. He had a king’s voice, deep and melodious. It was as unnaturally beautiful as he was, and as his breath brushed her skin, a small shiver tickled her nerve endings.
 
   He gently pressed his hand to her back, guiding her through the cottage’s front door and into the warm, scented interior beyond. The smell of fresh baked bread, coffee, and other pastries assaulted her. It was a familiar, but startling sensation when her stomach growled.
 
   Vampires did not need to eat. They did not get hungry for mortal food. But here, Roman had painstakingly created the illusion of humanity. There were things about being human that vampires felt envy toward, things vampires were curious about. Food was one of those things.
 
   Hunger for food was underrated. Evie understood that now. It was something humans took for granted, this ability to feel desire toward the most basic of pleasures. Hunger pangs and scent-induced cravings for chocolate or Doritos were alien sensations to a vampire. 
 
   Roman wanted to understand them better. He was a good king, and good kings always tried to learn more. The fruit on the trees in the cave, and the table in the small dining room now overflowing with tea, cakes, cookies, sandwiches, and coffee were evidence of as much. 
 
   Roman created this environment to give himself the impression of humanity. Evie hadn’t known about all of this the first time she’d come here. She’d been human then, and the desire to eat the food he’d given her had been just as human and very real.
 
   Now, all of the old human desires returned to her and she headed to the table like a shark moving in on blood in the water.
 
   Roman joined her, sitting across from her and watching with glittering, gorgeous eyes. 
 
   She picked up a pastry and paused. “How long do I have to stay down here?”
 
   “Not long,” Roman lied.
 
   Evie gave him a reprimanding look. “Shame on you.”
 
   Roman broke eye contact, and she felt the unease slipping off of him. He didn’t know what to tell her. He was worried about her.
 
   “You know I can’t stay down here forever, Roman. And you know I can’t hide from my problems.”
 
   “Ophelia is not your problem, my love. She’s mine.”
 
   “Wrong,” Evie corrected as she stuffed half a cupcake into her mouth. “She wash your pwobwem, bunnow she’s mine,” she said around a mouth full of food.
 
   Roman looked up and grinned, chuckling softly.
 
   Evie swallowed and wiped her mouth, smiling now as well. “You gonna watch me?”
 
   “Always,” he told her shamelessly, folding his fingers under his chin as he prepared to observe her further.
 
   “I hate you,” she teased, picking up a truffle now and taking a small, savoring bite. The chocolate flavor rushed over her tongue and she rolled her eyes in remembered ecstasy. She hastily popped the rest into her mouth and reached for a chocolate chip cookie. 
 
   She was stressed. Food was the obvious solution.
 
   “You don’t hate me,” Roman said. “But I wouldn’t blame you right now if you did.” He paused, and his expression shifted a little. Evie recognized the change to seriousness once more. “I’ve brought you into quite a mess.”
 
   Evie didn’t say anything. Her mouth was full anyway, thank goodness.
 
   “You sensed the note in the drawer before I did,” he said then, changing the subject. “That is a seer capability and not one a Warlock normally possesses. I believe Lalura was right about the queens becoming more powerful than their kings.”
 
   Evie considered that, chewing slowly. She had gained warlock abilities when she’d become a vampire, solely because vampires were the Offspring of Akyri and warlocks and hence possessed their parents’ powers. She wondered how many other abilities she might end up with before this was over. Or she was dead.
 
   “I’m sorry about your computer, my love.”
 
   Evie’s eyes shot up to meet Roman’s. His thoughts had followed hers, winding ever fatefully to the explosion that had taken out an entire house and nearly killed half a dozen vampires. 
 
   Evie swallowed the food she had in her mouth and licked her lips. She took a deep breath and thought of the computer she’d lost in the blast. She’d written so many books on it, it had born the grooves of her fingertips on its faded keys.
 
   Now that she pondered the significance of the loss again, a new pang registered somewhere under her breastbone. She tried to hide it, knowing she would fail. She averted her gaze from her husband’s and reached for another pastry, not even conscious of what it was this time. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Not even slightly,” Roman returned, his tone a little harder. “But I am hoping that this will at least begin to make you feel better.” He leaned back, waved his hand once over the table top in front of him, and a short burst of white light filled the cottage.
 
   Evie was growing used to the light blast. It was a transitional thing for magic. It seemed to accompany the comings and goings of conjured items or transporting people. It was just something about the way magical physics worked. 
 
   When it passed, a new computer rested in front of Roman. It was by its shape obviously a Mac, but instead of the boring silver that delineated every single Macintosh computer in existence, this one was metal flake royal purple.
 
   Evie had always wanted a Mac. This one was absolutely breathtaking – and in her favorite color.
 
   “Wow,” she whispered. She reached for it, but then hesitated, remembering her fudge-smeared fingers. She looked down at them, but before she could worry about finding a towel or napkin, Roman must have used more of his wonderful magic because her hands were clean and the food had been cleared, leaving only the steaming pots of tea and the empty mugs.
 
   Evie grinned. “May I?” she asked, reaching for the Mac once more, this time tentatively.
 
   “From now on, it will be everyone else who has to ask,” Roman said. “Because this computer is yours.” He picked it up and held it out to her. “Seventeen inches, as I knew you wouldn’t want it any larger. But I didn’t want to sacrifice the DVD player; you’ve got an obsession with the obsessive compulsive detective.”
 
   Evie took it from him, at once impressed with how light it was despite its size. She was still grinning. “You mean Monk,” she said, laughing softly. She had the entire collection of DVD’s and used to pop one of them in when she felt a panic attack coming on. Since becoming a vampire, she’d been spared that dreaded, unforgiving terror. But she remembered them well enough and always would. Monk had always helped. Now she just watched him because he was like a member of her family.
 
   She opened the computer and ogled it at every angle. She placed her fingertips over the keys, gave it a pretend type, and felt her grin expand. “It’s perfect. It definitely begins to make me feel better.”
 
   Roman chuckled. Evie looked up at him, suddenly held stock still in his sway. He was beyond handsome when he smiled like that. He may have been able to hide his fangs, but the predator in him was patently visible. “Good,” said Roman. “Perhaps this will help as well.”
 
   This time, he slid his hand under his suit coat and pulled something out of its inner pocket. Gold glinted in his hand as he opened his palm and held the gift out for her. 
 
   Evie stared at it. She felt her mouth drop open, her jaw heavy with awe. Her eyes felt like saucers in her face. After several breathless beats, she whispered, “It’s stunning.”
 
   The pendant was old, that much was obvious. The gold had taken on a beautiful weathered patina, lending an ancient appearance to the medallion. It was round, bordered in thick gold, and unlike any piece of jewelry Evie had ever seen. 
 
   A deep blue lapis night sky was speckled with diamond stars and a gold and diamond crescent moon. A guardian bat rested at the top of the medallion, and two smaller bats decorated the bottom. Intricate ribbons of gold were wrapped around the medallion like wisps of clouds. 
 
   “I had planned to give it to Ophelia on our wedding day,” Roman told her softly. He caught her gaze when she looked up this time, and he held it meaningfully. 
 
   Visions flashed before Evie’s mind: the explosion, the note, the insipid mental voice of Ophelia as she spied on her and Roman, the destroyed computer. And a thrill rushed through her as she took the medallion from Roman’s hands and slipped it over her head. It felt good there, like it had been meant for her all along. 
 
   “Oh, I’m all better now,” she told Roman matter-of-factly.
 
   Roman grinned, his dark, fathomless eyes reflecting an inner mischief. “I knew you would say that.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twelve
 
   Chloe was being watched. 
 
   It wasn’t necessarily a rare sensation; she was attractive. But standing before the gates of Disneyland, surrounded by families and smiling children, the weight of this particular attention felt out of place. 
 
   Also, by the heaviness in her gut, she could tell she was being watched by someone or something supernatural. Inhuman.
 
   Chloe did a quick turn in place, her sea foam colored eyes scanning her surroundings. A stray breeze brushed through her long blonde locks. She peered long and hard, searching the shadows beneath trees and beside buses. But she saw nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   It was a warm day, but she experienced a sudden chill and hugged herself harder.
 
   This is stupid, she thought. Of course Jason was going to be watching over her somehow. The situation with the 13 Kings was becoming dire. Safe houses were being blown up and what not.  Jason had all but told her that something was coming for her too. He seemed to think she was integral to some bigger and badder plan. 
 
   So she wasn’t alone here right now. Not by a long shot.
 
   As she stood on the green tarmac considering her situation, people bustled past her toward the various gate queues where ticket checkers waited to ID guests. Chloe had already purchased her ticket and gone through the bag-check line. Her leather backpack rested comfortably against her back, carrying her license, a debit card, cash, water, lip balm, a pack of sugar free gum, a few protein bars, and some Excedrin just in case Anaheim became too much for her to handle and she ended up with a migraine.
 
   So far, she was okay. Sticking to a hotel right across from Disneyland and taking a shuttle to the park had helped. The general consensus of emotion here was one of excitement. The kids were the most pleasant to be around. They were like the difference between reading a colorfully illustrated children’s book and a law dictionary. They were fee simple absolute versus absolutely simple. They were fun. They were wide open. They were easy to understand, and they made Chloe happy.
 
   I can do this, she told herself, allowing the slightest hint of a smile to curve her lips. 
 
   She got into the shortest line she could find and pulled her baseball cap down lower over her eyes to shield them from the sun. It also afforded her a little more privacy, which always helped. 
 
   The feeling of being watched lingered, but she shoved it to the back of her mind and concentrated on the task at hand. Within seven or eight minutes, she had drawn near enough to the gate to see a sign proclaiming park hours and current closed attractions. The Haunted House was shut down for repairs.
 
   Chloe felt a pang of disappointment. She had to be so careful about what she exposed herself to; it was fun and refreshing to experience “fake” fear. She hated blood and guts and gore and never would have chanced any of the disgusting creations of modern-day “haunted houses” at Halloween. They were nauseating more than anything and not at all worth her time.
 
   However, she knew that Disney would never allow such atrocities in their parks and that they had the right idea about what constituted the perfect amount of laid back, gothic spookiness. 
 
   “Damn,” she whispered, lamenting the closed attraction.
 
   A few minutes later, Chloe was presenting her ticket card and ID to the man at the gate. His name was Ralph, and his ID tag said that he was from Laredo, Texas. Laugh lines had been carved into his face years ago, but clear blue eyes smiled up at her as he waved her on through.
 
   She’d just pushed past the turn-style when she felt a spike of hard frustration from behind her. She stopped and turned to find an old woman attempting to get through the turn-style. Her walking cane had gotten stuck on one of the rungs. Chloe rushed to help her and was met with the usual ambiguous emotional response of half gratitude and half embarrassment. It was par for the course.
 
   Chloe helped the old woman to the guest/information station just inside the gates and saw her situated with a wheelchair before heading once more on her own toward the center of the bustling, musical, colorful park.
 
   *****
 
   Imani Zareb watched as the blonde woman turned a slow circle, her green-gray eyes searching the faces around her, no doubt wondering if they all belonged to people who actually were what they appeared to be. The woman’s name was Chloe Septeran, and Imani and her friends had been charged with watching over her. 
 
   Imani and a few fellow witches had cast shielding spells on themselves and the werewolves with them. There were around a dozen stationed by the front gates, and another dozen or so spread throughout the park and along its outer perimeters. All eyes that could see Chloe were on Chloe. She was Jason Alberich’s queen.
 
   Poor girl, Imani thought.
 
   Imani had very mixed feelings about Jason Alberich. Hell, who didn’t? The unfairly handsome and charismatic man was a warlock, for one thing. As a good witch and a herald of her own coven, Imani was predisposed to be untrusting toward warlocks. They used a darker magic – and in turn, that magic used them.
 
   But that wasn’t the crux of the reason behind Imani’s negative emotions when it came to Alberich. It was the fact that Jason Alberich had not too long ago actually stalked – and kidnapped – Imani’s best friend, Dannai Caige. He’d caused a whole host of ugly problems with his obsession of Danny, not the least of which was resurrecting one of the worst men any paranormal creature had ever had the misfortune of running into: Gabriel Phelan.
 
   Phelan, she thought grimly. That was one bad, bad man. They’d had to kill him twice. Hopefully the second time was the charm.
 
   Admittedly, Alberich seemed to have come around since then. He was no longer obsessed with Danny and had more or less accepted her marriage to Lucas, her werewolf mate. He’d also gone on to become the Warlock King. 
 
   And now he’d found his queen. 
 
   Imani continued to watch Chloe as the Akyri got past the checkpoint and faced the Disneyland archways that welcomed newcomers to the park. She contemplated them for a moment, chewing on her lip. As she stood there, an elderly woman with visibly arthritic joints fumbled with the turnstile she’d been attempting to get through. 
 
   Chloe hurried to assist the woman. Then she helped walk the woman toward the customer service station just inside the gates, probably because they rented wheel chairs.
 
   Imani shook her head. “Oh, she’s too good for him.”
 
   “You can’t have her, baby doll. Jason would never share.”
 
   Imani looked up at the large black man standing beside her. He shot her an all-white, all-wolf grin, and an arc of desire speared through her middle, warm and powerful. She would never get used to the way Jesse Graves looked at her. The man was all predator, more monster than he would ever let on under that deceptively genteel exterior. He was the werewolf council Overseer, and it showed.
 
   “Jason wouldn’t?” she questioned with a sly smile of her own. “Or you wouldn’t?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   Imani turned back around with a bit of a smirk and resumed spying on the new young queen. 
 
   Not so young, she corrected herself mentally. According to Lily, who seemed to know about everything these days, Chloe Septeran was very, very old. “She doesn’t look more than twenty-two.”
 
   “Add a bunch of zeroes to that,” mumbled Jesse.
 
   “What the hell is she doing here, anyway? The world’s falling apart and the girl’s decided to go to Disneyland. Why?”
 
   “It’s a mystery,” said Jesse, whose amber gold eyes skirted their surroundings like a hawk’s. “Jason didn’t say, and Lily had no clue.”
 
   “Ride the Haunted House ride with me.” 
 
   Jesse blinked and looked down at her. Imani put her hands on her hips and smiled. “Let’s follow the Akyri in. What better way to find out what’s going on?”
 
   Jesse didn’t reply.
 
   “Brownie points,” Imani hinted.
 
   Jesse’s pupils expanded, making her feel very much like prey. “Exactly how many brownie points are we talking about?”
 
   “A whole night’s worth.” 
 
   Jesse took her hand in his and led them to the park’s front gates.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
   She had to admit that despite the “happiness” of Disney, Chloe was getting tired. She’d already eaten two of her protein bars, a Churro from one of the vendors, a bag of cotton candy from another vender, and downed three bottles of water, but nothing seemed to help. It was more than a lack of food energy; it was a deep down kind of exhaustion, one she’d always had but that had felt more thorough since her initial run-in with Jason. 
 
   She’d been on the Alice in Wonderland ride, the Nemo submarine ride, the Snow White ride, Star Tours, and the Indiana Jones Ride, which was awesome. She’d been on Buzz Lightyear’s Astro Blaster, the Pinocchio ride, and Splash Mountain – and was finally dry again. She’d been on Winnie the Pooh, Peter Pan’s Flight, she’d gone all through Toon Town, and she’d driven a buggy on Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride – her personal favorite because it literally took its passengers through a representation of Hell. 
 
   She’d even done the Soarin’ ride across the way in Disneyland’s California Adventure. She had been considering riding the Tower of Terror when a shaking woman got off the ride with her husband and daughter and had a sort of breakdown. Chloe had been able to feel her emotions as if they were jagged radio waves actually slicing into her nerve endings. From what she could make out of the woman’s almost hysterical speech, the ride had dropped them not once, but three or four times, and renewed the woman’s deep-down fear of flying. After all, what was a fear of flying really, but a fear of falling? The woman was terrified, traumatized, and nauseated. So Chloe re-thought that attraction and left it alone.
 
   Now she smiled at the female attendant and took her place on the bench in what was a fairly empty boat in the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. It was the only one she could think of that she hadn’t yet tried. It was early on a Tuesday night and most of the patrons had begun clearing out of the park. Chloe had all but given up on finding the Akyri she’d heard about fifty years ago. Maybe she was remembering it wrong. Maybe it had been a dream.
 
   Or maybe, if the guy did exist, he’d moved on to Disneyworld. 
 
   Oh crap, she thought. That was something that actually hadn’t occurred to her before. 
 
   She sighed and sat back against the hard seat behind her, trying to relax as the boat gently dislodged itself from the launch pad and floated quietly along the beginning of the ride.
 
   The tunnel the docking station was under opened up, and Chloe found herself meandering alongside a “Frontier Land” restaurant on one side and a representation of a “Blue Bayou” on the other. A backdrop of swamp and twilight framed a few thoroughly detailed derelict houseboats and a shack on stilts. A wax man on the front porch of the shack rocked back and forth while a banjo plucked lazily in the background. 
 
   As the boat passed this, the tone changed and Chloe could make out a voice warning, “Dead Men Tell No Tales,” along with a few other things she couldn’t quite understand. The boat veered to the right and sped up slightly, turning a corner. 
 
   New décor greeted Chloe. A cave entrance sported a pair of pinned flags with a skull and crossbones above it. It was the skull that was issuing the warnings, its jaw hinging magically as it spoke, its lung-less voice carrying with creepy clarity. 
 
   Despite her exhaustion, Chloe felt a renewed excitement. She sat up a little.
 
   Darkness engulfed the boat next, and the sound of rushing water and ominous music overlapped the waning warnings. Now Chloe leaned forward and considered holding on to the handrail. But before she could decide to do so, the boat dropped.
 
   Chloe squealed as the ride dipped like a wet rollercoaster, taking her stomach. It lasted just long enough to make her wonder whether it would continue when it pulled up again and leveled out. Perfect. 
 
   She laughed, despite herself.
 
   “I always love that part too,” came an unfamiliar, rather scratchy voice from behind her.
 
   Chloe turned to deliver a friendly agreement to what she assumed would be another Disneyland guest when she found herself staring into eyes that were like her own.
 
   They weren’t physically like her own, of course. They looked nothing like hers, in fact. They were deep black rather than green-blue, and they were framed by layers of wrinkles. But they were like hers in the one way that truly counted.
 
   He was an Akyri.
 
   Contrary to everything she knew about Akyri and aging, the stranger looked to be about ninety years old, with long gray hair that was braided at the temples and a black satin top hat. He was clothed in what appeared to be a 1940’s Zoot Suit, but also wore about two-dozen love bead necklaces from the 60’s around his neck, which fell to varying lengths over his chest. In his left hand was a bag of popcorn, its red and white stripes robbed of their color clarity by the ride’s dark lighting. He smiled at her, revealing slightly crooked but healthy white teeth, and popped a kernel of corn into his mouth.
 
   Chloe was contemplating her discovery and taking in his bizarre mode of dress and his age when the man leaned forward. “Surprise,” he said.
 
   Chloe froze. Then her eyes widened as she registered the new and now familiar sound of rushing water.
 
   She spun back around toward the front of the boat as it plummeted out from under her a second time. But just as she was leaning forward to grasp the rail, positive that this second drop would be far worse than its predecessor, the water again leveled out, proving her wrong.
 
   Laughter from behind her was friendly in a slightly insane kind of way. She turned to look at the old man as the scenery around them changed once more, revealing a ship wrecked at sea, caves filled with treasures, and animated skeletons that were apparently the remains of pirates who’d stabbed one another in the backs. 
 
   “You’re him, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
   “I’m who?” the old man countered distractedly, his dark eyes twinkling as he took in the special effects. He chuckled at something he thought was funny and pointed. “Oh would you look at that, a hidden Mickey!” Then he tossed another palm-full of popcorn into his mouth and crunched away.
 
   Chloe found herself fascinated by him. “You’re the Akyri they said lives in Disneyland. You’re the seer.”
 
   “Have you ever found a hidden Mickey?” he asked, completely ignoring her questions in favor of asking his own.
 
   Chloe blinked. “What’s a hidden Mickey?”
 
   “It’s the shape of Mickey’s head; two small circles over a larger one. They’re hidden all over Disneyland.” His smile was pleased as punch. “I’ve found almost two hundred.”
 
   Chloe processed that. “There are two hundred hidden Mickeys in Disneyland?” How had she never before heard of them?
 
   “Of course, some of them Walt puts up himself, so mortals can’t exactly see those all the time.”
 
   Now Chloe was silent. Walt…. As in Walt Disney? Was he talking about Disney’s ghost creating hidden Mickeys? 
 
   On the one hand, that was nutso – like this entire conversation was quickly turning out to be. On the other, it might be proof that this was indeed the Akyri Chloe was looking for. Either way, the conversation was veering way off track, and she needed to pull it back in.
 
   “You are an Akyri. I can tell,” she started, watching his expression for any sign of agreement or concession. But there was none. He was too busy taking childlike joy in the pirates that haunted the waters of the Caribbean. She went on anyway, figuring she really had no choice. “I need your help. Something is happening –“”
 
   “Something’s happenin’ here, what it is aint exactly clear,” he began singing. 
 
   Chloe’s brow arched. She waited for him to trail off and started again, “I don’t know where I fit into all of it. I don’t know if I should…. I mean I don’t know whether to accept my place and give in….” She drifted off, realizing that she was talking circles around herself and couldn’t possibly be making any sense – and he was humming anyway, so it didn’t matter.
 
   “The name’s DaVinci,” the man suddenly said. He smiled at one more thing that tickled his fancy and then lowered his popcorn and looked straight at her. “And you are Chloe of the Twenty-Eight.”
 
   Chloe stared at him, taken aback. After a few stunned moments, she nodded.
 
   “You are empty,” he said, his tone serious. And then, as if someone were switching buttons, he smiled that distracted, happy smile again and held up his popcorn. “Want some?”
 
   “Um, n-no,” Chloe said, shaking her head. “No thank you.” She looked around, realized that the ride that had been carrying a few other people minutes earlier was now completely empty but for them, and knew it had everything to do with the old Akyri and some very strange magic. 
 
   She came to a decision. She stood, jumped over the back of her seat, and quickly sat down next to DaVinci.
 
   “Look,” she said, “You’re obviously the guy I’m looking for. Can you help me, DaVinci?” 
 
   “Can you help yourself, Chloe of the Twenty-Eight?”
 
   “What does that mean?” she asked, leaning forward and wishing that he would turn to look at her again rather than at the ride. Not that she could blame him, really. It was a cool ride. But it would soon be over and she didn’t know what would happen to him when it was. Would he disappear?
 
   He pointed to something on a chest plate that hung along one wall. “Look, there’s another one.” He chuckled again, chewed some more popcorn, and then produced a soda fountain drink, seemingly out of nowhere. Chloe glanced at the chest plate. A tiny Mickey Mouse symbol could be made out at the center of its bass relief design.
 
   As her companion slurped loudly through the straw of his drink, Chloe pinched the bridge of her nose. “DaVinci,” she said, her tone unable to hide its tiredness, “please. I don’t know where else to go.”
 
   Suddenly, the old man reached out with both hands, now inexplicably empty, and grasped Chloe’s arm. Her eyes widened, and she sat up ramrod straight as the world around them spun and blurred into impossible motion.
 
   In the space of seconds, Chloe saw lifetimes go by, both her own – and DaVinci’s. And in the span of just a few seconds more, she understood his story and knew that he understood hers as well. 
 
   When the bizarre and unexpected information exchange had passed, DaVinci released Chloe’s arm and slowly sat back. He was looking at her now, his deep, dark eyes depthlessly sad. He had stories to tell, and he’d just told them.
 
   “Take the Coast Starlight to Portland,” DaVinci told her, for once completely lucid. “The answers you seek can be found there.”
 
   “The Coast Starlight?”
 
   The wrinkled Akyri nodded. “It is a train.”
 
   “I… I know that, but –”
 
   But by then, the old man had looked away, turning his attention to the watery path ahead. He was silent. Chloe had the impression that he was wrapped in the blankets of his memories, thick and muffling. For now, he was finished.
 
   The boat tilted back as it began to climb its slow way up a steep ramp. To Chloe’s left, a wax figure of Captain Jack Sparrow mumbled its drunken rock-star-like nonsense about keeping some of the loot as recompense and what not. Chloe glanced at him, took in the fake treasure around him, and then looked back at DaVinci.
 
   But DaVinci was gone. 
 
   Chloe wasn’t surprised. After what she’d just learned about him, nothing he could have done would have surprised her.
 
   DaVinci had once gone by another name, but he’d suppressed the name right along with most of his memories. Years ago, he’d served a very powerful warlock. He’d deliberately disobeyed the warlock when he refused to carry out an order to kill an innocent mortal. As punishment, the warlock had overloaded the Akyri with dark magic. The warlock was just strong enough that he’d managed to do something to DaVinci that had never before been done to an Akyri. 
 
   He infused the defenseless man with so much black craft, DaVinci had gone mad. His body felt the weight of the darkness as well. He’d aged seventy years even as he’d simultaneously become immortal. DaVinci was now composed of a confused menagerie of magical thoughts, whims, and wills. He could no more control what he saw of the future or when he saw it than he could his own destiny. He’d been well and truly cursed.
 
   Chloe got off the boat when it came to a stop and walked a few feet away before turning around to look down at it once more. It was empty.
 
   Or it appeared to be.
 
   But DaVinci was there somewhere, she knew. Maybe having popcorn with Walt. Ghosts in a small, haunted world.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Amtrak Coast Starlight was a sleeper train, meaning it had cars in it with seats that folded out into beds and could often accommodate three or more people. It ran all night, along the West Coast from LA to Seattle, so sleeping was more or less a necessity at some point in the more than thirty-hour trip. 
 
   The interior of the train was decorated in varying shades of blue, from the dark blue-grey carpets to the navy blue seats to the electric blue found in the window curtains. The tiny drapes were outfitted with Velcro sides so they could be pinned open or shut, and the door to the cars could be locked from the inside. 
 
   Almost all the sleeper cars came with their own toilet rooms, which could be converted into showers. They also possessed their own sinks, beds, and foldout tables. For those riding in the sleeper cars rather than the coach cars, amenities were provided, such as bottled water, soap, towels, free ice, juice, and coffee. These passengers were referred to by the staff as “sleepers,” and the term had come to represent a “first class” status. 
 
   Chloe could see why. The tickets for a sleeper car were not cheap, running a passenger three times as much as a plane ticket. But included with the price on an overnight trip were breakfasts, lunches, and dinners, as well as access to the famed parlor car.
 
   The parlor car on the Coach Starlight was normally a genuine antique car from the 40’s featuring a seated lounge area, a café, a dining area, an arcade for the children, and a theater in the downstairs area. Only sleeper passengers were allowed into it. Chloe had read about it online while booking her tickets the day before, and she’d been looking forward to seeing it.
 
   However, just as the Haunted Mansion had been closed down during her visit to Disneyland, the antique parlor car was unavailable for her train ride. Due to a broken window, it had been temporarily replaced with a second dining car. Once more, only sleeper passengers had access to it, but it was nothing special. It consisted of a few seats looking out the tall partial-ceiling windows and a few dining tables.
 
   Chloe tried to brush off the mild stroke of bad luck. At least she was on a train. This might be the last bit of freedom she ever experienced, and she would much rather have spent it on a train than on an airplane. 
 
   The Coast Starlight was supposed to run through some truly gorgeous territory; through the San Fernando Valley, up along the seashore and Santa Barbara, then inland through San Luis Obispo and a host of small mining towns with crumbling missions and weathered monuments. By morning, they would be crossing into Oregon, which meant tall pines, snow-capped Cascade Mountains, and bottomless lakes. 
 
   At the moment, Chloe sat alone at one of the tables in the substitute parlor car, her gaze on the changing scenery beyond the window, three hours into the ride. Her Diet Pepsi had become a small amount of brown watery liquid among tiny slivers of ice. She was thirsty for a fresh drink, but was admittedly a little irritated that she had to buy them despite the fact that she’d paid full sleeper prices and was denied the antique parlor car. The least they could do to make up for the inconvenience was spot them a few cans of soda. It wasn’t that she didn’t have the money. It was the principle of the thing.
 
   After a few minutes, someone made an announcement that lunch orders would be taken shortly. A female Amtrak employee came through the parlor car dressed in the usual blue uniform, her thick black hair pulled into a tight bun. She was a distinctly beautiful woman, her skin porcelain, and her eyes large and dark, if her lips did look a tad pale. She seemed tired to Chloe; that was the initial sensation she picked up from her.
 
   The woman took the orders from passengers at the first two tables in the parlor car and then moved on to Chloe.
 
   She looked directly at Chloe, meeting her gaze, and Chloe was struck with a sudden urge to look away. Instead, she tried to smile at her. “Is there a vegetarian option available?”
 
   The employee, whose nametag read “Lia,” pursed her lips and straightened a little in obvious agitation. “For a vegetarian meal, you’ll have to eat in the dining car.” At that, she turned crisply away and walked down the aisle to the next few passengers. 
 
   Chloe watched her go. The woman’s intensified bad mood radiated out from her like ripples in a pond, abrading Chloe’s nerve endings. She took a deep breath as the woman finally left the car and the doors closed behind her. 
 
   Chloe was unsettled by the brief encounter. She didn’t know why. Some people were just rude sometimes. People had stories to them, each and every one of them. Some of those stories were hard and some were sad and some would most certainly leave a person in a bad mood. Whatever the employee’s story was, Chloe didn’t know it, so she shouldn’t judge.
 
   But she felt discombobulated nonetheless. 
 
   Well I guess I’d better figure out how to eat while I’m here, she thought as she rose from her seat at the parlor car table and made her way back toward the sleeper cars.
 
   *****
 
   Six hours later, the sun was setting on one side of the train. The terrain beyond the rails had changed drastically. They were no longer anywhere near the coast, but were instead trudging through tall woods and dropping temperatures. 
 
   Chloe had learned a lot in the space of those six hours. One of the friendlier attendants had informed her that due to a railroad act from the early nineteen hundreds, Amtrak employees were allowed only four hours of sleep every night. Also, some employees were allowed only two days off and kept on for anywhere from eight to ten days in-between. 
 
   The system was based on seniority. Many years under an employee’s belt would allow them to choose better “runs,” which meant they could take a route affording more time off and fewer days on. But a newbie could be worked as many as four hundred hours a month. They would have money coming out of their ears, but neither the time nor energy to spend it.
 
   Now the car attendant’s surliness earlier that day was a little easier for Chloe to understand. One might argue that if a person couldn’t handle those kinds of hours, they should look for work elsewhere. But sometimes a job was a job, and other work wasn’t available. You took what you could get.
 
   Chloe had just finished brushing her teeth and showering in the tiny convertible shower/toilet area and was pulling on a fresh pair of jeans when the conductor made the announcement that they would need to make an unscheduled stop due to being stuck behind a freight train. Chloe bent over, towel-dried her hair, and ran her hands through it. Then she sat down and pulled on fresh socks and her favorite pair of Fiorentini and Baker boots.
 
   When she’d finished, she relaxed against the seat back and pulled the curtains of her car aside so she could stare out the window.
 
   Nothing but trees greeted her vision. She had no idea where they were.
 
   “It is time, Chloe of the Twenty-Eight.”
 
   Chloe jumped in her seat, gasping hard as shock ramrodded through her. The voice seemed to have come from directly in front of her, but there was no one else in the small sleeper car. She was alone.
 
   “All aboard!” the same eerie voice hollered, and Chloe leapt to her feet. Her heart raced, her breathing came in short, heavy gasps, and her eyes skirted the small car around her, searching in fear. 
 
   “Who are you?” she questioned. “Where are you?”
 
   She stopped when she noticed something moving. The floor-to-ceiling length mirror that backed the connecting door between her suite and the next was rippling like water. Chloe froze and stared at it. Her own reflection was not there. Instead, a swirling mass of darkness and light grew to engulf the rectangle of the looking glass.
 
   An image of the ancient Akyri from Disneyland appeared in its dark depths. 
 
   “DaVinci?” Chloe whispered.
 
   But DaVinci only began to fade back out, calling “All aboard!” once more before disappearing entirely.
 
   Chloe’s own reflection took its place. She ran her hands over her face. “Maybe I’m asleep,” she said. “Maybe this is a dream.” 
 
   She dropped her hands and looked around the room. Everything certainly seemed real. Dreams were usually much more blurry than this. “Maybe I’m going crazy,” she whispered. “Maybe I’m finally….” She swallowed hard again, realizing it was harder to say than she would have thought. “Dying.”
 
   But she didn’t feel like she was dying either. Of course, Akyri didn’t get sick or old – other than DaVinci. Instead, they simply popped out of existence one day never to return. 
 
   Maybe her time was coming up. Maybe that was what the image of DaVinci had meant by, “It is time.” 
 
   “Not quite, lovely.” 
 
   Chloe whirled around to face the door of her car. It had come unlatched and open and she hadn’t even noticed it. A man now stood there in its frame. She didn’t recognize him, but due to the familiar sensations coming off of him, Chloe knew right away what he was. He was an Offspring – a child born of a warlock and an Akyri.
 
   Otherwise known as a vampire.
 
   His enormous height, rugged good looks, glowing red eyes, the warlock magic moving through him, and the fangs he showed her when he smiled cinched it. 
 
   “And fresh out of the shower too,” he said. “My luck seems to have turned. Your presence is desired by my master, little queen.” He came forward into the cabin, forcing Chloe to bump against the folded table behind her as she retreated. “He’s guessing you taste like falling stars.”
 
   Chloe’s stomach felt like it was boiling lead. Her vision tunneled and her legs would move no further. Not that it mattered. There was nowhere for her to go.
 
   “From the scent of you, I’m guessing he’s right.” The vampire’s smile turned blatantly hungry. “Maybe he’ll consider sharing.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” came a second voice – a split second before the vampire was shoved violently into the car. Chloe barely managed to sidestep the two men who came tumbling toward her, a towering mass of muscle and snarls.
 
   She dodged, shoving herself up against the mirrored wall, eyes wide, heart pounding as the vampire turned on his attacker, whom Chloe vaguely recognized.
 
   A werewolf, she thought. And a big one.
 
   She was proved right a second later as the werewolf, a black man with glowing gold eyes, was enveloped in a bright white flash, temporarily blinding Chloe. She knew it was a transformation flash, and when she lowered her arm again, a massive wolf nearly the size of a horse had his fangs around the vampire’s throat.
 
   Chloe didn’t waste time. She lunged past the two fighting creatures, shot through the door, and sprinted down the hall beyond.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Coast Starlight lurched to the right, knocking Chloe off balance. She slammed roughly into the wall to her left. The metal doorframe of another sleeping room dug into her upper arm, bruising it instantly. She ignored the pain, trying to catch her balance. 
 
   The train rocked violently, seeming to have picked up an exorbitant amount of speed. Chloe hurried to get her feet under her, stumbled down the remaining hallway of the sleeper car, and jammed her hand against the large black panel that electronically opened the first set of doors between the cars. 
 
   She squeezed through them as soon as the opening was wide enough, noticed the ground speeding away from under the gaps between the linked cars, and then slammed her hand against the second black panel to allow her access to the next car.
 
   As soon as it opened, Chloe took a few running steps through – and then stopped in her tracks. “Holy….” Her voice trailed away.
 
   The parlor car had been totaled, ravaged by what looked like a terrible struggle. White tablecloths had been tossed about, some bearing scorch marks where they lay smoldering in the aisle or haphazardly draped over what few surfaces remained upright.
 
   Seats and tables had been ripped from their metal casings and upheaved, tossed clear across the car and left overturned where they landed. The rails beneath the car screeched by through massive holes that had been blown in the floor. Every tall viewing window was shattered.
 
   The wind whipped through the remains of the car, sending Chloe’s hair flying. She roughly brushed it out of her eyes and tried to get a handle on what it was she was seeing. 
 
   Remnants of magic crackled along the metal in the room. Sparks ignited dangerously from torn wiring, and the smell of sickly sweet alcohol wafted toward her despite the car’s exposure to the elements. The bar was still standing, but its store of alcohol seemed to have been destroyed in some explosion.
 
   It was cold, too. The pine trees had grown taller and thicker and the buildings more sparse. The train had turned away from the coast and was now inland at a higher elevation. 
 
   Chloe clenched her teeth tightly and lurched forward, grabbing on to whatever stable seat or table remains she could manage in order to make her way across the car’s Swiss-cheesed remains. Off-handedly, she realized she was now grateful the antique parlor car had been replaced. It would have been destroyed otherwise. By what, she didn’t know, but she was guessing it had something to do with the werewolf and vampire now duking it out in her room.
 
   She was halfway across the car when the doors at the other end slid open. Chloe stopped.
 
   A second vampire stepped through the doors toward her, pulling Chloe’s stomach into her throat and stilling the air in her lungs. She froze, eyes wide, body held in terror.
 
   “Chloe, run!” came a sudden command from behind the vampire. It was a female voice.
 
   The vampire bared his fangs, growled a few magic words, and a spell rent the air, hurtling toward Chloe with wicked intent. Chloe ducked, knowing it would do no good. Magic didn’t work that way. It was like a heat-seeking missile; there was no ducking.
 
   Just before the spell would have struck her and she was sensing the wave rising and ready to crash, there was a new presence beside her. It was a solid, larger than life, cold, hard and cruel kind of force – and she recognized it at once. This new presence brought the offending spell to a sudden, inarguable stop.
 
   Jason shielded her, stepping in front of her to raise his arm like a weapon. Sparkling, whirling, impossible magic filled the already destroyed car. 
 
   There was a roar of rage or pain, and Chloe closed her eyes as two opposing forces turned the air to tiny razor-sharp, erratic waves that abraded her nerve endings like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
   An explosion came next. It reminded Chloe of a grill alighting on an entire bottle of lighter fluid. She could feel the heat of a fire against her skin, and she backpedalled, turning her face away from the heat source.
 
   A few seconds later, the magic lifted, the crackling of the fire ceased, and Chloe opened her eyes. Across the car, the vampire who had cast a spell on her was no longer there. Instead, a tall woman stood alone over the last of a pile of ash as the vampire’s remains were lifted on a fierce wind. 
 
   The train bucked and rocketed, going far faster than Chloe knew it was meant to go. The woman, an African American with long, thick wavy hair and plump red lips seemed as familiar to Chloe as had the werewolf back in her room. This woman was a witch; that much Chloe could sense right away. The witch had her palms braced against the doorway she stood in, trying to maintain her balance as the train went careening out of control.
 
   “Take my hand.” 
 
   Chloe looked up.
 
   The Warlock King’s fierce green eyes drew her gaze and held it fast. It burned through her, searing her soul like a brand. “Chloe, take my hand,” he commanded again, a touch more gently, but also a touch more urgently.
 
   Chloe looked down at his offered hand. All of her life-long running flashed before her mind. Every time she’d turned away, ignored her hunger and emptiness, and moved on, it had been this right here that she was avoiding. This ultimate moment of trust. 
 
   Of surrender.
 
   But the world was falling apart, and vampires had just attacked her, and the train was about to crash, and there were witches and warlocks and werewolves all around her. Oh my.
 
   She raised her hand, prepared at last to place it into his.
 
   “No, Chloe!” came Jason’s voice again, this time raised from across the car. Chloe turned. A second Jason, identical to the first, stood behind the witch in the doorway. 
 
   The witch turned to look up at the man behind her. Her eyes widened and her expression became a lot more uncertain than it had been a moment before. She looked from Jason to Jason, as did Chloe, and then the two women looked at each other.
 
   “Chloe,” said Jason again. She looked up at him beside her, her hair whipping around her face, her pulse painful in her chest. 
 
   “Trust me and take my hand,” he urged. “Please.”
 
   The train bucked again, turned a sudden and hard left, and everyone in the car went flying. Chloe cried out as she made contact with some pointed metal bit sticking out from what used to be the bottom of an upturned table. She felt and heard a sickening crack, and then tumbled to the pockmarked floor, pain etching up and down her right side like a map of electrified neurons.
 
   Magic once more filled the air, lightning splitting the atmosphere where none should exist. Chloe rolled over and raised her head to peer down the length of the car. The witch, too, had been thrown. She now lay unconscious at the foot of the bar, which was still intact. Chloe had no idea whether or not she was alive.
 
   At the center of the car, not far from the witch’s fallen form, two identical Jason Alberich’s held one another by the throat. One managed to throw the other loose, and a dark spell followed after him. But the spell fizzled out of existence moments before it would have reached its mark. 
 
   A second later, the two warlocks were in hand-to-hand combat once more. The car was heating up with spent magic, by its lightning-hot expulsion in the runaway train.
 
   Chloe hissed and groaned as the metal wheels screamed in protest against their captive railings and the car again bucked beneath her. Whatever ribs she’d broken rubbed ruthlessly against one another and the tissue surrounding them. She gritted her teeth, wondering about internal bleeding. She also wondered why there were two Jasons. Distractedly, she wondered whom the “master” was that had sent vampires after her and why he would think her blood tasted like falling stars.
 
   She was losing it. The pain was getting to her – it all was.
 
   “No spell you cast on me will work, warlock. I am you.” 
 
   Chloe turned her attention back to the fighting Jasons. One of them now stood apart from the other, his lip bleeding, and his hair disheveled. “And anything you try to cast on yourself, I can just as easily negate,” he continued. He shook his head, smiling a bloody, wicked, and admittedly charismatic smile. It was one of those that gave you chills and heated you up simultaneously. He shook his head. “You’ve no hope of winning.”
 
   Chloe could feel the darkness pouring off both warlocks. They were each wrapped in magic, they were both impossibly powerful, and they looked exactly the same. But their auras were different. The one who had just spoken was filled with hatred, with resentment, with cold and dark and bitterness. He was the very essence of a warlock:  Cunning and ruthless, potent and twisted. 
 
   The other was filled with all of these things as well… and something that stood apart from these things. It felt like a page you’ve just noticed at the end of a book, accidentally stuck to the page before it. 
 
   This was Jason. The real Jason. This was her Jason.
 
   Jason turned to face her then, his expression stark and serious. He’d come to some sort of decision; Chloe sensed the change at once. “Chloe, take my magic,” he told her. “Take it from me and use it to transport us off the train!”
 
   The world rumbled. Something up ahead, in some car closer to the engine, broke away. It rended and screamed and bumped, and everything was off-kilter now. Doom was impending.
 
   Chloe looked from Jason to his copy and noticed the sudden look of apprehension on the duplicate’s face.
 
   It was all the proof Chloe needed.
 
   She rose, ignoring the agony the movement released in her side, and met Jason halfway as he, in turn, knelt. They grasped hands just as Jason’s copy rushed toward them.
 
   Chloe’s world exploded.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
   It was too much. It was so much more than she’d meant to take. She couldn’t stop it. It was like a dam breaking. She was drowning in a fast-flowing flood of magic that enveloped her, consumed her, killing and resurrecting her a thousand times. 
 
   I can’t breathe, she thought.
 
   And then she was breathing. And then she was dying again. An eternity of time passed through her body and spirit like a rush of pixie dust and black holes. She was floating in that sea, weightless but crushed.
 
   “Now!” Jason gasped.
 
   Chloe slammed back into the real world, a goddess among mere mortals, a superhero among humans. She rose fluidly to her feet, her hair crackling and standing on end, her eyes glowing like backlit aquamarines. She cast the spell without ever having cast it before. She didn’t need words or motion; she needed only the thought of wanting it to be done – and it was done.
 
   “No!!!” another bellowed. But it was too late.
 
   Time and spaced warped, churning the colors of the rainbow into one another, acting like a blender on quantum mechanics. Chloe wasn’t certain whether she was still touching Jason. She wasn’t certain of anything but the incredible magic flowing through her veins.
 
   That magic changed her down to her core, mending all that was broken, filling all that had been empty. Then it sucked her up like a massive vacuum, sent her speeding through unknown dimensions, and left her with her feet firmly planted in a room filled with light.
 
   The cacophony of the runaway train faded to nothing. There was no movement. All was quiet. 
 
   Chloe shielded her eyes as the light faded into shades of normalcy. She lowered her arm and looked around.
 
   She was in an enormous bedchamber. A four-poster king sized bed covered in dark, satiny sheets and furs loomed nearby, its head against one wall. The posts were thick, intricate combinations of carved wood and welded metals, including what appeared to be gold. The design was so detailed, it seemed immediately impossible. Magic, she thought. Only magic could make that.
 
   Her boots rested atop a thick black rug with deep, soft pile that made her feel as if she were standing on a cloud. Again.
 
   The floor of the chamber was composed of polished marble with veins of gold and platinum winding throughout. It stretched the length of ten normal sized bedrooms. The ceiling was vaulted marble. The walls were blank, allowing the bass relief designs to be revealed, works of art in and of themselves. A carved obsidian statue of a curvaceous woman in profile stood beside the room’s single window. The window itself was draped in lush, expensive curtains of black, white, and gold.
 
   Against the opposite wall to the bed was a lit fireplace, and if the growing warmth in the room were any indication, it had leapt to life just as she appeared in the room.
 
   Chloe was trembling. Little by little, she realized she could hear the sound of her own ragged breathing. She looked down at her empty hands and blinked. Something was missing.
 
   Someone.
 
   “Jason!” she cried, gasping the name in sudden, horrible awareness. 
 
   “Chloe.” It was merely a whisper. She spun toward the voice. Small sounds of movement were coming from the other side of the bed.
 
   She rushed around the bed to find Jason’s normally strong body lying on the cold, hard floor, limp and defenseless. She could feel almost nothing coming from him – no strength. No magic.
 
   And she knew he was barely alive.
 
   What have I done? 
 
   She knelt beside him and used the magic he’d given her to infuse her own arms with more superhuman strength. She grasped him under his arms, feeling the ample musculature beneath the black material of his clothing as she helped him to his feet and moved him onto the bed. He grunted in what was either pain or weakness or both and braced himself against the black silk-covered mattress. Chloe caught a faint whiff of after-shave and soap as he lay atop it. 
 
   She stood transfixed, watching each flex and release of his graceful body until he finally let go and relaxed against the pillows, one well-muscled leg bent, his boots carelessly digging into the bedding.
 
   Chloe distractedly pulled one of the blankets over as much of his body as she could and then straightened, her mind spinning. What is wrong with him? What did I do? What happened? What if he dies? 
 
   She stepped back, running her hands through her hair to fist them against her scalp. What was she supposed to do in this kind of situation? Had this ever happened to him before?
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to remember exactly what had occurred on the train. She saw herself reaching out. She felt Jason’s fingers close over her own.
 
   She opened her eyes. I’m a vacuum, she thought. 
 
   In allowing him to transfer his power to her, she’d somehow inadvertently taken all of his magic. She truly hadn’t meant to do it. She hadn’t even tried. But she must have been so empty before, and she was one of the original 28…. Maybe they took magic differently?
 
   She could feel that magic speeding through her system now, a rushing river of dark possibility, just waiting to be tapped. 
 
   Would he survive being drained completely? Have I just killed the Warlock King?
 
   Soft laughter forced her to go still. She zeroed in on Jason’s form on the bed.
 
   “I’ll live, Stardust.”
 
   Again, it was merely a whisper, and she’d barely seen his lips move, but as he slipped into a deep, restorative sleep, her sensitive self clearly caught the assurance he hurled at her as a last ditch effort to calm her fears. The last of his consciousness dropped away, leaving him breathing softly. 
 
   He’s vulnerable.
 
   Chloe remained where she was, held fast by the image of Jason Alberich – sleeping. Her eyes followed the lines of his scruff-covered chin, the strong line of his neck and broad shoulders, the slightly cruel upturn of the corner of his mouth. He was dangerously beautiful when he was awake. When he was asleep, he seemed like… a fallen angel, punished for something deliciously wicked he’d done in some other realm where boring, straight-laced deities prudishly judged and harshly sentenced.
 
   They’d cut off the dark angel’s sable wings and hurled him down to the planet. 
 
   And now he was at her mercy. 
 
   Chloe shuddered as some kind of chill rushed through her. She hugged herself and stepped back, licking her lips. Her skin felt strange beneath her own touch. It felt taut and sensitive, as if the power that rested beneath its surface were pushing to get out. Her eyes felt hot in her head and colors seem to have shifted a few shades clockwise on the color wheel. Everything was different. She’d gone from Akyri to warlock in the space of a heartbeat, and not just any warlock….
 
   She had the urge to let loose with what she’d unwittingly collected. She wanted to lash out, to cast a spell on absolutely everything in the room. It was difficult to tamp the desire down – much more difficult than she could have imagined.
 
   I can do anything.
 
   Hell, she could even raise the dead. I should help that witch, she thought suddenly. She could go back and help the witch she’d left on the train. The gods only knew what was happening to the woman now. Was she even alive?
 
   It was within a warlock’s abilities to resurrect the fallen, and Chloe could feel that magic inside of her now. I have to go back, she told herself, despite the danger she knew she would be heading straight into. 
 
   If she’d been the one left behind, she would hope against hopes that someone with the ability to save her would come back for her. It was the golden rule for a reason.
 
   But as Chloe made up her mind and willed herself to transport back to the train, she realized her mistake. Jason was unconscious, and without him to focus the spell, his magic was as wild and chaotic as entropy itself.
 
   A tendril of Jason’s stolen power whipped out from her like an aura whiplash and slammed into the nearest object. The obsidian statue of the curvaceous woman burst like a bomb, millions of tiny black slivers of stone sailing outward in a shimmering star of razor sharp danger. 
 
   Chloe squealed, turned away from the mess, and felt some of the shards bump into the backs of her legs and arms. The tinkling sound of the statue’s shattering lessened and finally stopped. Chloe’s heart sank.
 
   With guilty tentativeness, she turned back around and surveyed what she knew was going to be a terrible mess. “Crap.”
 
   But as her gaze slid across the destroyed remains of what had been a beautiful work of art, a few of the broken pieces began to wiggle where they lay on the floor. Chloe frowned. The shards of obsidian trembled. Then, one by one, they started to scrape back across the ground they’d skittered over. 
 
   Chloe’s eyes widened.
 
   Suddenly the shards leapt into the air, circled around each other in a shimmering mini-tornado, and pulled together with a popping sound.
 
   A second later, the statue stood once more whole and unharmed where it had rested before her failed attempt at spell casting.
 
   “Niiiiice,” Chloe whispered, realizing that the house must have some kind of self-repairing charm on it. 
 
   “So then… where am I, exactly?” she asked the space around her. She had a feeling she already knew the answer. If the décor of this room alone was anything like its master….
 
   With one last long look at the unconscious Warlock King, Chloe made her way across the room to the tall arched doorway and out into the hall beyond. 
 
   A few full minutes later, a very impressed Chloe Septeran stepped out into the main sitting room of the mansion.
 
   It was opulently furnished. Tapestries adorned the walls, and a massive marble hearth against the far wall leapt to fiery life as she entered. She jumped a little, quickly remembered that the fireplace in Jason’s room had done the same, and then continued into the room.
 
   Leather couches and love seats waited here and there, plush throws tossed carelessly over their arms and backs inviting cold bodies to wrap up and be warm. Thick rugs covered the marble floors. Several hallways led off the room into the unknown.
 
   If the size of the main sitting room and Jason’s private chamber were any indication, the rest of the house that stretched beyond it must have been vast. Great wealth was clearly evident in every object carefully displayed. Everything possessed a kind of harshness to it, a stark and severe simplicity that clearly delineated the man who lived here.
 
   She’d heard that the Warlock King resided in a mansion hidden from the rest of the world. That she knew of, no one had ever been capable of locating it. It had remained successfully shielded for years. 
 
   The tapestries on the wall drew Chloe’s attention. She made her way to the first of the series of thick, intricately woven works of art and studied it closely. As she did, comprehension dawned on her.
 
   She moved to the next, looked it over, and that comprehension deepened. By the time she stood before the final tapestry, she was feeling a dichotomy of thrumming excitement and bone-numbing dread. The threads wove themselves together as she watched, magically forming an image that became clearer with each passing, breathless moment.
 
   The spell slowed and stopped with the edges yet incomplete and the finishing touches remaining to be sewn, but there was enough of the image for Chloe to decipher with finality. 
 
   The last tapestry depicted her… in a gorgeous flowing gown….
 
   With a black diamond crown on her head.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
   Jesse impatiently wiped the blood from his forehead before it could slip into his eye. Then he used his shoulder to crash through the only remaining barrier between himself and the parlor car he and the other werewolves had brawled in earlier.
 
   He could hear her heartbeat, faint and fluttery. He could smell her blood.
 
   He could also smell magic – boatloads of it. When he hurdled himself into the car to the sound of splintering plastic and rending metal, along with the smell of burning fuel, he saw why.
 
   Before him swirled a mass of sparkling energy. It pulsed with chaotic power, a chasm of potential danger and destruction. At the center of this whirlwind of dark magic stood Chloe Septeran. On the ground beside her knelt Jason Alberich, his head bent, his back bowed in physical defeat. 
 
   On the other side of them stood a second Jason Alberich, identical to the first Warlock King in every respect but for the fact that he still stood. 
 
   Jesse’s heart hammered, his eyes glowed hot, and his fangs dripped with the blood of slaughtered vampire. He could make no sense of what he was witnessing. Two Warlock Kings? The Septeran girl swirling with magic that made her hair stand on end? She looked like the girl on the cover of the Heavy Metal album! 
 
   A half-second later, there was a warped flash and Septeran and the kneeling Jason were transported away.
 
   Jesse had no idea what exactly had just transpired or what the hell it meant, but none of it mattered. Not to him – not just then. 
 
   All that mattered was that on the other end of the doomed car lay the unconscious form of Imani Zareb, her pulse weakening further with each passing second.
 
   The train was going to go any moment now. It had derailed several cars ahead. The engine had combusted. Imani’s coven had managed to transport every mortal off the locomotive to a safe location, where they were being held in a sleeping stasis until their memories could be altered. But Imani herself had been trapped here on the train, as had Jesse, with the task of destroying the final vampires who had been sent for Chloe Septeran.
 
   Jesse gauged the distance between himself and the witch. He judged how long it would take him to make his way through the Jason Alberich still standing there, who smelled just a bit worse on the evil meter than did the original Jason Alberich. He considered what he was going to do to get himself and Imani off the train once he got to her.
 
   Just as he was beginning to realize it might be impossible and was preparing to try it anyway, his body began to shimmer. It was the oddest sensation – like he imagined it would feel to be “beamed up” by someone on the Enterprise. He was the Werewolf Council Overseer and he was dating the herald of a witch’s coven, so of course he’d experienced the sensation before. It was par for the course for him. Nevertheless, being transported was something he would never get used to.
 
   He was helpless to stop it. Most werewolves were. They were not as steeped in magic as were vampires or Akyri, warlocks or witches, dragons or fae. Jesse felt the initial struggle of ambiguity as the survivor in him automatically felt grateful for a way off of the derailed train – but the wolf in him yearned to save his mate against all odds.
 
   However, that quickly passed when he realized that Imani’s body was shimmering as well. She was being transported off the train along with him – leaving only the Jason Alberich copy behind.
 
   As Jesse’s vision began to fade, becoming particulated and disoriented, he caught the sudden, desperate dash of the second warlock. Alberich bolted across the last half of the train, leaping for Jesse’s fading form. Jesse felt the swipe of the man’s arm as it sliced through the sparkling, dissipating substance of his disappearing body, but the attempted interference had no effect. This was Dannai Caige’s spell; Jesse could feel the magical signature of the witch because she was also a wolf. Her magic was never sloppy.
 
   A roar of rage followed Jesse into oblivion as Alberich’s double realized he’d acted too late. A trace of dark magic whipped out as well, perhaps the reaching fingertips of a spell cast in the last moments of desperation. 
 
   But these faded, trickling away in uselessness as Jesse completely disappeared – to reappear in the clearing of a forest somewhere not too far away. The smells of the forest mixed here with the lingering scents of battle. 
 
   Jesse quickly scanned the clearing’s inhabitants. There were ten others with him, most of them covered in the bloody evidence and torn clothing of their recent fighting: Daniel and Lily Kane, Charlie St. James, Malcolm Cole, Dannai and Lucas Caige, Katheryn Dare and Byron Caige – and Imani Zareb. 
 
   Dannai was already kneeling beside the fallen figure of her best friend. “Ima!” she cried, reaching a healing hand toward the unconscious witch’s chest. Jesse joined her there. There was no need for either of them to take a pulse. They were wolves and could hear Imani’s heartbeat, as weak and unsteady as it was.
 
   “Someone cast a rending spell on her,” Dannai said. Her voice was tight with emotion that Jesse imagined she was barely keeping in check. “Severe concussion, more than a dozen broken bones,” she swallowed hard. “She’s bleeding heavily internally.”
 
   No one spoke. No one asked her if she’d be able to heal her friend. Either she could – and she would – or she couldn’t, and no one would force her to admit as much.
 
   Dannai was tired. Jesse could see the weariness in the darkness beneath her multi-colored eyes. She had been healing passengers and werewolves as she’d pulled them to safety from the battle on the train. The Healer was nearly spent. And now that she had used up so much magic on everyone else, she was faced with the task of healing one who meant more to her than most of them put together.
 
   Jesse held his breath. Have enough left, he thought. Just for one more. 
 
   If Imani had been awake enough to swallow, he could have given her his blood. But he was useless to her now. It was up to Dannai.
 
   The Healer closed her eyes. 
 
   A second ticked by. Her hand began to glow a soft, warm yellow.
 
   Somewhere in the not too far distance, something exploded. The ground beneath their feet rumbled as if struck with an earthquake. The train had finally slipped its last track and tumbled loose down the mountainside.
 
   No one responded. The clearing was unnaturally silent. 
 
   Another second ticked by. 
 
   Jesse’s chest felt tight. His eyes burned hellishly in his face. Fury was building in his veins. He willed Imani’s lips to move, her chest to rise, her heart to pound. He willed Dannai to save her.
 
   Two more seconds. Three.
 
   A stray wind gently blew through the clearing, brushing through branches and sending tendrils of Dannai’s hair against her cheek. 
 
   And then, like the breath of air for a drowning man, the light from Dannai’s hand spread. Beneath the caramel creaminess of her perfect skin, Imani’s veins took on an unnatural but beautiful luminosity. Jesse watched as it infused her pores, glowed behind her closed lids, and lit her from within.
 
   A moment later, her lips parted and she sucked in a breath of air. The clearing erupted in loud exhalations and cries of joy. 
 
   Dannai slumped forward, the glow having gone from her hand. Imani’s long lashes fluttered as her eyes opened. A few seconds later, she parted her lips. “Ouch,” she whispered.
 
   Jesse gently cupped her face. Then he turned and pulled Dannai into a strong bear hug. “Thank you,” he told her. 
 
   She nodded, still speechless with exhaustion, and he released her into the arms of her husband, who now knelt next to her as well.
 
   Jesse turned back to Imani. “You owe me brownie points,” he told her as she slowly lifted herself onto her elbow. Jesse took her arms to ease her into a sitting position. 
 
   “Bullshit,” she told him softly. “The Haunted Mansion was closed.”
 
   Jesse laughed. He couldn’t help it.
 
   “Haunted Mansion?” Charlie asked from where she stood beside Cole, Daniel, and Lily.
 
   Jesse nodded. “Disneyland. And she’s been in a foul mood ever since.”
 
   “That would explain the way you cut into those first two Offspring with decapitation spells,” said Cole, his British accent managing to put a civilized spin on something grisly. 
 
   “I could have told you it was closed,” Lily said, smiling wryly.
 
   Imani shot her a look. 
 
   Lily shrugged. “I saw the closings list when I downloaded the park map for everyone.” 
 
   Despite herself, Imani smiled. But it was fleeting. “Fair enough. Where are Chloe and Jason?” she asked. 
 
   “Which Jason?” Jesse asked as he recalled the second Alberich on the train and felt concern etch his features. It was probably time to meet with the Vampire King again and talk to him about a few things, not the least of which was the fact that some rogue vampire master had Offspring attacking the good guys.
 
   “What do you mean ‘which Jason’?” Daniel Kane asked, his cop instincts probably firing to life.
 
   “It’s a long story,” said Jesse. “But I’m not telling it here.” He took in their blood soaked clothing and weary expressions. “Let’s get back to town. We’ll re-convene tonight.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
   Ophelia stood still and unsteady in the empty, dark hallway. Up ahead was the door to her master’s chamber. The flicker of candlelight lent the stone hall a soft glow where it emanated from the archway leading to the massive room beyond. 
 
   He was waiting for her.
 
   She closed her eyes and took a shaking breath, trying for all the world to steady her nerves. But the clothes she’d been forced to wear abraded against the fresh wounds she bore beneath. She looked down at the front of her blue outfit. A nametag that read “Lia,” mimicked the last part of her real name. It was an Amtrak uniform, tight and scratchy enough on normal, undamaged skin, but horrible on her own. She felt raw and sore and miserable – and she knew that was the point. 
 
   The wounds he’d inflicted on her would never heal entirely. Fire was like that anyway. For mortals it left terrible scars. For a vampire, it was so much worse. A brand of fire would remain open and bleeding at first, and then gaping and seeping for weeks. The scar would never fade.
 
   And that’s what she wore now – brands. Two of them; one for each trespass she’d committed against her master’s wishes.
 
   It wasn’t only the wounds themselves that ached and throbbed for Ophelia. It was where he’d chosen to give them to her. The location was symbolic – and exceedingly cruel. They would change the way she was forced to dress for the rest of eternity. They were a lesson hard learned.
 
    They were also a lesson she never should have been forced to endure.
 
   It was his fault she was who and what she was. He was the one who’d chosen to turn her. 
 
   At the time, it had been forbidden for an Offspring to create another Offspring. And yet, he’d done it without a hint of remorse or regret… or even gentleness. Ophelia had never been given a choice. He’d taken her from an engagement to someone she cared for more than she’d ever cared for anyone in her life, and he’d changed her. He’d made her a vampire.
 
   Her fiancé had gone on to other things, mourning her “death”… and then forgetting her. He’d found someone else eventually, a young American popper with no class, no lineage, and no upbringing. He’d fallen in love with her of all people, and made her his queen.
 
   Meanwhile a handsome, wealthy, charismatic, and completely evil vampire lord had ruined her. 
 
   She winced as a fresh throb of reminding pain arced up from her wounds. 
 
   And now he’s ruined me again, she thought.
 
   Why me? she wondered for the thousandth time in the last two hundred years. He didn’t care for her. He cared less for her wellbeing than he did the rugs on which she was forced to kneel before him.
 
   Pouting, sweet? 
 
   His voice suddenly cut through her ungracious thoughts, both sharp and beautiful. Her heart skipped a beat. 
 
   Do you think to repay me for your punishment by making me wait for you?
 
    The question hung in the air, absolutely unanswerable.
 
   Is that wise? he asked next.
 
   Dread coursed through Ophelia. She forced her feet to move, and moments later she found herself standing once more before the vampire who had made her. 
 
   He watched her in silence, his angelic face that reminded her of Lucifer was cold, his dark eyes unyielding. After a few seconds, he raised a brow.
 
   Ophelia immediately fell to her knees and bowed her head. This time there was no rug to cushion the position. Her legs bruised, but she held still… and waited.
 
   As she waited, she heard him retake his throne, most likely as graceful as usual, as perfectly, horribly beautiful as he’d always been. 
 
   “Now then,” he said nonchalantly. “What have you for me, pet?”
 
   Ophelia had thought carefully about how she would phrase the information she had learned for him. She’d been sent out to get close to the young Chloe Septeran. She’d been instructed to watch her, listen to her, and study her from a safe distance. Her master wanted to know as much about her as possible because Chloe was destined to become one of the 13 Queens.
 
   And her master’s master wanted to know as much about them as he could.
 
   Ophelia had tracked the soon-to-be queen through Disneyland’s park, watching her board one ride after another for apparently no reason, and as she did, Ophelia’d made note of every nuance of Septeran’s character. 
 
   Ophelia had also stayed in a hotel room across the hall from Septeran’s – and had even boarded the train just shortly before the Akyri did.
 
   In order to disguise her Offspring nature from the incredibly insightful and sensitive young Septeran and anyone else who might smell the tainted magic upon her, Ophelia’s vampirism had been temporarily stripped from her. It was a rare punishment, and one not easily performed. It was also forbidden under Roman D’Angelo’s rule… because it hurt.
 
   But Ophelia supposed that was part of the reason her creator had chosen to put her through it. It was to be another lesson. The fact that it aided him in his plan was only an added bonus. There was an emptiness inside of Ophelia now that felt nearly as wrong on the inside as the swollen, bloody brand marks felt on the outside. 
 
   Ophelia was transported off the train once Septeran returned to her quarters after finishing her midday meal. Ophelia’d had a few hours to herself then. And now was the questioning she had been dreading.
 
   Somehow, with a strength she hadn’t known she possessed, Ophelia once more squelched her desire to rise from the ground and die trying to kill the man who had transformed her into a blood-drinking monster. It was an urge she suppressed time and again.
 
   Instead, she licked her lips. Slowly and carefully, she told him what she knew. 
 
   She’d noticed a few things during her assignment that might come in handy in acquiring not only Septeran, but also the other twelve queens. For example, they all seemed to be inordinately sensitive. OCD tendencies, panic attacks, anxiety, vegetarianism – they seemed to run rampant through the emerging string of female sovereigns. 
 
   They possessed a sort of profile, and this was one of the things she spoke of now as her master listened intently, quietly absorbing every word she muttered.
 
   She kept nothing from him. Not only would it have been pointless, as he could have just ripped the information quickly from her mind if he’d chosen to, but the longer she talked, the longer he refrained from hurting her.
 
   She only had so much information to share. Her knees were cold and sore, her skin was on fire, and her spirit ached. She began to tremble where she knelt. It was going to be a long night.
 
   “For you, yes,” her master suddenly said, slicing once more into her runaway thoughts. She’d been talking about one thing and thinking about another. And as usual, he’d known. 
 
   Ophelia closed her eyes and swallowed hard past the lump that was forming in her throat. She wanted to die. And again, she wondered why he’d chosen to torture her, of all the women in the world.
 
   “Because, my dear, you were Roman’s love.”
 
   Ophelia opened her eyes and looked up. She could feel wetness on her cheeks, but she knew he wouldn’t care. Tears had no effect on him. At least hers didn’t, anyway.
 
   Blurriness greeted her, but she refrained from blinking as it would only serve to clear her vision, and the beautiful visage of her brutal and pitiless master was one she did not wish to look upon.
 
   “You were the one he wanted,” he continued, shedding both light and confusion on a mystery that had puzzled her for two centuries. “And I would do anything to hurt Roman D’Angelo,” he said, leaning forward in his massive throne-like chair. “Anything at all.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
   She was right. The mansion was vast.
 
   She did it more to keep moving than anything else; the magic she had inside of her after all of these years felt a little like a homeless man winning the lottery. She desperately wanted to spend it, and it had already been proven that she didn’t quite yet know how. So instead, she moved through the mansion, going from room to room and trying her best to distract herself.
 
   Thus far, she’d gone through six lavishly appointed quarters she could only assume were guest rooms, two posh sitting rooms, a study, a palatial tri-level library that she could have lived in, and of course Jason’s own opulent bed chamber. Through windows, she’d been able to determine that there was a glass-domed conservatory and a maze garden, though she hadn’t yet found the entrances to those, and the land beyond them was shrouded in a soup-like fog. There was sure to also be a kitchen somewhere, as well as an attic of some sort, but she’d yet to locate them. 
 
   At the moment, she stood at the end of her fourth or fifth hallway.  She’d just opened a thick metal reinforced wooden door to reveal a descending spiral stone staircase and darkness. 
 
   A scent wafted up the stairs toward Chloe, subtle enough to hint at the passage of time. It smelled like wax or matches. There was also the faintest touch of spice, perhaps, like sandalwood.
 
   And leather. There was that too.
 
   Chloe’s heart rate kicked up a notch. I know what this is.
 
   She felt along the wall for the power switch, found it, and flicked it on. Light illuminated the stairs, barely reaching the top step where she stood. Because the stairwell was winding, there was still no way to see what waited at the bottom.
 
   She slowly descended the stairs. Her leather-soled boots echoed loudly upon each carved stone landing.
 
   As she touched down on the main floor, the fireplace across the room burst to life, at once emitting a warm and crackling glow. By now, she was used to this. It had happened in every room she’d entered.
 
   But the leaping, dancing flames cast an added gleaming, ominous light upon the objects in the room, both large and small. For a very long moment, all Chloe did was stand at the base of the stairs and stare.
 
   She’d heard about this. She’d known for a long time that the Warlock King had… darker tastes when it came to intimate relations. In truth, there was nothing particularly surprising about the tables with their leather straps, the metal bars bearing strong, padded restraints, the cruel wooden “pony” along one wall, or the various whips, paddles and other, more exacting and devious devices that were so brazenly displayed along another. 
 
   It wasn’t the wax candles that had been burned and dripped, no doubt on quivering, helpless flesh, or the chest of shut drawers with their hidden contents that brought Chloe up short. This was no surprise to her at all.
 
   Having been the unwilling receptacle of real human emotion for countless generations, Chloe had long ago come to realize that this, or some degree of this sort of thing was not actually the exception when it came to human sex, but the rule – no matter what a man or woman would otherwise have you believe.
 
   The skeleton residing in most mortals’ closets bore a much more striking resemblance to handcuffs than a skeleton at all. For some odd reason, it just wasn’t yet considered “okay” to be honest about needing to relinquish control to someone you trusted in order to enjoy sex. The old brain need for dominance or submission hadn’t yet shrugged off its taboo label. Humans worked so very slowly through their innumerable issues. It took forever sometimes. Sometimes it never happened at all.
 
   So it wasn’t the room and its tools that stopped Chloe in her tracks and sent her blood speeding heatedly through her body. 
 
    It was something else.
 
   It was that as she stood there, her sea foam eyes roving over the room’s dark, delicious promises, she couldn’t help but imagine herself held firmly beneath the Warlock King’s various straps and restraints, Jason standing over her… his will automatically and irrevocably her own.
 
   And then, even more surprisingly, she couldn’t help but imagine Jason tied down instead. 
 
   Chloe blinked. Heat infused her neck and cheeks. 
 
   She turned away from the inner room to face the stairs, anger fanning her rising temperature. The magic inside of her crackled in her eardrums, reacting to her changing attitude. I’m blushing? Seriously?
 
   She felt like some ridiculous Victorian woman with the vapors. 
 
   I can handle this, she told herself firmly. She turned around to face the room again.
 
   But she proved herself wrong when she roughly put one foot in front of the other only to stop beside the adjustable wooden table, so immaculately kept, so perfectly designed – and found her gaze straying over the straps. They were reinforced with steel bands, locked down with impossibly thick steel connectors, and looked strong enough to restrain a werewolf.
 
   There’s no way he could escape from that if I got him into them, she thought.
 
   Then she blinked again and stepped back. What the hell is wrong with me?
 
   “It’s this blasted magic!” she exclaimed softly. It was making her feel… wicked. No wonder warlocks behaved the way they did! No wonder Jason was so infamous!
 
   “Oh, infamous my ass,” she hissed next. Once his secret had gotten out about all of this, the women of the supernatural world had fairly flocked to his proverbial doorstep. Her fellow Akyri had taken to trying to meet him, in fact, wanting to experience a session or two under what was supposed to be a very practiced hand.
 
   He wasn’t infamous. He was famous.
 
   Chloe put her face in her hands and forced herself to take several deep breaths. And then a few more.
 
   Finally, after a few long minutes, she lowered her arms and straightened. She turned away from the table and began heading back toward the stairs, having decided that she’d seen enough. But after three steps, the firelight behind her reflected off something in the stone wall adjacent to the stairs. 
 
   Chloe frowned and stopped, tilting her head to the side. Rough stone didn’t normally reflect light. She squinted as she stepped toward it.
 
   The flash came again, this time reflecting the light in a quick horizontal line before disappearing. Chloe hurriedly closed the distance to the wall and leaned in. It was almost impossible to see, as the metal was painted to nearly perfectly match the color and texture of the stone. But there was enough of the paint worn off to give its location away.
 
   Set within the stone was a small metal panel. It was about the size of a playing card and without decoration. 
 
   Chloe sensed no magic coming from it. There were no wards over it, no protection spells. If the panel was trapped, it was trapped the old fashioned way. Chloe raised her hands, fingers poised over the metal. She wondered if darts would come shooting out of the other walls. Spears, maybe?
 
   Images from Disney’s Indiana Jones ride played in her mind.
 
   With a mental eye-roll and a shake of her head, Chloe pressed her fingers against the panel. It immediately slid inward half an inch and then emitted a clearly audible click.
 
   Chloe froze. She began counting the seconds that ticked away as nothing happened. On second number six, there was a scraping sound from behind her. It sounded as if it were coming from all the way across the room.
 
   She spun around. The opposite wall was moving. Something small broke loose near the top and tumbled to the stone below. Then more pebbles broke free, skittering down the wall and across the ground. A cloud of dust was rising, coating the table and instruments nearest to the wall.
 
   Chloe felt lightheaded. She heard her blood rushing through her eardrums, pulsing in riotous rhythm with her terrified heart. She was frozen to the spot, unable to do anything but wait to see what it was she’d just unleashed. 
 
   The rumbling raucous grew louder and deeper, the tremor of two very large objects scraping against one another. She watched with wide eyes as the entire wall slid slowly to the side, revealing a new and depthless dark beyond.
 
   The sliding, scraping calamity went on for another few seconds before finally slowing and coming to a stop altogether. There was a remnant tumble of stray pebbles as the final loose fragments broke free and joined their predecessors on the now filthy ground.
 
   Then all was silent. 
 
   Dust clouded the air, causing her to cough. Chloe pulled the sleeve of her shirt down over her fingers. Then she stretched her fingers out, placing them over her mouth so she could breathe through the material as she pondered the yawning, open maw before her.

 
   
 
Chapter Twenty
 
   There was no light switch for this room, nor did a hearth burst into flame when her foot crossed the threshold. Instead, more than two-dozen candles alighted where they rested atop a desk, small tables and a bookshelf throughout the room. 
 
   The effect was beautiful, warm and inviting. Chloe was pleasantly surprised. 
 
   She’d been expecting the worst. The way the wall had slid to the side – all of that noise and all of that rubble – was reminiscent of some doom and gloom revelation in a treasure-hunting movie. So it was with a newfound appreciation and a deep sense of relief that she walked in to the now candle-lit room to find that it was nothing more than a small office.
 
   Chloe moved slowly into the room, feeling as though she were setting foot into the most important part of the house, despite its outwardly humble appearance. She felt like an intruder…. As if she’d stumbled upon something no one at all was ever supposed to see.
 
   The room itself was quite small, especially considering the scale of the rooms in the rest of the house. It was also for the most part unadorned. There were no plush rugs on the ground, no intricate tapestries draped along the carved stone walls.
 
   Instead, there was a desk against one wall, medium-sized and composed of plain, dark stained chopping-block wood. An equally strong but nondescript chair was tucked partway beneath it. Atop the desk were a small number of various types of items.
 
   Along another wall was a bookshelf containing at most a dozen books of different shapes, sizes, and colors. These rested haphazardly against one another, as there were no bookends to hold them in place. 
 
   The final large object in the room was a wooden chest. It had a latch, but no lock.
 
   Chloe stood at the center of the office for a moment, considering her surroundings. Then she moved to the desk.
 
   There were five things atop the desk: a baseball on a stand in a glass cube, a model rocket ship that looked as though it had been constructed out of toilet paper roll centers and had the word “Stardust” scrawled across it in silver ink, a clear crystal fountain pen with dried ink around its nib, a stack of plain blank papers, and a sterling silver framed photograph of two infants. One of the babies was wrapped in pink, the other blue. 
 
   Chloe knew who the children were. They were The Healer’s twins. Most Akyri knew of them; their birth had been a rather momentous event. It had literally been felt in the magical ether, like a shockwave or a rippling after a stone has been tossed into an otherwise indistinct pond.
 
   Chloe gently touched her fingertips to the frame. It was clear to her now that Jason himself had created this little hideaway just off his “dungeon.” He was the one who had hidden it so carefully away, tucking it inside the shadow of something that was sure to gain much more attention should his mansion ever be invaded. No one would think to look past the objects in the other room. 
 
   Jason was clever.
 
   Chloe turned away from the photograph and bent to get a closer look at the baseball. It was very old; it had browned quite a bit and some of the leather was cracked with age. 
 
   It was also signed. 
 
   Chloe was not necessarily a baseball fan, but she’d been alive long enough to recognize the name once she deciphered the faded handwriting.
 
   John McGraw.
 
   Chloe whistled low and straightened. If she’d had the urge to lift the glass and hold the ball seconds ago, it was now gone. McGraw not only played for the New York Giants, but also managed them – and died in 1934. The ball was an invaluable relic. She wasn’t going to be responsible for ruining something so rare.
 
   She stepped back and looked around again, this time focusing on the bookshelf. Some of the books were old enough that their titles had been worn off of their leather spines. The smaller and thinner books, which were also much more colorful, were clearly children’s books. These were easy to identify.
 
   The Giving Tree was the first she recognized.
 
   The Phantom Tollbooth.
 
   Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day.
 
   Oh the Places You’ll Go.
 
   And Alice in Wonderland.
 
   Chloe felt something tight in her stomach. It unknotted and unwound, filling her chest with a heavy discomfort. 
 
   She thought of Jason Alberich the Warlock King, and imagined him as he must have been as a child.
 
   With fingers that now trembled slightly with the sense that she would at any moment destroy something priceless, Chloe very gently pulled out the largest of the older, leather-bound books.
 
   Mark Twain’s The Mysterious Stranger and his lesser known, decidedly bitter if honest final work, Letters from the Earth were the first two books she pulled out. She carefully slid them back in place after reading their titles and went for the next book. Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. 
 
   The heaviness in Chloe’s chest worsened. There was a pattern here. It didn’t take a psychologist to realize it.
 
   As if to seal the fate of Jason’s darkening adulthood, the final book was The Count of Monte Christo by Alexandre Dumas.
 
   Chloe replaced the book among its weathered companions and couldn’t help but once again compare them with the bright, new copies of the children’s books beside them. There was no denying the contrast. 
 
   How had he come about these books? Had they been given to him? Had he purchased them himself? What made him choose these in particular, and keep them here in this super secret place in his already secret mansion?
 
   Chloe felt a breeze. It caused the candles to flicker slightly, and she hugged herself. She turned toward the opening, sensing suddenly that she was not alone. She smelled lavender. But there was no one there.
 
   Only ghosts.
 
   With that thought, and the subsequent shiver that followed, Chloe covered her mouth with her hand and turned to the final object of her curiosity – the wooden chest that sat on the ground in the corner of the office. 
 
   She knelt before it. At once, she felt the cold of the stone beneath her seeping through the material of her jeans. There was no lock to work around, so it was only Chloe’s own hesitation that stopped her now.
 
   After a few seconds of uncertainty, she placed her fingers on the trunk’s ledge and lifted.
 
   She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. Between the BDSM toys in the next room and the nostalgic items in this one, she was left truly confused about the man who slept upstairs in his massive, aptly named king-sized bed.
 
   What she did find was paper work. 
 
   Chloe let the chest lid drop gently against the wall. From what she could tell, there were around ten bundles in the trunk, each tied with leather strings or held tight with rubber bands. There were a few folders here and there as well, and what looked like a stack of holiday cards.
 
   Now Chloe really did pause. She looked over her shoulder at the small office with its baseball relic, its lovingly framed picture of a brother and sister, and its children’s books. I’m trespassing.
 
   This is Jason Alberich, she thought. This is the Warlock King. This right here.
 
   It made little sense. The dichotomy of the sparse, lush décor of the mansion and the cold cruelty of the dungeon – compared with the odds and ends of this small room – was overwhelming.
 
   Chloe reached in to grab one of the folders that stood upright against one end of the chest. She opened it.
 
   Inside were several slightly worn documents.  There were a few medical records and what looked like… a certificate of adoption.
 
   It was from Sacramento, California. Two names were inscribed on the document: Jason Alberich, and Lalura Chantelle.
 
   As if mesmerized by what she was holding, Chloe gently placed the adoption certificate on top of the other papers in the chest and pulled out the medical records. They detailed injuries to an infant: a broken rib, contusions, and abrasions. The infant apparently suffered malnutrition, vitamin deficiencies, and dehydration. Doctor’s notes were scribbled and difficult to decipher, but Chloe could make out mention of abandonment.
 
   She put the papers down and sifted through some others, careful not to disturb their order or tear or bend anything. Eventually, she’d more or less pieced together what they all meant. 
 
   The realization was profound.
 
   Jason Alberich had been abandoned by his parents as a baby. He’d been found by some bystander, brought in to the hospital, and treated for a plethora of maladies that no child should ever suffer, especially by that tender, innocent age. 
 
   Years later, Lalura had adopted him. Perhaps she’d seen something in him or recognized something that others couldn’t. Maybe his magic had called out to her. There were a thousand possibilities. But in the end, Jason Alberich had gone from a home of hatred and neglect to one of celebrated wisdom and care. There was no greater witch than Lalura Chantelle.
 
   Chloe again turned away from the contents of the chest. Her eyes skimmed over the books on the bookshelf. Now she knew who had given Jason the children’s books. She wondered whether those had been the first gifts Lalura had ever given him. Had she taught him to read, in fact? 
 
   She also knew who had given him the Yule and Halloween cards that were tucked away in the chest. 
 
   She knew why Jason had a softer side, if you could call it that. It was a side that might like baseball or building model rocket ships. And she knew why he had a harder side – one that might feel anger and resentment, or the desperate need to maintain absolute control.
 
   She’d put the puzzle together, and found an image of a man more supremely dimensional than anyone had ever bothered to imagine.
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Not anyone, Chloe Septeran, thought Lalura. Not quite.
 
   She opened her eyes, smiling as she left the vision. She had taken a spiritual jaunt, journeying into the ether to check up on the young Akyri. It was rare for her to have such an urge. She normally relied upon the visions that came to her of their own accord. But a good occasional walk did the soul as much good as it did the body.
 
   Lalura had often wondered what Jason had done with some of the things she’d given him over the years – the books, the model rocket they’d built together, the crystal pen she’d gifted him when he started wanting to write his own spells….
 
   Now she knew.
 
   And so did Chloe Septeran, the future Warlock Queen. 
 
   Lalura nodded to herself, just once, and pushed away from the table. Her tea had grown cold anyway. She waved it away and reached instead for her cane. Then she made her way across the small, cozy, fire lit room of her English cottage, magically opening the front door on the way. 
 
   She had a meeting to get to.
 
   *****
 
   There was an eerie quality to the night in the Phantom King’s realm. The road through its endless desert was a dirt track a million miles long that sliced silently across a vastness nearly unmarred.
 
   Siobhan held tightly to the man in front of her on the bike. His speed and skill forced her to move in close. Her fingers curled through the material of his t-shirt and pressed against the taut ridges of his midsection. Siobhan peeked over his broad shoulder to see his fingers manipulate the clutch, his other hand twisting back where it was wrapped solidly around the handlebar of his bike. The scent of leather and soap wafted over her, as did the dust and heat kicked up by the relentless drive of the motorcycle’s tires.
 
   Siobhan looked back out over the dark horizon. It was a line of black against a backdrop of purple-blue that was speckled with the diamonds of distant stars. Up ahead, two shadows loomed on the right. She watched them with a detached interest. They were a fixture of the land, ever changing and always slightly different.
 
   As they drew nearer, the shapes became recognizable:  A Cadillac from the sixties, its front right tire flat, and beside it – a guillotine. 
 
   Siobhan’s grip tightened around the driver’s waist. 
 
   As if he knew she needed the extra touch, he removed his left hand from the handlebar of the bike and placed it over hers.
 
   Every few minutes, the two riders would pass by some relic on the road. It was inevitably dust-covered, sun-bleached, bent and faded, used and forgotten. It might be a car from 1952, or a soda-dispensing machine from the same era. Perhaps it was a tractor from the early forties or a tank from World War I. At times, there were older items. Siobhan had seen everything from a medieval wagon cart to a Renaissance era piano – to a hanging tree, its rope swaying ominously in an unseen breeze.
 
   They were remnants. 
 
   They were as much phantoms of what they had once been as were the Anime that inhabited the realm. She and her king would ride by, the roar of their engine almost an echo to the voiceless music of memories, and the objects would remain still where they rested, dots on an otherwise empty canvas. 
 
   She would pass them by, watching over her shoulder as they slowly – ever so slowly – faded once more out of sight. 
 
   No one had ever claimed the Phantom King’s job was an easy one. He was the greeter and gatekeeper of those who had died unnatural deaths. There was no more solitary and mournful position in existence.
 
   Siobhan was learning that being the queen had its doleful moments as well. 
 
   Here in this realm, she had a tie to yesterday that few others neither possessed nor could understand. She literally saw the world as if it had been aged in sepia, and the emotion that was attached to this image felt sepiad too. It was a bereft sensation, as if she’d been left on a Scottish moor in the midst of a mournful tune and a cold wind. 
 
   Everything was echoes. They were so silent, they screamed. 
 
   It would have driven an ordinary person mad. Hell, some days she thought it might have driven her mad too – if it hadn’t been for Thanatos.
 
   From where he controlled the bike in front of her, Thane gave her hand a gentle squeeze, drawing her attention back to the road ahead. On the left loomed another shadowy outline. This one looked promising.
 
   Thane slowed the bike, allowing her a closer look as they drew nearer. She smiled. Perfect, she thought.
 
   She gave him the hand signal to stop the bike, and Thane slowed to a halt directly in front of a faded once-black 1968 Shelby GT500KR Fastback.
 
   She had a thing for Fastbacks, and in that year it was more rare to have the fastback rather than the convertible roof. The four-speed car was a gem. “It’s perfect,” she repeated, this time aloud. She slid her arm around her Thane’s chest, using his body as a brace while she gracefully dismounted the back of the bike. Any excuse to hold him.
 
   He dismounted next, a secret smile on his unshaven, strong-jawed face. She saw a flash of silver, his eyes reflected in the moonlight. Something shimmered for a moment on his left bicep, the shape of a dragon perhaps, slithering for a fraction of a second before it settled in as a tattoo once more.
 
   Thane kicked down the motorcycle’s stand and turned to face her. 
 
   “Think you can fix it up?” Siobhan asked, knowing that the question was rhetorical at best. Thane could fix anything. But she wanted to hear him say it. The car was too good. It was a Shelby, and such vehicles rarely came along in the Phantom King’s realm. They would have had to die “unnatural deaths,” and for a car, that meant an accident.
 
   A Shelby was rarely treated with such a lack of care. It was too loved by its owner and too expensive to be purchased by twenty-year-old speed demons suffering from hormonal overfeed and a tragic lack of common sense.
 
   But here was one now.
 
   Thane didn’t bother answering her question. Instead, he smiled a beautiful, fanged smile and shook his head as if in wonder. “She really is perfect for you.”
 
   Siobhan felt a blush creep up and was a little bewildered by it. 
 
   “He,” she corrected, matching his smile even as her eyes yearned to stray down the length of his chest. She somehow managed to appear nonchalant. “He really is perfect.” She willfully turned away from the king to look over the remains of the car in front of her. “And I couldn’t agree more.”
 
   The car had a crunched right front fender, four flat tires, a dented hood, and every window was shattered. It was aged a good fifty years, its paint worn through and rusted, its base metals shining through dings and scratches. And it was still gorgeous. She eyed it from front to back and saw it in her mind as it had once been. She imagined the roar of its engine, the gleam of its gloss beneath a streetlight, and the dust that she would leave behind when she floored the pedal.
 
   She’d always wanted a Shelby.
 
   Carefully, she leaned close to the vehicle and peered through the window. It was a red and black interior, covered in dust and the scrapes of age. Nine thousand miles were all that had been racked up on the speedometer. Wow. “Perfect,” she whispered again.
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” Thane said, speaking so close to her right ear that his breath caressed the curve of her neck.
 
   Siobhan looked back to see his eyes roving over her neck and décolletage. She straightened, bumping into the brick wall of him as she did so. She turned, but was caged between his strong arms as he leaned in, bracing one hand on either side of her. 
 
   The metal curves of the car angled hard into her back as she pretended to shrink away. Thane’s predatory grin broadened, flashing his sharp, white fangs again. She was trapped.
 
   He bent in close, and Siobhan could see the quicksilver alight in his eyes. “What is she worth to you, little warlock?” he asked, his words whispering across her lips and scaring up a swirl of rampaging butterflies in her stomach.
 
   “He,” she whispered back. Her voice shook just a little. Her legs felt weak. “What… is he worth?” she corrected. 
 
   Thane chuckled, the sound a delicious rumble that was a promise more than anything else. 
 
   Siobhan began to anticipate all sorts of delicious, dangerous scenarios – when a portal suddenly opened up behind Thane’s shoulder. 
 
   Thanatos blinked. Siobhan frowned. Damn, she thought.
 
   The two straightened, Thane dropping his arms and turning, Siobhan stepping around him as the portal widened enough for a tall, handsome blonde man to step through.
 
   “Steven?” Siobhan asked. Steven Lazarus was the Akyri King. He’d once been a detective for the Boston Police Department. He’d also been her boyfriend and lover, but that had been another day – and a lot had happened since then.
 
   “Lazarus,” Thane greeted respectfully, as one king would another. But his expression was one of strained calm, and Siobhan knew why. The kings had been forced to draw together much more regularly than any of them would have preferred lately. The realms of the supernatural were being turned on their ears. 
 
   Siobhan prepared for the inevitable. She took a deep breath and focused on the spinning doorway behind her ex-boyfriend. Very few people could open a portal into Purgatory as Lazarus just had, and the only reason he could was because he’d once been dead himself. He’d been here before. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Thane,” Lazarus sighed as the portal swirled, waiting behind him. The look on his face said everything.
 
   “Another meeting,” Thane supplied, obviously having figured it out as well. Siobhan gently placed her hand on his bicep. The tattoos beneath her fingers shifted once more, a mirror to the king’s inner emotions.
 
   “Yes,” said Lazarus. “Only this time, you’re to bring Siobhan.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Chloe froze as she was lowering the lid to Jason’s secret chest. The air had shifted again, another breeze brushing through the long loose locks of her hair. She glanced over her shoulder, but still found herself to be alone.
 
   The candles in the room flickered once more, this time more violently. A second later, they went out. Chloe’s eyes widened in the new darkness. She dropped the lid noisily. Without ever having cast the spell before, she hastily shouted the few short words to a lighting spell, and the room was instantly awash in new illumination.
 
   The light had an indistinct source, but seemed to move with Chloe as she quickly stood and left the secret office to make her way back across the dungeon toward the winding staircase. 
 
   She tried not to glance again at the assortment of objects hanging on the far wall in the dungeon as she passed through – but it was impossible not to. Fortunately, her light would only stretch so far, and most of them remained hidden in the shadows.
 
   The air in the mansion changed around her as she moved, growing more… vibrant. It was as if the molecules were moving more quickly with each climbed step. The closer to the top of the stairs, the more statically charged the air became. There was a real sense of something happening now. It was like lightning about to strike.
 
   The hallway that led to the dungeon’s door was lit by torches that sent shadows dancing along the walls. Night had fallen since Chloe had been downstairs in Jason’s secret room.
 
   Chloe hurried through the hall and the massive sitting room beyond. The tapestries swayed where they hung on thick wooden rods. The flames in the hearth leapt high and crackled loudly, as agitated by the electricity in the air as was Chloe.
 
   She passed the large windows on the right that looked out over the maze garden and the clear glass conservatory ceiling, but now could only see darkness. Lightning split that darkness, startling her enough that she jumped. Thunder followed closely on its heels – very closely.
 
   Chloe recognized the sensation that was gathering. It was like a massive magical tornado, sucking up all of the magic around it. It pulled at the elements, as there were magical properties to the earth, to the air, to water and even fire. It sucked at them, nettling and provoking them until every conflagration around her, both large and small, danced in fury, and the sky spewed electric venom in its rage. 
 
   The black hole-like storm was growing stronger, and Chloe knew well where its center would be found.
 
   Jason’s bedroom.
 
   He’s regaining his power, she thought as she turned down the hall that led to his quarters. 
 
   She should have known that a warlock the likes of Alberich would not remain weakened for long. There was something about him that had begun understated, unassuming and deceptive in the form of a malnourished, abandoned child with broken bones. 
 
   Maybe Lalura had known. She clearly cared for him. She’d always defended him. She saw something in him that others couldn’t see. Maybe she had always known other warlocks would never be able to touch the kind of power he possessed, much less match it. Maybe she knew even more than that.
 
   Chloe couldn’t help but wonder who Jason’s parents had been. Who were the neglectful enigmas who had given birth to a magic prodigy and tossed him away?
 
   She paused in the archway of his bedroom. She’d closed the door behind her when she’d left earlier. Light crackled beneath the door. Wind had picked up on the other side; she could hear it roaring.
 
   Chloe raised her hand, but hesitated above the doorknob. 
 
   Suddenly, the noise from beyond the threshold stopped. The light died down. The breeze that had been moving through Chloe’s hair hushed to a whisper and was gone. All was silent and still.
 
   Chloe could hear her breath in the sudden quiet. It was quivering. She felt Jason’s magic pushing on the inside of her like a caged beast, begging to be set free. And she could feel it on the outside of her too – all around her. 
 
   So close.
 
   “Chocolate.”
 
   The word was spoken softly into her right ear. Chloe screamed and spun, and something inside of her went snap. She didn’t mean to do it. She had no control over it when a column of some force shot out from her like lightning. It was a deep, swirling purple and sparkling black like the night sky. She cried out as it ripped itself from her, releasing with a sensation so powerful, it nearly knocked her to her knees. 
 
   It felt like picking something fragile up and throwing it across the room after a long and trying day. It was like seeing the bastard who’d sped past and flipped you off on the highway pulled over and getting a ticket. It was like satisfaction and retribution… it was like having an orgasm while your bitter enemy suffered. That’s what the magic felt like.
 
   And it struck Jason Alberich with the sum of this galvanized energy, slamming into his broad, black-clad chest and sending him flying down the hall. 
 
   Chloe screamed a second time, more alarmed by what she’d done than by his initial sneaking up on her. Jason landed hard and rolled, coming to lay sprawled on his stomach across the entrance to the hall more than a hundred feet away.
 
   Chloe jolted herself from her spell-casting stupor and rushed down the hall to his side. She knelt beside him as he moaned softly and attempted to push himself up onto his elbows. 
 
   “I’m so sorry!” Chloe cried. “I don’t know how that happened! I mean, I’m not surprised,” she babbled as she took hold of one of his arms and pulled. “Your magic has been itching to find a way out of me all day, but I had no idea I could do that. Did it hurt? Are you okay?”
 
   Chloe realized what she was saying. Of course it had hurt! Why was she yammering on like this? 
 
   “But it really was your fault, you know,” she added, as if in defense of her strange behavior. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that! And what the hell is ‘chocolate’ supposed to mean, anyway?”
 
   Jason had managed to push himself over and now rested back, bracing himself on his arms as he eyed her with what could only be wonder and confusion. “I was trying to say something innocent so I wouldn’t scare you,” he told her, his voice a tad hoarse as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him.
 
   Which he had.
 
   “Well… it didn’t work,” she said softly, sitting back a bit to put some space between them. It felt discombobulating to be so close to him, even to be helping him just then. This was the man she’d been running from for three months. This was the Warlock King, the biggest threat to her in the world – or so she’d thought. Jason Alberich, the handsome, infamous, and dangerous…. 
 
   But she was no longer running or hiding; there was no point. She’d taken his magic. It was done. And she was helping him up off the same floor onto which she’d thrown him because she felt bad for hurting him, because she didn’t want to hurt him.
 
   Because she had serious feelings for him… and always had.
 
   “If you didn’t want to scare me, why did you pop out behind me in the hall?” she asked, looking down at the floor in order to avoid getting pulled into the endless green of his eyes. There was a whole other world in that green – the things it promised were the kind that made devout old ladies sweat in church.
 
   “It happens,” he said. His voice was strained this time as he moved beside her, trying to sit up a little straighter. The clothing across his chest was smoking. “When my power comes back, it comes fast and hard. There’s a whiplash effect.”
 
   “A whiplash effect?” she asked, trying desperately to focus as sudden memory flashes of the dungeon downstairs conjured up pictures in her head.
 
   Jason had propped himself up against the wall, and now he allowed his head to fall back against it. Chloe found her attention straying to the strong line of his chin and the curve of his neck and shoulders. 
 
   He closed his eyes and nodded. “Random magic. I channel it into transportation because it’s less painful than getting caught up in other spells.” He opened his eyes, green slashes that were more than slightly accusatory. He glanced down at his smoking chest. “Usually.”
 
   “Well….” Chloe slowly stood. 
 
   She felt bewildered. She had no idea what to do next. A cocktail of emotions and images swam through her mind. She glanced at Jason’s smoking chest and could only imagine the muscles underneath his scorched clothing.
 
   She swallowed hard and chanced a brave, slightly wild look into his eyes. His gaze caught hers and held it fast, strapping her down. 
 
   A telling warmth began swirling in her stomach.
 
   “For what it’s worth,” she said, her voice cracking just a bit; she cleared her throat and went on, “there’s nothing innocent about chocolate.”
 
   Jason stared at her as if he were trying to decide whether to glare or grin. The emerald in his eyes glittered like real gemstone. Arresting.
 
   Chloe shrugged. “Chocolate….” She swallowed hard. “It’s wicked,” she explained. It was true. Chocolate was like black magic in the form of food. Akyri didn’t need to eat, but when you went around as perpetually hungry as Chloe had for the last several hundred years, you found other ways to feed that empty spot. It was a good thing Akyri didn’t get fat either.
 
   Jason pushed himself up against the wall until he was standing, and then brushed himself off. He straightened. With a quirk of his lips, he snapped his fingers, and his shoes were enveloped in a ring of light. That light raced up the length of his body, hugging him like a cocoon until it rose over his head like a halo and then vanished. 
 
   Now the Warlock King was draped in a perfectly tailored black suit with a black silk tie and shining black dress shoes. His blonde wavy hair was smoothed, he was freshly shaven, and he smelled like soap and aftershave. With a smirk, he lowered his hands and slipped them into his pockets. An expensive watch gleamed on his left wrist.
 
   He looked like a million bucks. 
 
   Chloe would have been a big fat liar on a cosmic level if she’d even attempted to deny how attracted she was to him in that moment. But she did at least manage to hide it. She raised a brow and asked nonchalantly, “Big date?” Smart-assness was not necessarily in her repertoire, but with Jason’s magic fueling her, she was finding she was capable of all sorts of things. And desires.
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Jason replied. Then he smiled in a way that forced a new hot flush into her cheeks. She took a deep breath and demanded, “What?”
 
   “You’re coming with me,” said the debonair king in his expensive suit.
 
   Chloe blinked. “Come again?”
 
   His fiendish smile became a killer grin. He took his hand out of his pocket and snapped a second time. Chloe felt a rush of cool air swirl around her, like fairy’s breath or a menthol-laced breeze against naked skin. She looked down, noticed the same ring of light around her own feet, and watched with wide eyes as it climbed up her body.
 
   When it got to her chest, she closed her eyes, a little unwilling to see what it was going to leave behind once it was finished doing whatever it was doing.
 
   A few seconds later, the menthol breeze was gone. 
 
   Chloe opened her eyes to the sound of a wolf whistle. “You clean up nice, Chloe Septeran,” came Jason’s smooth, deep voice.
 
   She looked down at herself. Shock went through her – partly because of what he’d chosen to dress her in, and partly because of how good she looked in it. “Holy shit.”
 
   Jason laughed. It was one of those genuine, deep chuckles laced with nothing but pure amusement or happiness, and it at once drew Chloe’s attention. She looked up at him, transfixed by the unexpected beauty of such a dark and dangerous warlock experiencing real joy. 
 
   “You can dress her up,” he said through the remnants of his soft laughter.
 
   “Shut up,” she retorted, more than a little shaken.
 
   The red silk gown was form-fitting, floor-length, and bore a slit that ran the entire length of her left leg. It was killer. It also felt familiar. She could swear she’d read about someone dressed like this recently… in a romance novel with angels and vampires, in fact. Maybe it was one of Evie D’Angelo’s books.
 
   And her mind was drifting under the pressure.
 
   “Jason,” she said firmly, feeling strange addressing him so personally. “I’ve never worn clothes like this in my life. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Where do you think you’re taking me?”
 
   “To a meeting of the kings,” he said through his smile. Then his smile faded a little and his eyes strayed to the dress he’d just placed her in. His gaze grazed her shoulders, the long length of her arms, and the curve of her waist. The amusement leaked from his features to be replaced with a combination of very obvious mounting hunger and something akin to concern. “And the queens.”
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   It was just accepted. It was what was done, out of respect perhaps or as a way to show that each of them fully understood how important what they were doing was. This was a drawing together of the most mystical factions of the multiverse. At this table sat the heads of empires so otherworldly, they existed only in the dreams and fantasies of most mortals – and in the nightmares of others.
 
   So it was an unspoken rule and an unbreakable tradition that to these meetings, a king came dressed like a king. Men who brandished vorpal swords or sprouted wings or fangs or walked through palaces of ice in their own worlds stepped through the door of the meeting chamber draped in tailored suits, finest silks, and airs of calm that belied the turmoil inherent in running supernatural kingdoms.
 
   And now their queens would as well.
 
   Roman stood from where he always sat at the head of the table and nodded once in greeting as the Phantom King stepped through the door. Behind him, and held firmly by the hand, came his queen, Siobhan Ashdown.
 
   She came hesitantly, and by the look on her face, it was clear to Roman that she felt she should not be there. 
 
   Thanatos appeared as he almost always did for the meetings, dressed in a charcoal gray suit with a dark gray tie. If one looked closely, they would notice the pattern on the tie changing every now and then – an unconscious reflection of the Phantom King’s nature, and the tattoos he was forced to cover.
 
   His queen was a vision in charcoal gray satin, her hair and skin possessing an airbrushed quality, as if she’d just stepped out of a 1940’s pinup poster. From the slightly jealous, incredibly protective expression on Thane’s face, it was clear he thought so too, and that he didn’t like the fact that he was the only one with a queen so far at the table.
 
   Where there had once been only 13 chairs, there were now 18. Three had been added for the found queens, one had been added for the Werewolf Overseer, and the last had been provided for Lalura Chantelle.
 
   The high witch was already in her chair in fact, which Roman now noticed had changed shape. It bore a remarkable resemblance to a goose’s behind. She sat reclined in the fluffy down receptacle, her head tucked onto her right shoulder, her eyes closed, a soft snoring sound emitting from between her slightly parted lips.
 
   Roman hid his smile. He was getting very good at it.
 
   Thane took his usual seat and Siobhan sat beside him. At once, the others at the table leaned in to speak with them both, offering reassurances and praise to her, and Roman was proud. They were trying to make her more comfortable. Perhaps they knew that their own queens would feel as she did. They were building bridges.
 
   One by one, the men arrived, all in fast, efficient magical fashion. 
 
   This was a change of scenery for them. Since Roman was the one who called the meetings and he was an Offspring, a vampire, they were generally held in locations along the coast or beneath rainstorms or in tall, shaded woods. 
 
   Vampires enjoyed cooler temperatures, fog, and water.
 
   This… was the desert.
 
   He’d never drawn them all together in such a location. But it had become patently clear that the more formidable of their enemies included vampires who apparently worked for a rogue master. Therefore, in order to lessen the chances of being attacked during this urgent and vital assembly, Roman had called it in the middle of West Texas, in a tiny town none of them had ever heard of but which bore an ironically perfect name: Wolfforth.
 
   From the looks on their faces as they appeared one after another, it felt off to them to not have to dodge ten thousand people in New York or San Francisco or London and instead keep to the rare shadow under the sparse ranch-styled buildings plotted here and there in a very sleepy village-like town.
 
   That was a good sign. If it was surprising to them, then perhaps it would be surprising to their enemy – which meant they were less likely to consider it.
 
   Evie hadn’t yet arrived. She’d promised him she would come and only needed time to prepare, but Roman knew how she felt about attending a congregation of the 13. She’d only met a few of them to date, and they overwhelmed her. She was a sensitive soul; apparently that was something inherent in a queen. It seemed unfair in a way. Only fate would decide to take the kindest, most empathetic people of the world and task them with the most frightening responsibilities.
 
   Sounds about right, he thought grimly.
 
   Eventually, only the Warlock King, his soon-to-be-queen, and Evie had yet to arrive. Lalura had yet to even wake up.
 
   Roman half-listened as the kings conversed quietly amongst themselves, most of them speaking with Thanatos and his bride. 
 
   The doorway shimmered a dark purple and black, and the room went quiet.
 
   Jason Alberich was an enigma to Roman. If appearances had ever been deceiving, Alberich was the instance. He’d started down the supernatural path as one thing – and become something much different later on. And he was still changing.
 
   Rumor had it this was the second time in almost as many days that the dark magic sovereign had paid a visit to the desert. The first time he’d had to come, it was in the line of duty as king of the Warlocks. If Alberich was irritated by the recurring locale, he hid it well behind his emerald city eyes. 
 
   The Warlock King appeared as he always did for a meeting of the kings, meticulously dressed in a jet-black suit that fit him like a mantle. He calmly entered the room, briefly filled the doorframe with the impressive height and broad shoulders that had become expected of a king, and none-too-gently led someone in after him.
 
   The woman came into the room wrapped in wariness and hesitation – and brought an instant hush to the gathering. All that remained to be heard was the gentle snoring coming from Lalura.
 
   Women were better creatures than men. Roman would be the first to admit it. It wasn’t a concession, and it wasn’t an admittance of defeat, it was simple fact. Men were violent, arrogant, selfish, apathetic, and cruel. A king could be a real monster.
 
   The Warlock Queen however, was the second living proof to walk through the door that women embodied everything else. They were the yang, the balance, and the opposite. As Roman now realized that all of the queens would be, Chloe Septeran was a beautiful, innocent vessel for the hardships her king would unwittingly give to her. And as she moved into the room, she too won the admiration of every man at the table.
 
   Roman watched as Alberich led Chloe to her seat and surreptitiously met the gazes of each king one at a time. A wealth of unspoken warning was passed through the space over the table’s mahogany surface. Jason tucked in Chloe’s chair and gracefully took his own place beside her. The chatter resumed, a little quieter than before.
 
   All that was missing was Evie.
 
   I’m here.
 
   Roman turned to face the entrance once more. 
 
   How do I look? she asked him, a shy smile on her lovely face. She managed to hide her fangs well. He, on the other hand, felt the pain of them lengthening from his gums at once. 
 
   His all-pupil gaze slipped down the length of his beautiful wife, and he wondered how the hell he was going to find the strength to concentrate on the meeting at hand.
 
   *****
 
   Chloe’s stomach was a mess. The butterflies inside had turned to razor-winged little monsters, fed by Jason’s magic and the eyes of every terribly powerful man in the room. 
 
   A part of her could not believe she was sitting there… wrapped up in a gorgeous gown like some sacrificial present for the very people she’d avoided for centuries.
 
   But the damage had already been done. She’d taken a warlock’s magic.
 
   It felt like sitting on top of a very big secret. She imagined it was how Clark Kent might have felt as he walked among the humans, looking on the outside like everyone else, but capable of destroying the lot of them on no more than a whim.
 
   Except he was a superhero, came a soft, friendly female voice in her head. 
 
   Chloe glanced up from where she had been burning a hole in the table with her steadfast, nervous gaze. She locked eyes with the woman across from her, the woman she knew to be Siobhan Ashdown, the Phantom Queen. 
 
   Siobhan smiled warmly at her. So he would have saved the lot of them, not destroyed them, she continued, speaking to her telepathically.
 
   Chloe’s first reaction was to wonder how Siobhan had managed to speak to her in such a manner, but then she remembered that Siobhan was a warlock herself, capable of all sorts of magic. Her second reaction was realizing that Siobhan was right. Chloe had been thinking some dark thoughts.
 
   Right, she replied, just saying the word in her mind and hoping that Siobhan would hear. Siobhan’s answering chuckle was enough to confirm that she had.
 
   It’s easy to let the magic inside of you bring out your inner beast, the gorgeous Phantom Queen told Chloe. 
 
   You can believe her, came a third female voice. 
 
   Chloe looked up the table, to the seat beside the Vampire King. It was occupied by Evelynne D’Angelo, his beautiful, intelligent queen. Evelynne, or “Evie,” as her friends called her, smiled as well, flashing just the tiniest hint of fang. She knows what she’s talking about, Evie finished.
 
   The rest of the table had gone quiet. Chloe realized this – and wondered just how many of the men around her… fey, dragon, shadow… were listening comfortably in on their unspoken conversation.
 
   “Let’s stop all the chatter and get this meeting started,” came the withered, scratchy voice of the old woman who had apparently been asleep until now. The massively wrinkled, stooped and tiny female straightened in her chair, which looked suspiciously like the tail end of some type of fowl, and leaned into the table, lacing her bony fingers together atop it.
 
   Something told Chloe that she had been a lot less unconscious than they’d all assumed.
 
   Lalura Chantelle, Chloe thought. That’s the high witch. 
 
   The woman turned her ancient head with its strong chin, and pinned Chloe with the bluest eyes she had ever seen. 
 
   “Welcome, Chloe of the Twenty-Eight,” she said. The corners of her thin mouth twitched with the hint of a smile. 
 
   Chloe felt speechless. She nodded. They were right, she thought, unable in the overwhelming moment to control what went through her head. She really does look like a cross between a dwarf and an elf. 
 
   The dwelf smiled, her impossibly blue eyes glittering brightly.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   “So let me get this straight,” said the Goblin King from where he sat back in his seat, one strong arm draped over the back of his chair, the other laying easily on the table top. He wore gloves today, which made Jason wonder whether there were fresh scars on his hands. The Goblin King had a very dangerous, very trying job. “There is a rogue master vampire whose servant, who also happens to be your ex-fiancé, Roman, has a secret vendetta against you and your wife,” he began, his green eyes flashing. “Well, I guess not-so-secret if she’s your ex.”
 
   There was a band of soft chuckling around the table before the Goblin King, whose real name was not known by anyone, but who went by Damon Chroi continued. “That master vampire, who also happens to have an entire army of Offspring at his disposal, works for another big bad, who apparently is the brother and sworn enemy of the man who up until recently was the latest Hunter leader, Ramses.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not confusing,” someone muttered. 
 
   Damon went on. “Ramses is actually none other than the god Amon, also known as Amon Re, and his brother is trying to get all of the queens in order to use their combined power to do something even more evil, which none of us know about yet.”
 
   There was a brief silence before the kings and their bemused expressions were met with a, “That about sums it up,” from Roman at the head of the table.
 
   Jason watched as the Goblin King, with his jet-black hair, light green eyes, beautiful face, and wicked scar smiled in his self-assured, shit-eating way. “Got it.”
 
   “Two questions for you gentlemen,” said Lalura, who had been listening intently.
 
   The table went rigidly quiet.
 
   “First, how do we now intend to locate all of the queens and protect them from Amon’s brother?” she asked.
 
   Jason glanced at Chloe, who looked as though she wanted to sink into her chair. She and the other two queens exchanged worried looks. No one said anything.
 
   “And second,” Lalura went on, “When are you going to ask me out, Damon Chroi, and stop playing with a girl’s heart?”
 
   Several sets of eyes shot wide, but Damon only smiled at her. “You’re too young for me, Chantelle. I’d be robbing the cradle.”
 
   “Oh I know I take good care of myself, but trust me, I’m older than I look.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” someone said.
 
   Lalura threw back her head and let out a cackling laugh. Jason rolled his eyes. Several people at the table exchanged long looks.
 
   Jason spoke up, “There’s also the matter of my double.”
 
   “Yes,” agreed Roman at once. “That is troubling. It means that either you were targeted specifically and somehow cloned – or each and every one of us has a doppelganger out there somewhere, capable of withstanding everything we can throw at them.”
 
   “Gabriel Phelan had the ability to take other human forms,” said Jesse from where he sat at the opposite end of the table from Roman. “It was bad enough that we didn’t know who we were really dealing with at any given time, and he didn’t absorb anyone’s abilities, only their appearance.” Jesse caught Jason’s eye as he said this. There was a lot of history in that memory.
 
   “Does that mean,” came Chloe’s soft suggestion, “that any of you could actually be your double rather than the real you?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I mean,” she went on nervously, “if one of you decided on our current location – I’m assuming you, Mr. D’Angelo – then if you have a double and he has your knowledge, might he not be able to determine where the meeting is being held?”
 
   More silence. Just for a moment. 
 
   And then the table exploded with movement. Jason’s heart hammered, his body in full alarm mode. He threw back his chair, yanked Chloe out of hers, and wrapped his arms around her. Across from them, Thanatos did the same with his queen. Roman D’Angelo was already vanishing, Evelynne D’Angelo secure in his enfolding embrace.
 
   But it was too late. 
 
   “Oh god damn it, I knew it,” muttered Lalura Chantelle as all three couples shimmered, warped in and out of sight for a moment, and then reappeared as solid as before. A grounding spell had been cast on the meeting room, locking everyone firmly in place and preventing them from transporting away.
 
   Chloe had been right. They were fools. The lot of them were in charge of entire nations, and yet it took a brand new, untrained queen to state what should have been obvious to any of them.
 
   Chaos erupted around them. Jason felt Chloe quake in his tight embrace as he re-focused his magic, yanking it away from the attempted transportation spell and thrusting it upon Chloe instead as a shield.
 
   But again, it was too late.
 
   Jason’s vision went bright, bright white and pain crackled through his skull. It screamed in his eardrums like a Tesla machine. He lost sense of Chloe – he lost sense of touch entirely. There was nothing but brightness and crackling pain as he floated, knowing he was falling, knowing the ground was rising to meet him.
 
   It did, and the dull thud that reverberated through his body was nothing compared to the agony of the electric envelope he was trapped inside of.
 
   Somewhere, far, far away, someone screamed.
 
   Chloe!
 
   The floor shook with footsteps. It was like the distant rumbling of a stampede. Jason strained to listen, to hear anything further from the Akyri who would be his queen. But there was a roar in his head, and the crackling was joined by popping – and darkness was creeping in around the edges.
 
    
 
                 
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Lalura Chantelle used her magic quickly to “step back,” taking herself out of the room and into the slip of another dimension thick enough to shield her from the fighting that had been unleashed, but thin enough to see through. She peered through this veil at the unfolding battle, and hastily tried to decipher what had gone wrong. 
 
   She had put up so many wards. She had taken so many precautions. After Ramses had left her cottage, she’d understood the gravity of the situation. The dangers threatening the supernatural world now were unlike any ever faced.
 
   She had acted accordingly.
 
   Or, she thought she had.
 
   But despite her calm exterior, she had been bothered by something during the entire meeting with the 13 Kings. She’d felt that something was off.
 
   It felt like baking and serving a birthday cake only to find that someone had pulled one of the candles out too soon. There was a hole in the cake. A piece was missing.
 
   Now she knew why.
 
   As she watched through the thin sheet of time and space, a second Lalura Chantelle hobbled into the meeting room, her bent figure leaning heavily on the cane in her right hand. Her fine white hair wisped around her head in an unseen wind like a halo. 
 
   The second Lalura looked up, piercing blue eyes glowing unnaturally. Upon her forehead was a tattoo like a brand: a black winged scarab.
 
   The real Lalura’s heart stilled in her ancient ribcage as the realization washed over her, cold and terrifying. She had been cloned. 
 
   Her head spun. When had this happened? How?
 
   Time passed before her mind’s eye like rewound scenes from a movie reel as she tried to remember. She went back... back….
 
   And then she had it. The truth hit her like a derailed Amtrak train.
 
   The god who had come to see her in her home several days ago had not been who he’d appeared to be. He had not been Ramses Amon.
 
   He was his brother, she realized. A light came on in the dark. A puzzle piece fell into place. He was Kamon – Ramses Amon’s twin.
 
   It all made sense. Twins ran in the family and Dannai’s children were twins.
 
   Oh, you did a very good job, Kamon. He’d hidden his true nature so well, played his part with the expertise of a Broadway Shakespearean thespian. He’d pretended to be angered at the mention of Kamon and Amunet. He’d even gone so far as to give her a piece of valuable information that she hadn’t previously possessed. Everything he’d told her had been true – why would he lie? And she could feel the truth of his words in her bones. But she should have known that something was wrong when he didn’t share quite everything with her. Ramses would have.
 
   So what had happened? Where was Ramses Amon?
 
   Later, Lalura told herself. You can figure that out later. Right now, there is work to be done.
 
   “Hmph.”
 
   She waved the veil of separating time-space continuum away with a flick of her arthritic wrist and stepped once more into the foray. 
 
   In the few seconds it had taken her to figure out what had happened and what she should do next, the rest of the clones had appeared. Each bore the mark of their master on their foreheads, tattoos of winged scarabs that shimmered in the overhead lighting as if drawn with glittery black ink. It was the family crest; Lalura recalled that now. It was the same symbol that appeared on the pendants that had been given to Dannai’s children by their grandfather, Amon.
 
   The first time Alberich’s clone had appeared on the train, he hadn’t possessed any such marking. Jason hadn’t mentioned it. Clearly, at that time, the clone had been much more interested in fooling Chloe into coming with him. Now the clones no longer cared about attempting to take their double’s places. Their secret was out, so they were just attacking.
 
   The king copies were dressed identically in black clothing that reminded Lalura of something an Arab sheik would wear. Several of them were in hand-to-hand combat with their doubles. 
 
   One of the copies was dead. Lalura was not surprised when she saw both Evelynne D’Angelo and her husband Roman standing over the dead Vampire King copy’s body. Their fangs were bared, their eyes glowing red. Roman had possessed the help of his queen in defeating his double. It was an advantage Lalura had foretold, and which was now coming to fruition.
 
   The dead king double lay there for a moment, tattooed head separated from his once strong body, before the entire form shifted, transforming into a long pile of sand. 
 
   Lalura digested this and moved on.
 
   Jesse Graves possessed no double to battle, so he had taken on the enemy who had transported into the room nearest to him. Unfortunately, this happened to be the Unseelie King’s copy, and though Jesse did get in a good swipe or two, the dark fae double promptly slammed him with a vicious ray of offensive magic that knocked him into the wall behind him, and then transported the werewolf out of the room. Seconds. Mere seconds, this took.
 
   Not even half a minute had passed since the battle had begun.
 
   The Goblin King was in hand-to-hand combat with his own double. Both men wielded massive, wicked swords. The sound of each blow rang out through the room like miniaturized lightning and was accompanied with a short blast. Neither king was gaining headway over the other.
 
   Thanatos had managed to kill his double. Or rather, Thanatos and his queen. Once more, the most important piece on the chessboard was making itself known. Thane was immune to most magic, so he was used to fighting in hand-to-hand combat. But so was his double. What the double hadn’t been prepared for was the Phantom Queen conjuring up a handgun and firing multiple, fast rounds into his back while he struggled with the real Thanatos. 
 
   Once the copy slumped to the ground, bleeding and weakened, Siobhan magically traded the gun for an axe – and took off the second Phantom King's head. Lalura was impressed. The young warlock had nerve. 
 
   Split moments later, the fake Thane’s body, too, turned to sand.
 
   Jason Alberich was down for the count, having been taken out by the second, scarab-tattooed Lalura Chantelle – who now turned her eerie, glowing-eyed attention to the real Lalura. 
 
   And Chloe Septeran was in the grip of Alberich’s twin. 
 
   Lalura made a split-second decision. In that brief flash of option weighing, her love for her adopted son rose to the surface. Rather than attempt to attack her own double outright, she dove for Jason’s prone form. What magic she did release went toward Chloe in an attempt to shield the young woman from whatever it was that Jason’s copy was doing to her.
 
   However, the tattooed Lalura double had other ideas, and it was with a sinking feeling that Lalura felt one of her own nastiest spells engulf her. 
 
   The spells cast by the high witch in a battle were always wicked and fast, and now was no different. The first thing her copy did was cancel out the spell she’d cast toward Chloe, leaving the Warlock Queen defenseless. Then it was all that Lalura could do to cover her own body with one shield after another as she and her malignant copy shot one offensive spell after another at each other. 
 
   Lalura knew she was not alone in feeling the weight of the spells. She knew she was making headway against her double as well. But she didn’t know how much longer she would be able to hold out. The spells were damaging her little by little, eating away at her shields until stars swam in her vision and her body was in so much agony, her pain was nearly a living, breathing entity.
 
   Just when Lalura felt consciousness begin to slip, the spells stopped. Lalura braced herself, shaking and barely breathing. She looked up from where she was bent on the floor. 
 
   Her equally injured double met her gaze. Then the second high witch disappeared, vanishing in a transportation spell that whisked her instantly away.
 
   Lalura let her go. She looked around the meeting room, shoving her own pain up on a higher mental shelf to be examined later. 
 
   One by one, the king doubles vanished just as the second Lalura had. 
 
   When Lalura’s gaze settled on the unmoving, supine form of the young Warlock Queen, she understood why. She could sense the Akyri’s emptiness even from across the room. The damage had been done. Jason’s evil double had drained Chloe.
 
   Now the enemy had what they’d come for. All they had been after was the power of at least one of the queens. Vile deed done, they transported away to return to whatever dark and twisted lair from which they had come. 
 
   Lalura concentrated. She prioritized.
 
   She could feel Jason’s life force still curling inside of his body. He had only been knocked unconscious, but he was alive. 
 
   Lalura left his form and crawled with one hand to Chloe’s side. Thanatos and Siobhan were already kneeling beside her as well.
 
   “She’s alive,” Lalura stated, relief flooding her system a second time. “But she won’t be for long.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   “Jason.”
 
   Jason felt a cool hand on his cheek. It was starkly different compared to the hot, burned, seared-out sensations everywhere else on his body. He forced his eyes open.
 
   “Jason, Chloe needs you.” 
 
   It was Lalura. His vision was blurred, but the High Witch was unmistakable. She was on her knees leaning over him. He blinked to clear his vision; his eyes felt hot in his face. Something was desperately wrong.
 
   Little by little, Jason’s sight cleared of clouds. As it did, he could see that Lalura’s clothing was scorched and the left side of her face was darkened with what looked like ash. Her left arm was limp at her side, and he couldn’t see her left hand at all. Her other hand, she used to grip his shoulder in a vain attempt to help him sit up.
 
   Her jaw was set, whether in pain or anger, Jason didn’t know. He was guessing both because that’s how he felt. It took far too much effort for him to push the floor away. The hardwood fought against the palm of his hand with exponentially enhanced gravity. 
 
   He was so weak.
 
   “It will pass,” Lalura said through gritted teeth. “And you have to fight it, Jason. I know you can.”
 
   Jason found himself sitting up and wondered how he’d managed it. Someone had cast something on him that he didn’t even have in his own repertoire. 
 
   Ruthlessly, he shoved aside the mantle of metal-heavy exhaustion and pain still settled over him and scanned the room. Chloe was laying supine near the head of the table several yards away. Siobhan was kneeling beside her, as was Thanatos. 
 
   The Phantom King looked as though he’d been through a war, his suit utterly ruined, his tattoos showing through, shimmering and shifting and angry. Even his queen looked a little worse for wear.
 
   The rest of the utterly destroyed, debris-scattered room was cleared out of sovereigns, Overseers, and queens but for Roman D’Angelo, who now came to stand beside Jason and Lalura.
 
   Jason tried to stand. Roman automatically lent him a hand. Jason took it and got to his feet. Dizziness swept through him, vicious and nauseating. He clenched his teeth, swallowed down his rising bile, and stumbled to where Chloe lay. He dropped once more to his knees beside her.
 
   “The clones are gone, most of the kings have gone back to their kingdoms, and Evie is safe,” Roman said. His voice had that deep rumble to it that only laced his words when he was being gripped in the fist of anger or hunger and his monster was in control. 
 
   Jason glanced up to take in Roman’s appearance. He was covered in blood.
 
   But it was only seconds, Jason thought, bewildered at the amount of wreckage that had been wrought. How could this much damage have been done in seconds?
 
    “What happened?” he demanded, looking back down at Chloe. Siobhan moved over, giving him room.
 
   “Your copy got to her,” Thanatos explained grimly. “I think he drained her completely.”
 
   Chloe’s skin had taken on the color of Chinese porcelain. Her lips were blue-gray and her long eyelashes rested against her cheeks like black on white. He had the most horrible feeling looking down on her – as if she were hollow –as if touching her would cause her to crack and shatter.
 
   “He took the power you gave her,” said Lalura, who slowly made her way to the small group. 
 
   Jason met her blue, blue gaze. 
 
   “And she will die if you don’t act fast,” she continued.
 
   Jason felt a buzzing. He wondered if he’d heard her correctly. His thoughts jumbled themselves, his memories running over each other. He’d given her his magic. He’d filled her up, enabling her to fall victim to the enemy’s draining in the first place. This was his fault.
 
   The buzzing turned into a kind of roar that was punctuated by the beating of his heart as a new and unfamiliar terror blossomed inside of Jason. He’d never experienced the sensation before.
 
   If she dies, he thought hectically, I can bring her back. I can bring her back.
 
   “Not this time,” said Lalura as if he’d spoken aloud. She shook her head. “Not her. She’s special. You have to take her to the astral plane. It is composed of the same magic that she is.”
 
   “I can help you,” said Thanatos, who held out his hand.
 
   Jason took it without hesitation. Both men placed their other hands on Chloe. Already, Jason was focusing his magic. “What happens then?” he asked, knowing even as he asked it that he probably wouldn’t want to hear the answer.
 
   “Then you wait,” said Lalura as she began to fade from sight through an opening portal. “And hope.”
 
   Jason again gritted his teeth as the remnants of whatever had been cast upon him slowly, insidiously, slipped away and the world began to meld and move. Time changed, colors blended, and he, Thane, and Chloe shifted through space.
 
   A few seconds later, their surroundings solidified once more, and Jason found he was gazing out at a night sky so filled with wondrous color, it looked like a science fiction painting. It was unreal.
 
   He looked down at Chloe, feeling suddenly as though any place as filled with magic as this must work on her. She was Stardust. And it was all around them.
 
   Thanatos removed his hand from Chloe’s arm and stood. “I have to return to the others.”
 
   Jason nodded without looking up. He willed Chloe’s eyelashes to move. He willed the color from the slowly spinning planets above them to infuse themselves into her cheeks.
 
   “Good luck,” said Thane before Jason heard and felt his portal swallow him up, leaving Jason and Chloe alone on the fantastical plane.
 
   He watched her and waited. Her chest was moving, but barely. The movement was so small and slow, it was almost not there at all. She made no sound, no soft breaths. 
 
   Jason leaned over to place his ear to her chest. A heart fluttered somewhere deep inside, beating like a butterfly’s wings rather than a drum. 
 
   Jason’s dark magic writhed like a monster. It wanted blood. It wanted destruction and vengeance. It made a sound inside of him, from where it waited in its dark and lonely cave. It was the most forlorn sound the universe had ever heard. Jason feared it, so he silenced it – and closed his eyes.
 
   Then you wait… and hope.
 
   Lalura’s words echoed through his mind. But they were helpless words, and he hated being helpless. He hated being out of control. 
 
   Jason pulled off his dress jacket and draped it over Chloe’s slender form. Then he straightened and looked up at the swirling night sky. 
 
   The plain flat horizon was back dropped with one ringed planet after another, their massive gaseous bodies striped in pinks and oranges and purples. A group of comets slowly traveled overhead, their tails shimmering like pixie dust. The stars throbbed with pulsing light, all ten billion of them. The overhead world was so full of life it was nearly claustrophobic.
 
   It was also unfair. It wasn’t right that the heavens could be dancing with life while their own daughter, this precious creature formed of their DNA, paled and faded in hopelessness. 
 
   With a rush of adrenaline-laced fury, Jason leapt to his feet and roared at the night sky. Hearing his desperate call, his magic reared up and joined him, temporarily leaving his body like a massive black dragon. It bellowed a terrible bellow that shook the ground beneath Jason’s feet, spewing its hot, deadly power into everything around them.
 
   Black lightning crashed into the ground in more than ten dozen places spanning the space of miles, coming out of nowhere and searing terrible holes into the plane. A vicious gale-force wind raced across the plain, echoing the bellow of the Warlock King’s fury. Portals flashed open and shut again like the multiple eyes of a Lovecraftian monster. The ground split open, cracking in fissures that released steam into the air and crisscrossed the landscape like Frankenstein’s monster.
 
   Jason ignored it all and fell to his knees once more, his gaze locked on the cosmos. The stars yet pulsed – but they pulsed brighter now. 
 
   He glared at them, daring them to do their duty and save Chloe. Daring them to listen and see and act.
 
   And as he watched, they also began to pulse faster.
 
   Suddenly, one of them fell, racing toward the plane below like a blazing meteorite. Jason held his breath.
 
   It was joined by another. 
 
   Then another. 
 
   Jason’s fear ratcheted up from general, miserable despair to life-saving, pulse-pounding terror. The chunks of frozen rock were going to hit him and Chloe. The astral plane was going to punish him for his insolence by pulverizing them.
 
   As the “stars” shot straight for him, he tried with all his might to transport himself and Chloe away from the plane again, but his magic would only go so far. It wrapped around them, vibrated with unused potential, and waited. It would not take them out of the astral plane. Something was forcing it to hesitate, holding it back.
 
   The night grew brighter and brighter as the stars drew closer and closer.
 
   Finally, there was no darkness left, and Jason was blinded. With nothing left for him to do, the warlock sovereign made a desperate sound and pressed himself protectively over Chloe’s limp form.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   They were whispering to her; she could hear them all around her, voices like angels or children. They laughed, and it tinkled like wind chimes and shifting crystals. They knew her name, an old name, a name from a time before this – before all of this. They’d been friends then.
 
   They’d played together as children.
 
   Chloe tried to answer them and let them know she’d heard, but her own voice was trapped within herself like a firefly in a jar. The jar was cold… and it was dying.
 
   But she could hear the joyous voices coming closer. The world brightened through the curtains of her eyelids. The air grew more heated.
 
   And then they enveloped her. Her skin warmed as if she’d been frozen and was now dreamily languishing in a bucket of blankets fresh from the dryer. It tingled as if it had been brittle and cracking but was now healed. She felt herself floating, rising – and the voices were now within her.
 
   Remember, Chloe Septeran, they said. Remember, Chloe of the Twenty-Eight. Remember who you are. Be known by us. 
 
   Chloe felt the cold and hard emptiness of her body being brought back to malleable, vibrant life. Little by little, it was infused with a profound energy, with the very substance of the stars. She sensed a flame building inside of her where there had been only an ember of vitality before. It grew and expanded, filling each molecule of her physical form, infusing each space in-between each living cell with the essence of what she had once been, until she was being lovingly consumed by its reconstructive inferno.
 
   I knew it, she thought, laughing on the inside just as the others did. She had always known that coming here would make her better. She knew where she was. This vast, expansive, untouchable plane was composed of the same cosmogonic and unbounded stuff that she was made of. 
 
   The astral plane. 
 
   If only she’d had the courage to find a way to come here years ago. 
 
   You are the only Chloe Septeran, the voices told her. Remember this truth.
 
   And then she was falling. The warmth of her brethren stars, space, and dark matter faded but for the gift they had left within her. She was moving through both time and the infinite voids of space, being pulled from the astral plane and into another one. 
 
   She hated to leave. 
 
   But she’d been there long enough. She was whole now. She was more than whole. She was different. 
 
   She was Chloe Septeran – as she had been thousands of years ago.
 
   *****
 
   Jason gasped and rose up off Chloe’s body as one of the stars shot straight underneath him and into her side to infiltrate her sleeping form. Briefly, she was infused with light. It shone from beneath her eyelids and caused her skin to glow. Then it faded into a shimmering blackness, dark but radiant. Potent.
 
   Dark matter, he realized.
 
    A split moment later, a second star was entering her, shifting from brilliant white to sparkling black. And a third.
 
   Jason could do nothing to stop the procession. He didn’t even know if he wanted to try. He could scarcely believe what he was witnessing. He looked up briefly, his eyes wide, his heart stunned to see them coming from all around him. 
 
   The very sky was falling for Chloe.
 
   Stars circled and swirled down from every angle, pixie-dusting their dazzling ways across the night to tumble in magnificence toward Chloe’s body. One after another they shot into her, causing her to be illuminated from within in faster succession. 
 
   At length, Chloe’s glowing form rose from the ground. Jason could almost swear he heard voices – music even – as she turned in place, rays of galaxy glimmer radiating out from her in a wondrous display. 
 
   This lasted some indeterminate length of time; Jason could not tell how long it had been. He was too fascinated.
 
   He was too much in love. 
 
   Chloe Septeran was perhaps the most magnificent creature in the universe. She was unique, no matter what the king clones had thought they’d accomplished. There was no one like this creature here floating before him, her soul infused with the most archaic, most primordial kind of magic.
 
   And she was his. 
 
   From the moment their eyes had met on that busy street in New York, he had known they were meant to be together. To rule together. He hadn’t known why then, and he surely didn’t now. He had done nothing so grand as to deserve this woman. He was an outcast, an abandoned one, and a loner. Yet here they were. 
 
   It astounded him.
 
   At length, the light inside of Chloe shifted, moving from her floating form to a space just behind it. Jason recognized the shifting, wavering space as an opening portal.
 
   The transportation spell he’d cast moments ago was now taking effect. 
 
   Jason acted quickly, grabbing hold of Chloe just as the portal reached out and captured both of their forms to transport them away. 
 
   Physics bent around them, warping to allow them passage through its immaterial hallways. 
 
   The portal opened up once again, depositing them in the location Jason had previously chosen. 
 
   A fire burst to life in the hearth, reacting to the presence of its master and mistress and illuminating the bedchamber in a soft, crackling glow as Jason and Chloe materialized upon the bed in the master bedroom of his secret mansion. 
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Chloe knew where she was now just as she’d understood where she was on the astral plane. For the first time in eons, she was fully awake, fully aware. She could feel the satin sheets beneath her fingertips. She could smell the fire in the hearth and the faint scent of men’s soap. She could even hear and feel Jason beside her, his breathing ragged either from fright or awe or both.
 
   He rose above her and she felt his hand on the side of her face.
 
   “Chloe?” he asked softly.
 
   She didn’t answer him.
 
   Ever since her foray into the rooms of his basement and hidden office, Chloe had been struck with a streak of something wayward. Maybe it was Jason’s magic running through her veins. Or, at least that was what she’d told herself.
 
   In truth, it was more than that. It was who she was on the inside. Now that she’d been completely emptied out of her entire essence and filled to the brim with it once more, she understood that better than ever.
 
   She understood that darkness was just that: Dark. It was nothing more. Nothing evil, nothing wrong. It was nothing iniquitous or taboo or shameful. It was dark like the night was dark to the day. It was that endless space in which the stars shone the brightest.
 
   It was necessary. And it was especially necessary for her.
 
   For thousands of years, she had played hide and seek with the rest of the world. Only it had been her hiding – and them seeking. She had been out of control. Not once had she ever had jurisdiction over her own existence. 
 
   But now she was as she had once been. She was Chloe Septeran of the 28. She was powerful and potent. 
 
   She was in control.
 
   And there was something she wanted. There was something she’d wanted even before that first moment in New York. She’d wanted it deep down, far beneath the murky surface of her fears and trepidations. 
 
   She wanted the Warlock King. 
 
   He’d always fascinated her; he was this beacon of power to her magic-hungry people, like a bright flame to a suicidal moth. And to her, he was the living embodiment of everything she had ever desired but was too afraid to have. He was tall, handsome, capable, strong, and powerful, and now that she’d seen a side of him hidden to the rest of the world, she knew he was so much more. 
 
   She wanted it all.
 
   But you have to start somewhere.
 
   With great, unexpected speed, Chloe sat up in the bed, grabbed her king by the neck, and turned with him, taking him completely by surprise. She used strength she’d never before possessed to slam his broad, muscle-heavy form down onto the mattress beneath her.
 
   Jason’s emerald gaze widened. “Chloe –”
 
   Chloe placed her finger to his lips and slowly shook her head. The pupils in Jason’s eyes expanded, eating up the green and giving him a hungry look. Chloe smiled. 
 
   She glanced down at his hands where he had grabbed hold of the sheets in his surprise at her sudden movement. She sent out a quick, mischievous thought, using powers she had not possessed in millennia.
 
   At once, his strong arms were yanked above his head, one stretched to each side. Jason made a sound of protest, flexing against her magic – but he failed to break loose. 
 
   “That’s okay, your majesty,” she teased, leaning in to whisper her next words against his lips. “I don’t mind if you fight me. I love the way you look when you do.”
 
   And she did. The muscles of his chest and arms bulged against the material of his black dress shirt. She could stare at him forever. 
 
   If she weren’t so impatient.
 
   Right now, she needed to do more than look. Thick black silk ropes appeared at each upper bedpost, wrapping quickly and efficiently around his wrists, binding him tight. Jason yanked at each rope, testing them. They held fast, fueled by the strength of her ancient powers.
 
   When he realized he wasn’t going anywhere, he settled down and leveled her with his heated gaze. “What do you think you’re doing, Stardust?”
 
   “I’m sure you don’t have to ask, Jason,” she told him as ropes identical to the ones around his wrists swiftly appeared and bound his ankles to the last two bed posts. They moved so blindingly fast, he had no time to react before they were wrapped several times around each leg and he was spread-eagled and helpless.
 
   “A man with your tastes should have no trouble understanding what is happening here.”
 
   Comprehension dawned on Jason’s handsome features. Something flashed in his gaze; they lit from within momentarily with some unknown emotion. “You went downstairs,” he said softly.
 
   She just smiled.
 
   “While I was unconscious.”
 
   Chloe could see the nervousness in his expression now. There was excitement there too, to be sure. The desire was plain in his eyes. But there was fear there as well. He was afraid of what she would think of him.
 
   If he only knew. 
 
   “Yes, I did,” she told him. “I know all of your deep, dark secrets Warlock King. And you know what I think?”
 
   Jason swallowed hard; she could see his throat working. She wanted to kiss it. She wanted to bite it and suck it and leave a mark on it – while he could do nothing but grit his teeth and groan. 
 
   But instead, she waited. Finally, he shook his head.
 
   “I think that you’re depraved, immoral, and impure,” she told him, affecting a fake look of absolute seriousness. “And you need to be punished.”
 
   With that, she reached up, grabbed the collar of his dress shirt with both hands, and pulled downward as fast and hard as she could. The sound of material ripping filled the room. The fire in the hearth expanded, shifted into the greens and deep, blood reds, and then settled back down again, crackling madly. 
 
   Jason never took his eyes off of her. The thin green rings of his irises glowed as if on fire. 
 
   Chloe’s heart hammered madly. She hesitated a moment, almost shocked at what she’d just done. 
 
   But it was only a moment. And then her gaze was sliding down the length of his chest, taking in the sheen of his sweat and the way it played against the ridges of his muscles. He was a beautiful prisoner, all trussed up and helpless.
 
   She caught his eyes again – and recognized the other look in them now. It was helplessness. He wasn’t used to that feeling. He’d been helpless once or twice before. He’d trusted others, had no choice but to trust others. 
 
   And that trust had been abused. Hence, he tried very hard to make certain that he was never, ever helpless again.
 
   In truth, though, Chloe would be hard pressed to find a less helpless man. She was betting he was terrified of being out of control. And yet he hadn’t used his magic to free himself. 
 
   She knew that he could. She knew he could overpower her if he really wanted to. Maybe he didn’t realize he could – or maybe he hadn’t yet tried.
 
   Either way, it worked in her favor.
 
   His pants were going next. She slid down the length of his body, pushing herself along the mattress with hands braced on either side of him. As she did, she watched him writhe, fighting against the unbreakable bonds she had trapped him in. It was a gorgeous, mouth-watering sight. 
 
   He knew what she was planning; it was the reason for his increased struggles. 
 
   Chloe glanced up along his six-packed midriff to lock eyes with him again. It was hard to stay away for long. His teeth were bared, and his look was almost one of warning. 
 
   Gently, carefully, Chloe laid her hand across the taut muscles of his abdomen. His struggles instantly stilled, and Jason closed his eyes. “You’re playing with fire, Stardust.”
 
   Fire, she thought. Fierce, incandescent, all consuming. She closed her eyes and wrapped her fingers around the top button of his slacks. “I hope so,” she breathed.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Jason tensed as he felt Chloe’s fingers grip the waistband of his dress pants. He was rock hard underneath; no doubt she could see the bulge. His heart beat a crazy pace against his rib cage. His hands flexed into fists and un-flexed, his muscles pulled taut against her bindings. He was floating in a soup of confused sensations – fear… and pleasure. Longing and desperation. 
 
   Behind his closed eyes, he saw Chloe with her softly glowing skin, her blood that pulsed with the force of the stars, and a body so warm and soft to the touch, it drove him mad, and he could not suppress the groan that rose deep in his throat. As if to answer, her fingertips brushed the sensitive skin above his hipbones, threatening. 
 
   Promising.
 
   His mind was spinning end over end. It reeled with the after-images of shooting comets and copied kings and near devastation. The night had filled itself with impossibilities to the bursting point, tearing at the seams and sending him tumbling into near oblivion. And here, now, it taunted and tortured, opening a door he’d thought he’d locked.
 
   He balanced on the threshold, captured and helpless – but not. He was the Warlock King. Magic churned and sped through him, a conflagration in his very veins. He had almost every spell in the world at his disposal. Escape was but a thought away. And yet he could not think it.
 
   Or would not.
 
   He’d half expected her to rip them away with her sudden infusion of inhuman strength as she had his shirt, but his breath caught in his throat when instead, Chloe delicately and slowly undid the top button of his slacks. His eyes flew open. Motes of light swam in his vision. Almost every ounce of him now wanted to break loose, grab her, trap her beneath him on the bed and teach her what happened to little girls who misbehaved. 
 
   “Nothing underneath,” Chloe purred. “I knew it.” 
 
   The open button only exposed his pelvic region; she still had the zipper to go. And the thought of her actually undoing it was undoing him. 
 
   He peered down his body to lock eyes with her. Her cheeks had flushed, her slightly glowing sea foam colored eyes were glassy, and her parted lips were full and red. 
 
   She held his gaze for a heartbeat. Another. 
 
   Then she straightened above him and began her own zipper. It was on the side of her red satin gown. She grasped the top with long, slender fingers and, watching him every moment, she slowly pulled the tab downward. 
 
   He yanked at his bindings. 
 
   Chloe smiled, clearly pleased to see him fight beneath her. 
 
   She was so close… and he couldn’t touch her. 
 
   Touch me again, he thought desperately. He would have given anything he possessed in that moment just to have her lean over and place her hand to his chest. But she denied him, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her as that zipper languidly came down to expose inch after delicious inch of her perfect, creamy flesh. 
 
   With the come-hither curved lips of a well-trained geisha, Chloe curled her fingers under the single spaghetti strap over her right shoulder. She pulled it to the side.
 
   The dress was loosened by the undone zipper, and it slipped down over the perfect swell of her right breast, catching just slightly on her hardened bud for a second before the creamy white mound was exposed to the open air and Jason’s burning gaze.
 
   Oh gods, he thought.
 
   Chloe was merciless. She didn’t hesitate. Her movements were like a terribly seductive dance. Without a word, the other spaghetti strap came next. 
 
   She pulled it slowly along the curve of her shoulder, a slash of bright crimson against pale perfection, and Jason held his breath. The strap was released, and it fell….
 
   Now freed of the only thing holding it up, the loosened gown of blood red slid toward the bed, cascading over her left breast before exposing her chest, then her taut, perfect abdomen before pooling in a pile of satin where she straddled him.
 
   Jason was transfixed. He was also in pain. The digging of the ropes into his wrists was nothing compared to the hardness that pressed against his still zipped pants, aching to be released.
 
   Chloe tilted her head and looked innocently down at herself. Jason’s heart skipped, his teeth clenched to near breaking point, and his eyes burned hot in his head as he waited for her to do what he knew she was going to do.
 
   With graceful arms and tender, roaming fingers, Chloe raised her hand to her breast and touched it softly, caressing the curve of it as if curious. Then, as a lover would do, she cupped it and ran her thumb over the taut nipple. Jason saw her stomach tighten and watched her head fall back, her long blonde hair spilling from her shoulders to cascade down her back. The softest sound emitted from between her parted lips.
 
   Jason had never strained so hard against anything in his life. He called on his magic to free him. Again, it didn’t listen. He pulled like mad against the ropes that held him, until he was certain he was ripping every corded muscle in his body.
 
   But he was not in control here. His beautiful, wicked, half-naked blonde minx of a queen was holding all the cards. 
 
   Chloe leaned over him then, giving him a dreamer’s view of her curves as she slowly backed off the bed, moving like a cat until she stepped down onto the plush rug and straightened once more, now standing. 
 
   The dress shimmered to the floor. 
 
   Jason growled low in his chest, the sound involuntary and desperate. Touch me, he begged. Come to me.
 
   Don’t leave me.
 
   It was a thought that floated through him, pulled out from some deepest, darkest depth where he’d shoved it long ago. 
 
   But Chloe put the fear to rest at once, shocking him to the core and healing an ancient wound as she came around the bed to stand just beside it near his head. He gazed at her, looking her in the eyes. They were the ocean on a troubled wind, filled with tender and intrepid emotion. “I would never leave you,” she told him as if she could read his thoughts. “Never like this.”
 
   Jason stared at her, lost in everything that she was. She was a goddess, built from the inexplicable, and she had just made him a promise – pulled from the depths of her cosmic soul and offered to him like a sacrifice.
 
   And… she was standing before him naked.
 
   With kindness, or perhaps indelible cruelty, she placed her hands on the edge of the bed and leaned over until her lips were just above his. He closed his eyes, fighting the urge to arch up, fighting the urge to steal a kiss.
 
   “Would you like to touch me?” she asked softly, her words whispering across his mouth.
 
   He lost the battle. With fierce speed, he rose up, captured her lips with his own, and drew from her a kiss that made his head spin. She weakened beside him; he noticed her arms quake and give out for a moment, and she was kissing him harder, giving in to the demand he was placing on her.
 
   She tasted like slightly heated peppermint, sweet and soft and feminine. He opened her up, delving relentlessly and drinking her in.
 
   After a moment, she moaned against his mouth, and he finally felt her hands press against his chest. The growl was back, more demanding than before.
 
   But she pushed hard and broke the kiss, rising breathlessly above him. 
 
   “Release me, Chloe,” he warned, in so much needful pain now, madness pressed in around the edges of his thoughts.
 
   Chloe peered deep into his eyes – then down the length of his body. In turn, his own eyes slid down the length of hers. Fuck, he thought. He was flushed with a terrible, agonizing fever. His body was bellowing at him.
 
   “I don’t think so,” she told him, as if she were damning him to the worst sentence. “Not just yet.”
 
   She turned away, offering him a view of her tight, round bottom, the curve of her spine, and the long, lean length of her legs.
 
   “Chloe!” 
 
   She peeked at him over her shoulder, tossing back her hair as she smiled. “Nope.”
 
   Then she moved to the foot of the bed once more, climbed up with her knee again, and crawled over him until she was hovering above him as she had before. 
 
   His hands were going numb from pulling so hard against his restraints. His eyes were locked on her like a heat seeking missile to the hottest flame in history. She caught his gaze – held it.
 
   Her fingers found the top of his pants zipper. 
 
   With absolute brutality, Chloe slowly eased the zipper downward, popping it one single ridge at a time. 
 
   Something burst inside of Jason, cracking open and then exploding like a beast breaking through a glass cage. His power poured out of him, a tornado of pent-up emotion once again set free as he finally released himself from his own prison. 
 
   Chloe must have noticed the change – it would be hard not to. She stopped and looked up, freezing in place. 
 
   Jason felt the ropes giving away, felt his own magic struggle with hers and win, and went from helpless to in control in the white hot flash of a sanity-shattering second.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Thirty
 
   Chloe knew the exact moment that she had taken him to his breaking point. The atmosphere in the room changed. A faint wind seemed to pick up out of nowhere. The fire in the hearth shifted into a host of black and blue flames that sparkled like magic dust and crackled like mad. She looked up to meet Jason’s gaze.
 
   One heartbeat, one tiny, single pulse was all she had. It told her everything.
 
   She straightened, sitting up just before the knotted ropes around his wrists slithered open and dropped to the floor. Chloe’s eyes widened as the ropes around his ankles did the same. With the slow, measured movements of a predator, Jason lowered his arms, braced them against the bed, and rose.
 
   Chloe was frozen. She couldn’t move as he drew nearer. She couldn’t back away. Her breathing hitched, her skin prickled with hot flushed desire, and her nipples were so tight and hard, they ached. She so badly wanted him to take her, she had no words to express the desire. 
 
   But the look in Jason’s eyes was unrelenting. Unforgiving. He branded her with that gaze. It was a covenant.
 
   A small, defiant part of her wanted to retreat, but she couldn’t. 
 
   She couldn’t because the Warlock King’s dark, hot magic was swirling around her, brushing against her skin, teasing her nerve endings – and holding her in place like the very ropes she had used on him.
 
   “I warned you, Chloe,” he told her softly, intimately. 
 
   She held her breath as he came to his knees before her, the expanse of his broad chest tempting, the scent of his aftershave and soap making her mouth water, and the green fury in his eyes causing all strength to flee from her body.
 
   “You like playing with fire, Stardust?” he asked, leaning in to whisper his own taunt against her lips as she had his. 
 
   She could hear her breath quivering, feel her body trembling.
 
   She jumped when she felt his hand against her breast. She tried to pull back, but not only did he have her trapped with his magic, Jason’s other arm shot around her, his fingers delving into the hair at the back of her head to grasp it in a tight grip. 
 
   He pulled her against him, her naked flesh pressed to his half-clothed body. Then he gently but firmly tilted her head back, exposing the column of her throat and forcing her back to arch.
 
   Her upper body became exposed to him again even as her hips pressed against his. The length of his incredible hardness teased through the material of his pants, nudging her flesh, promising both unimaginable pleasure and inescapable pain.
 
   She let out a wanton sound, unable to stop herself. All she wanted was to feel him inside of her. She was open to him, her knees spread upon the mattress because she’d been straddling him when his magic held her in place. That magic brushed against her there, flooding her with lustful moisture and wringing her senses out until she could barely think straight.
 
    He chuckled softly, a dangerous and delicious sound.
 
   “Fire burns.”
 
   He lowered his lips to her throat, kissing her with confusing tenderness. At the same time, he took her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing just hard enough to force a gasp from between her lips. As if that had been the signal, Jason’s deviant, wicked magic pressed against her mound, trickling up inside of her to tingle along her most sensitive areas, ripping a series of helpless sounds from her throat.
 
   The magic wreaking havoc inside of her grew warmer and warmer, until it nearly burned.
 
   Fire burns, she thought.
 
   She wanted to writhe at the sensation; she wanted to demand that he satisfy her mounting, agonizing need. She’d already craved him – had already been nearly crazy with need for him long before he’d finally broken free from his bonds. 
 
   Now she was standing on the verge of some insanity precipice, and if he didn’t pull her back soon, she was going to jump.
 
   “What do you want, Chloe?” he asked her, his lips breathing the question right beside her ear. 
 
   She tried to turn away, to defy him, but his grip on her hair prevented the slightest movement – and as punishment, he squeezed her nipple harder, twisting slightly to send a sharp arc of pain across her chest and down between her legs. 
 
   She cried out and bucked in his grip.
 
   “Tell me what you want,” he demanded.
 
   “You,” she admitted, inching ever closer to the edge.
 
   “Beg me,” he commanded next.
 
   Chloe thought of the ropes she’d bound him with, thought of the way she had so cruelly teased him, and realized she deserved this. But she denied him nonetheless and remained quiet.
 
   The fingers abusing her tender nipple slid way, his hand grazing down her side, across her stomach, and lingering on her hip. She knew where it was going. She knew what he was going to do.
 
   Oh gods, do it, she thought. Touch me. Take me!
 
   “Beg me,” he commanded again. “Say it out loud, Chloe. Let me hear you speak my name and beg me to take you.”
 
   “They were right,” she hissed as his fingers moved further down. “You really are evil in bed.”
 
   He chuckled again, the sound so delicious it made her delirious. His fingers curved over the soft curls of her mound. Chloe gritted her teeth.
 
   When he stopped just above her clitoris and pressed ever so slightly, she cried out in frustration. 
 
   “You have no idea,” he told her.
 
   “Fine!” she finally exclaimed. “Take me!”
 
   “Not good enough,” he said, laughing again, rubbing in her helplessness with a merciless vengeance. “Say my name, Chloe. Beg your king to make your need go away.”
 
   Chloe swallowed hard, quaking in his grasp. She took a deep, shaky breath. “Jason… my king,” she said, meaning it with all her heart despite his cruelty. “Please take me. Please… make this need go away.”
 
   Jason stilled for a moment above her, his finger lingering at her opening, his grip tight in her hair. And then he bent, placed a second gentle kiss upon her throat, and said, “That’s all I needed to hear.”
 
   With dizzying speed, he released her hair, sliding his arm around her waist to turn with her on the bed. His other hand, he used to rip the remaining zipper open on his pants, freeing the erection that had both frightened and turned her on like a wanton harlot.
 
   Chloe hit the mattress, her wrists immediately caught up in two strong grips. She opened her eyes to gaze up into that endless Oz that captivated her time and again and felt the searing heat of him at long last press against her plump, moist opening.
 
   It burned.
 
   Just as he’d warned it would.
 
   She gasped, arching against him, at once wanting him inside of her and terrified of the same. He met her half way, pressing down upon her body and claiming her mouth with his own in a kiss that made her head spin.
 
   Slowly, so slowly that she half moaned, half growled against his lips as he kissed her, Jason pressed into her opening, filling her up to the point of pain and branding her as if she were his belonging.
 
   You are, he told her, speaking firmly into her mind. You are my queen.
 
   She could not respond. She could barely think a conscious thought. Her body was a casing of nerve endings, each alive, each on fire, each yearning and stretching and pushing to some final culmination, like a phoenix being reborn.
 
   Further and further, he invaded, deeper and deeper – and Chloe knew what it meant to be taken by a king when he settled in all the way, opening her up like she had never been opened before.
 
   Mine, he told her again, deepening the kiss. He held her firmly down and pulled against her, easing out of her hot, tight, and wet warmth with wanton intent. 
 
   Chloe cried out, the sound swallowed up by Jason’s forceful kiss as he drove back into her, slightly harder than before. His grip on her wrists tightened and he broke the kiss to nip at her neck as he did it again, pitilessly withdrawing and driving back into her with increased force.
 
   Chloe’s pleasured scream filled the master’s chamber. The fire in the hearth roared in tandem with their passion. 
 
   Jason rose above her, looked her in the eyes, and spread her arms wide, bracing himself. The look said it all. He established an undeniable dominance in that moment. And he delivered a warning. 
 
   She was about to get burned.
 
   He’d been gentle with her before now. He’d been just firm enough to remind her of what he was capable. But she knew. She’d known all along. There was a reason she was as attracted to him as she always had been. 
 
   It was not the gentleman in Jason that she wanted right now. 
 
   As if he’d heard her thoughts, Jason’s eyes flashed. He smiled – just enough.
 
   Then he pulled almost completely out of her before ramming his entire length back into her tightness with everything he had. His dark magic gripped her, pressing in on her clitoris to rip a kind of pain-filled bliss from her with exacting brutality.
 
   Stars exploded in Chloe’s vision. Her scream echoed off the walls. An instant of orgasm whipped through her, barbed and hard and aching and magnificent.
 
   But he gave her no time to recover from it or draw it out, instead pulling out of her and shoving back in with the same relentless strength and driving need as before. Another explosion dotted her vision, drawing a second scream from her throat. 
 
   My new favorite sound, his deep telepathic voice taunted as he withdrew a third time and drove in with untamed ferocity. New pain rippled through her, coupled with new, impossible pleasure. She was drifting on a cloud above some Machiavellian, Elysian plane. 
 
   Jason took her harder – he took her faster. He placed both of her wrists in one strong grip and she felt him torturing her tender breast, squeezing hard enough to hurt, brushing just softly enough to tease, pinching enough to make her bite her lip.
 
   His mouth crashed down upon hers again, once more demanding that she open to him another way, his tongue delving deep, his magic coaxing her to the point of oblivion.
 
    Again and again, he thrust into her deepest depths… 
 
   And then there it was, that moment when her feet were no longer on the precipice. She’d been shoved over and was falling. Wave after wave of cataclysmic climax fluxed through her system, setting off fireworks in her blood. The orgasm acted like a catalyst, and Chloe screamed at the tops of her lungs as her magic rose, rippled out of her, and poured out over her lover just as she came around him physically.
 
   Jason threw back his head, his deep voice joining hers as it reverberated off the walls. His black magic melded with hers, swirling around it, dancing with it like a lover, rising with it toward the ceiling in a column of perfect bonding.
 
   The obsidian statue burst into a display of shimmering fragments that spanned outward, froze in place, and re-coalesced into a statue once more. The fire in the hearth exploded outward, roaring like a mighty beast, and then curled in on itself in a rainbow of colors and light. Lightning shattered the sky outside, splitting it open in rivulets of sizzling electricity.
 
   Chloe’s body pulsed. Her spirit soared. 
 
   The different magics of the Warlock King and Queen embraced one another – and then slowly retreated, sinking back into their respective bodies, filling them once more with the powers of night and starlight.
 
   Chloe opened her eyes. Jason lowered his head. Their gazes held.
 
   They said nothing to each other. There was no need. 
 
   Without a word, Jason released Chloe’s wrists and lay down beside her, pulling her heated, glowing body against his. 
 
   With a tenderness no one would have thought possible of him, the king placed a single, loving kiss to her forehead and wrapped his arms around her.
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
   “They are called ‘ka,’” said Lalura.
 
   She was breaking a shared silence in which she and Roman had been contemplating everything that had happened that night. Roman didn’t say anything, knowing she would elaborate.
 
   “The copies,” she went on, “are the ‘ka.’ The ka is the darker part of the soul, you might say. The opposite of a conscience.”
 
   “The doppelgangers you mean, then.”
 
   Lalura nodded. “This is a bigger mess than we thought it was,” she admitted, lowering her teacup and wincing slightly. The wounds she’d sustained from her copy – or ka’s – spell casting still stung a little. They were healed, but Lalura was both old and powerful, which meant that the spells she’d cast on herself had been of the worst kind and also that her own ancient body would heal the least quickly.
 
   Roman was worried about her. He was worried about them all. He released a slow, deep breath. “I know. It might behoove us to enlist young Katherine Dare’s help in training our kings and queens in a more military form of combat,” he suggested. They’d done well all in all, mainly due to the queens’ assistance, and had even managed to destroy two of the ka. But every extra tool utilized to sharpen whatever edge they had would help.
 
   “I won’t argue that,” agreed Lalura. “And the question of Ramses Amon’s whereabouts is once more of priority,” she added.
 
   Roman nodded.
 
   “However… I don’t think Kamon succeeded in his task tonight,” said Lalura.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Something feels off, to be sure,” she said. “I can’t put my finger on it, but some grave wrong was committed. Just not where Chloe Septeran is concerned.”
 
   “He drained her power and left her nearly dead,” said Roman.
 
   Lalura’s blue eyes twinkled. “Did he? Or did he drain Jason’s power from her?”
 
   Roman considered that. “She is an Akyri. She would only ever possess a warlock’s power within her.”
 
   Lalura shook her head, looking for all the world like Miss Marple as she was about to close out a case. “I beg to differ. In fact, I would wager that right about now, Chloe Septeran is looking and feeling more like herself than she has in a very, very long time.”
 
   It took a few seconds for Roman to mull that one over. Finally, he said, “You mean to tell me that the astral plane restored her? Fully?”
 
   Lalura’s eyes only twinkled at him over the rim of her teacup as she took another sip. 
 
   Roman allowed himself a spear of hope at the thought. If Chloe’s magic was safe from Kamon after all, that would put them further ahead of the enemy than they’d believed. 
 
   It’s something, Roman thought. 
 
   Dannai’s twins were safe as well. It occurred to him that if Kamon had wanted a bargaining chip, going after the little ones would have been ideal. But he hadn’t… yet. Either the protective medallions Ramses had placed upon them were doing their jobs – or Kamon felt something for the children.
 
   They were family, after all. And blood was thick.
 
   “Do you suppose Ramses Amon’ disappearance might have something to do with the twins?” he asked, brainstorming out loud.
 
   “I considered it,” said Lalura. “The protective medallions they wear are unlike anything I have ever felt. They are inordinately powerful.”
 
   It was something else to think about. 
 
   After a few moments, Roman’s mind wandered back to his wife. As it always did. “I never should have made Evie come to the meeting,” he said softly, splaying his hand across the table top between himself and Lalura. 
 
   She quietly waited for him to go on.
 
   “She looked stricken after the fight,” he said. “Hollow, almost. I don’t know.” He shook his head. “She’s never taken a life.” He looked up, meeting Lalura’s incredibly blue gaze. “She may write about it every day, but it’s quite a different story when not read from the pages of a book.” 
 
   Roman thought of the way Evie had looked after the fight. The two of them had managed to hit Roman’s double from either side. They moved so fast, they blurred. Roman and his enemy were neck and neck. And in an act of life or death self-preservation, Evie had reached around from behind the double and used her claws to open his throat. 
 
   A heartbeat later, Roman finished the job, taking the man’s head completely off. His burning gaze remained locked on his enemy’s fallen form as it transformed, turning into a pile of sand that eventually lifted away on some unfelt breeze.
 
   Then he’d turned back to his bride. Her eyes had stopped glowing. Her fangs had receded. She seemed… different.
 
   Lalura was silent for a long moment. Then she took a deep breath and said, “One thing I have noticed about sensitive souls is that they appear to be fragile. They break down crying at the sight of a dead cat on the side of the road. They can’t stand the thought of killing spiders – and rightly so.” She sat back in her chair. “A sensitive soul steers clear of bad news, depressing movies, and books with sad endings because they feel the pain of the souls suffering these tragedies – they feel it as if it were their own.”
 
   Roman frowned. When Lalura paused for several long seconds, he said, “I agree, but what does this have to do with the battle and Evie?”
 
   Lalura smiled indulgently. “Anyone who is anyone knows that in order to get good at something, you must practice, Roman. Guitarists put in hours every day to learn their licks and runs. Dancers stay en pointe until their feet bleed. And Evie?” She leaned forward once more, placing her hands on the table. One was still red and healing. “Evie has been practicing for hardship since the day she was born. She’s practiced every time she’s sensed another being’s pain or anguish, every time she’s felt another’s loss or fear.” 
 
   She paused here and leaned back once more, sighing heavily. “The bone that has been broken the most is the strongest.”
 
   Roman digested this, feeling bewildered. Lalura was not only the high witch due to her power. She was a very wise woman. 
 
   “And in the field of tragedy and trauma,” Lalura finished, “young Evie D’Angelo is an expert.”
 
   
 
   
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Everything had happened so fast, Evie was still catching her breath when the vampires flanked her and the torches burst to life along the walls. She was dizzy from the transport, sickened by the destruction she had just taken part in, and terror was rippling through her like nausea on her nerve endings. 
 
   She swayed – just a bit – and one of the vampires steadied her with a hand on her arm. She closed her eyes, trying to focus. 
 
   She had just been standing beside her husband. She had just killed a man. 
 
   She had watched him fall and was stepping back behind her husband, in need of his shielding form, when she’d suddenly been yanked viciously through time and space. She didn’t even have time to take a breath, much less scream. It was a transportation spell unlike any other, devoid of swirling dimensions, devoid of warning. It was instantaneous.
 
   And now she was here. Again, she swayed. Her legs wouldn’t seem to work right. Again, the men beside her steadied her.
 
   She put her hands over her face. It was hot against her cool fingers. She needed to regain control. Breathe, Evie, she told herself. Just breathe. It’s no different from a panic attack, she tried to convince herself, even though deep down she knew it was as different as two things could possibly be. A panic attack wouldn’t kill you. 
 
   But death pushed in on her from every side now.
 
   Just breathe.
 
   She did. 
 
   And then she did some more. 
 
   Then, with a force of will she had never realized she’d possessed and had hoped she would never have need of, Evie managed to steady herself and open her eyes.
 
   As she did, she felt herself come into focus. She felt stronger and sharper. Maybe she was just high on adrenaline. Maybe it was the Vampire Queen in her. 
 
   Or maybe it was Evie.
 
   “Welcome, Evelynne D’Angelo,” came a deep beautiful voice that was slightly familiar. Evie looked up toward the throne that sat atop a raised dais before her. A hooded figure sat upon the massive stone chair. Only his red eyes glowed from beneath the hood.
 
   “Emperor Palpatine, at last we meet,” she quipped. Her voice didn’t even quiver.
 
   Soft laughter answered her, wrapping around her in a warm way that was also familiar. She recognized this kind of magic, this kind of sway. The man beneath the hood was a very powerful vampire. A master vampire, like Roman.
 
   It helped explain the cavern; vampires liked caverns. Roman had one, after all. Caves helped soothe the vampire’s inner batling.
 
   He tilted his head and regarded her with those inhuman eyes. “I must apologize for the swift transportation. It was obviously necessary to infiltrate the meeting room and extract you with great care and speed.”
 
   “You think no one will notice I’m missing?” she asked. She was all bravado, with a voice that didn’t quake and a gaze that was steady. But on the inside, she was wondering furiously what it was that he was going to do with her.
 
   “Not for a while,” the man replied with easy calm. “You see, you’ve been replaced with a decoy. Granted, it is a flimsy decoy, devoid of the substance that is you.” He smiled, flashing fangs that gleamed from the shadowy depths of his cowl. “We currently only possess the means to clone kings accurately, not their queens. So your double is not top quality, and it won’t last long.” He shrugged. “But long enough.”
 
   Evie looked at him long and hard. Then she glanced at the men on either side of her. They stared straight ahead like soldiers. 
 
   She licked her lips and looked back up at the vampire on the throne. “Long enough for what?”
 
   Another chuckle, deep and beautiful. “It seems that in life, everyone answers to a higher power, and I am no different. Just as my servants bow to me, I too have a master.”
 
   Evie waited.
 
   “He was drained by the attack on the meeting of the 13 and their queens. It isn’t easy to infiltrate such a power. He is resting.” The vampire paused, and she felt his gaze trail down the length of her. She looked down, remembering that she was wearing the gown from the meeting of the 13 Kings. Briefly, she contemplated using her magic to change, but decided to save her strength.
 
   The effect of his scrutiny was almost as blatant as being physically undressed. She felt a breeze against her skin… could have sworn she felt his touch. 
 
   He was cold as ice and burned like fire.
 
   She blinked and shook herself.
 
   “When he is strong enough, he will come to you and quite frankly drain you of every ounce of your essence,” he told her.
 
   Evie’s knees felt weak again.
 
   “In the meantime,” he continued, speaking more softly now, more intimately. “I’ve been wanting to meet you, Evie. Very much so.”
 
   Evie couldn’t help it. The focused attention he now cast upon her was so strong, she took a step back. Or at least she tried. The men beside her placed their hands at the small of her back, preventing further movement. 
 
   “You’re very beautiful. You may have been made rather than born into our little family… but you make a lovely vampire and a fine queen.”
 
   There was movement in the darkness to the right of the cloaked vampire, and it drew not only Evie’s attention – but his as well. He turned in his seat, his red eyes flashing. “You are of a different opinion, my pet?” he asked, gazing at something Evie could not see.
 
   A figure moved forward, stepping into the light. “I think the dress is beautiful,” said the woman. “And the necklace.” Her words dripped with poison.
 
   Evie recognized her at once. The sound of her voice was the same as it had been when she’d spoken in Evie’s head at the mansion – before the mansion had been destroyed, along with everything inside it. Including Evie’s computer.
 
   “Ophelia,” Evie hissed, every ounce of her anger returning to her with a vengeance. 
 
   The black-haired woman’s eyes widened, just a little. She attempted to retreat, but it was too late. Evie had promised revenge, to herself more than anyone, and she intended to have it.
 
   The magic she had acquired upon becoming the Vampire Queen shot out from her like a bolt of lightning, slamming into the other woman with vicious, monumental force. Ophelia cried out and went sailing backward, landing somewhere in the darkness with a terrible thud.
 
   Evie raced after her, and for some reason, this time the vampire guards allowed her to do so. Further torches along the wall at the back of the cavernous chamber that had not been previously lit now exploded to fiery life. Firelight illuminated the entire chamber.
 
   Ophelia lay crumpled against the back wall, gasping for breath as her blackened chest smoked and her nose bled.
 
   Evie came to stand over her, readying a spell that would end it all – end Ophelia’s non-stop invasive threats and her devastating bombs and any residual hold the woman may think she still had over the Vampire King. Enough was enough.
 
   But as Evie raised her arm to deal the final blow, magic crackling and swirling in the palm of her hand, she found herself hesitating. She looked into Ophelia’s eyes.
 
   What she saw there stunned her. She saw fear, plain as day. And she saw pain. She recognized these things in a personal way, as she always did when someone around her suffered. 
 
   In that hesitation came something she would never have expected. She empathized with the woman who had tried to kill her upon multiple occasions. She actually felt for her. 
 
   It was a highly unwelcome sensation. But it was there nonetheless.
 
   “I knew that you would not be able to do it,” came the master vampire’s smooth voice from behind her. “Self defense is one thing. But vengeance is not in you. It is one of the things Roman loves so much about you.”
 
   Evie turned around, lowering her hand. Her magic fizzled out. 
 
   The vampire had stepped down from his throne and descended the steps from his dais. He came toward Evie with slow, even strides, his power rippling out from him like… like Roman’s, she thought. He reminded her of Roman. He was the same height, the same build. His voice was similar – even his magic had the same feel.
 
   “It’s just as well that you can’t kill her,” he continued as he closed the distance between them. “If you had, I would be forced to find someone to take her place.” The warning in his words hung in the air, both obvious and terrifying. She knew damned well who that replacement would have been.
 
   “Why don’t you just kill me?” she asked defiantly. It was a stupid question, but she was at the end of her rope. 
 
   “The thought occurred to me,” he admitted easily, coming to a stop a mere two feet away. Still, she could not see past the shadows of his cowl. “And then I brought you here.”
 
   He shook his head. “And now I’ve met you, and I must tell you that I’m intrigued. You see,” he said as he raised his hands and grasped the hood of his cloak, slowly pulling it back to let it fall against his broad shoulders. “Brothers often share the same tastes in many things.”
 
   Evie stared in stunned silence. His features were different from Roman’s, but the resemblance was definitely there. Just enough. 
 
   “Roman and I have always been attracted to the same women.” He smiled a beautiful, deadly, white fanged smile, and stars began to swim in Evie’s vision. “Now is no exception.” 
 
   *****
 
   The night outside the mansion windows revealed a vast, dark expanse and the occasional distant slash of lightning. Thunder rolled lazily overhead. The fire crackled comfortably, casting dancing light and shadow over the exposed skin of the entwined lovers.
 
   Chloe gazed into the fire from where her head rested upon Jason’s chest, his hand slowly brushing through her long silken locks. 
 
   “I never would have pegged you for a Giants fan,” she said softly.
 
   Jason’s hand stilled in her hair. Chloe closed her eyes, realizing she may have made a mistake. She’d just admitted that she’d found his secret office and had gone through his private things. But then she opened her eyes again, just as quickly realizing that she wanted no secrets between herself and her king. Not ever.
 
   At length, his fingers resumed their gentle brushing. “I never would have pegged you for a dominatrix,” he replied.
 
   Chloe smiled and turned her head to look up at him. “Liar,” she said.
 
   Jason’s green eyes flashed with emotion. Then he laughed, the sound rumbling through his chest like the thunder that played outside. Chloe felt entranced gazing up at him, at the strong curve of his chin and the highlights in his hair. She would forever find herself lost in the impossible green of his beautiful eyes. 
 
   After a bit, she asked, “What’s going to happen now?” 
 
   Jason looked down at her, silent for a moment. Then he leaned over, placing a gentle kiss upon her plump, slightly bruised lips. “In general, I don’t know,” he said as he pulled away and then skillfully maneuvered them both so that he was on top of her once more. 
 
   Her breath caught, her body alighting with new, fresh desire.
 
   It was mirrored in his eyes. “But at this very moment, I am going to enjoy my queen.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
Epilogue
 
   It was never-ending, of course. It was what the Court had in mind when they’d exiled him to this realm 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 exiled kingdom, the Goblin King removed his weapons, shrugged off his leather jacket, and sank into his sofa to stare into the crackling fire. 
 
   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 sighed, 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 is 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, 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.
 
   
 
   
 
(Stay tuned for book four in the Big Bad Wolf spinoff series, The Kings: The Goblin King. Release date, TBA.)
 
    
 
   
 
   
 
For a thrilling adventure with the series that started it all, enjoy Heather Killough-Walden’s critically acclaimed, New York Times bestselling Big Bad Wolf series, now available in one incredible tome of sexual tension, romantic suspense, and dark paranormal bliss!  The Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation is available as an eBook at Amazon and Barnes and Noble, as well as other eBook sellers. Four sizzling paranormal romances for $3.99!
 
    
 
   “The Vampire King by Heather Killough-Walden is riveting and page-turning. Keep an eye on this author.” – USA Today
 
    
 
   "The continued high-quality storytelling provided by Killough-Walden indicates she is a star on the rise." - Romance Times
 
    
 
   "I was strictly a vampire girl until I came across this pack of big bad Alphas -- Killough-Walden has converted me! Sexy, daring, and action-packed from start to finish. Warning: if you have a faint heart, do not read this." (About the Big Bad Wolf series) - Dianna Hardy, paranormal romance author of The Witching Pen.
 
    
 
   “Heather Killough-Walden happens to write books so brilliant, I'm a fan! (I was the minute I started reading Hell Bent.) There aren't many I'd give my crown to, but this lady is totally worthy of my adoration!” – Poppet, paranormal romance author of Dusan.
 
    
 
   "Hold on tight as these big bad wolves take you on a paranormal romance ride you won't soon forget!" (About the Big Bad Wolf series) - Christine M. Butler, paranormal romance author of Moonlit Dreams
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The Heat, Book One of the Big Bad Wolf series 
 
    
 
   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 hometown 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.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The Strip, Book Two of the Big Bad Wolf series (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.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The Spell, Book Three of the Big Bad Wolf series
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The Hunt, Book Four of the Big Bad Wolf series 
 
    
 
   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?
 
   
 
   
 
In honor of the February 14th release date of The Warlock King,
 
   - A short story by Heather Killough-Walden
 
    
 
   “Wings in the Attic,” 
 
   a Big Bad World Valentine’s Day story 
 
   by Heather Killough-Walden
 
    
 
   February 14th, 2013….
 
   Lalura stopped in the open attic doorway, her small bent frame and surrounding dust motes outlined by the hall light behind her. She stood still for several long moments and gazed into the darkness. The stark blue of her eyes was hidden in shadow, just as were the remnants that waited in the corners and piles of the rickety shelter. It smelled of cedar and memories up here. 
 
   Cedar and dust and memories.
 
    “Hmph.”
 
   Lalura’s intelligent gaze narrowed on the darkness of the neglected room. It seemed a challenge, almost. There were whispers inside, from old friends and enemies; they pushed at one another for a chance at her ear. There were flashes of things she’d tried a thousand times to forget, like bits of torn movie reel flung before a projector light. There were old songs in there, and even now she could make out their faint notes, piano keys and violin strokes from long, long ago.
 
   Lalura lifted her chin. She took a slow breath, filling her ancient lungs with both dust and courage before releasing her breath into the past once more. Then she spoke a harsh, magic word, and extended an arm.
 
   An old-fashioned gas lantern appeared in her gnarled grip. Its yellow, flickering flame cast dancing shapes across the long floor boards in front of her. She stood there in the under-used doorway for several more long moments, and then took the first step past the threshold that she’d taken in seventy years.
 
   At once, the atmosphere of the room changed. The dust lifted away, the darkness turned to light, and the past greeted her with the jubilance of an old friend. She moved through the attic, leaving behind her a trail of dancing couples and bridesmaids in a line and little girls learning to ride their bicycles. Winters, springs, summers and falls blossomed to life, froze to silence, and fell by the wayside with every one of the witch’s slow, steady steps.
 
   She moved with resolution, her blue eyes trained on the end of the attic, where a man stood at the windows that looked out over a snow-covered world. She didn’t see him, though. She saw past him, she saw through him, her far-away gaze trained on yesteryears and bygones, her heart trapped in what might have been.
 
   But he saw her. His handsome face was clean shaven, his tall form was draped in uniform, and in his hands he held the hat of an air force colonel. His blue eyes matched the blue of his station; he was tall and regal, and the very air about him spoke of good deeds done. He was a hero. He was her hero.
 
   Once upon a time.
 
   Lalura smiled now as she remembered. 
 
   You’re a fool, she’d told him. Such a romantic. A proposal on Valentine’s Day of all days. Only you would brave the crowds, Conrad. Only you.
 
   Is that a yes? 
 
   She could hear the nervous tremor in his deep voice. She’d held her breath and tried not to giggle. It wasn’t like a witch of her growing stature to fall to giggling. But her heart had grown wings – wings like the ones on his chest.
 
    “Yes,” she whispered now, echoing her response of long ago.
 
   Beneath the dusty window with its cobwebs and peeling paint sat a music box. Lalura made her way to it as the echoes died down and the memories settled and the world became still once more.
 
   He watched her in his ghostly silence as she stopped before it and reached for its latch with gnarled, weathered fingers. It slid back and away as if it had not been seven decades since she had opened it last. A spell kept it safe. Dusty, but safe.
 
    “I love you, Lana,” he told her now, his long-dead voice reaching into the empty spaces of the attic to grace them with remnants of another time. 
 
   Lalura closed her eyes as if she’d heard him – this ghost of the man she’d once promised herself to. 
 
   A moment later, she opened her eyes once more, and then opened the box. She gazed down at the small collection on the single velvet pouch that sat within it. The music of the box began to play, its crisp, lilting notes filling the air with bitter sweet harmony. 
 
   On the pillow sat a pair of wedding rings, as shining and smooth as the day she’d slipped them inside. Neither of them had ever been worn. 
 
   Beside the empty rings rested a set of metal dog tags and a single sterling silver pin. Lalura picked up the pin with trembling fingers and gazed longingly, rememberingly, at the small propeller and set of angel-like wings. “I love you too, Conrad,” she whispered. Snow swirled and curled outside. The wind rustled the branches of a nearby tree and brushed the wind chimes hanging from the porch rafters. Somewhere, violins joined the music box notes, and a symphony soothed Lalura’s tired soul. 
 
   The handsome soldier looked on. He always had and always would.
 
   Lalura, or Lana as her fiancé had once called her, closed her eyes and held the pin to her heart. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
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