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        Thank you so much for joining me on a journey through my imagination.  If you’re looking for romance and adventure with a guaranteed  Happily Ever After, then you’ve come to the right place.  My books contain paranormal plotting and fantastical action, and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        You can keep in touch with me by joining my newsletter or checking out my website for the latest updates.
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        Thank you for giving my book a chance, and Happy Reading!
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      Must run faster!  Must run faster!

      I ducked a huge tree and found myself dropping to the forested ground.  A bunch of needles and leaves flowed into my mouth, choking me on their dry, acidic flavor.  It really needed salt.  Or maybe a good red meat to go with it.

      Someone scooped me up from my meal and raced down the woodland path with my midsection tucked against their side.  I whipped my head up and saw it was Tegan.  His hands were full of me and a shining jewel wrapped in a metal necklace shimmered in his mouth.

      Apparently, we were both eating out tonight.

      A terrible screech made me look over my shoulder.  Three witches flew at us atop their brooms, the same who had chased Tegan on our first adventure together.  Tegan tripped over the uneven ground and the harpies were able to gain ground on us.

      I put my fingers in my mouth and gave a great whistle.  The sound echoed off the trees and I felt the familiar rush of wind as my broom flew toward us.  My ride zipped through the witches, knocking them apart with its tailwind, and flew under Tegan.

      He yelped as he was lifted off his feet.  I grabbed onto the handle and pulled myself into the driver’s seat where I yanked the end upward.  We flew through the canopy and up into the bright moonlit night.  The stars twinkled at us as wild cackling followed on our heels.

      Tegan tucked the item into his pocket and leaned toward me to whisper into my ear.  “Hold her steady,” he instructed me as he turned around in his seat so our backs pressed together.

      A bolt of purple magic flew past us, forcing me to jerk us to one side.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea!”

      “It will be!” he assured me as he raised both hands.  Huge columns of fire burst from his palms and lit up the night sky.

      The witches’ eyes bulged out of their heads as a crooked smile slipped onto Tegan’s lips.  He flung his hands down, crashing the columns downward toward them.  They screeched and separated, but tiny balls of fire flew out of the columns and shot at them with abandonment.  They couldn’t escape the chaos effect and veered off course.  The sheer number of fireballs forced them to dive into the trees but the fire followed them like will-o-the-wisps.

      That gave me plenty of time to press my foot to the peddle, in a manner of speaking, and we shot ahead.  The woods disappeared beneath us and open country stretched as far as the eye could see.  The far-off country wasn’t what I was aiming for, however, as my path followed the road that snaked around the perimeter of the forest.

      There.  A carriage with a black horse but no driver or passenger.  That changed when I landed us neatly beside the vehicle.  Tegan helped me inside and hopped in behind me where he cracked the reins.  The horse sprinted down the road and carried us away from those horrible hags.

      I crumpled lower in the seat and was glad when the woods were far in the distance behind us.  “I think Domini is trying to get us killed.”

      Tegan stared ahead as he nodded.  “He’s certainly not giving us any easy tasks, is he?”

      I looked him up and down, and my heart gave a leap when I didn’t see what I was searching for.  “Do you still have it?”

      He smiled and slipped his hand into his pocket where he drew out the treasured item.  “Right here.”

      I took it and examined the fancy gem with its gold chain.  “So much trouble for this.  Why do you think the witches stole it from him?”

      Tegan shook his head.  “I’m not sure but it must have some magical properties.  Witches generally aren’t interested in anything outside that.”

      I slyly grinned up at my handsome companion.  “I could think of a few things witches like.”

      He chuckled.  “I stand corrected.”

      “So we just drop this off and we’re done with this job, right?” I wondered as I pocketed the item.

      “And then we can have a proper rest,” he confirmed.

      I sighed and admired the black night scenery.  “I suppose at least we’re seeing the sights.  Well, what sights we can see.”  Tegan’s eyes glowed a little brighter.  I glared at him and nudged his arm with my elbow.  “Show off.”

      “It’s a gift,” he teased as we rolled over the countryside.

      I leaned my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes.  For one brief moment, things were perfect.

      Then they weren’t.

      Kate!  Tegan!

      The voice was so loud and frantic that I nearly fell out of my seat.  Only Tegan’s timely grip on my shoulder stopped me from falling to the fast ground.  However, he wasn’t immune from the volume as he lost his grip on the reins.  The horse sensed the lack of tension and took the wrong idea from it.

      It bolted.

      The horse let itself run free down the road, causing the carriage to bounce up and down over even the slightest of ruts.  Tegan lunged forward and snatched the reins before they slipped over the front and he pulled the horse into submission.  The animal reared and whinnied, but obeyed his command and stopped.

      We sat there for a long moment in confusion.  Then it came again.

      You fools!  Come to me before it’s-

      The inner voice cut off.  My blood ran cold as I looked up at Tegan.  “That was Zahn, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded.  “It was.  He’s in trouble.”

      The mere thought made a chill run down my spine.  Zahn wasn’t just any vampire.  He was the oldest one we’d ever met and a master of magic.

      And now someone had forced him to call for help from us.

      “So there goes our vacation?” I asked him.

      Tegan sighed.  “I don’t think we’d rest easy until we found out what was wrong.”  He looked down at me and smiled.  “Right?”

      I nodded.  “Yeah.  So off to Blutstein?”

      “Off to Blutstein,” he confirmed as he tightened his grip on the reins.

      Tegan didn’t get a chance to crack them before a strange pressure exploded in our heads.  I cried out and clutched my head in my hand as Tegan leaned forward and winced.  The pain took my breath away for a moment so I couldn’t speak, but I finally managed to choke out a few words as the agony subsided.

      “What. . .what the hell was that?”

      Tegan lifted his head and frowned.  “Domini.”

      I blinked at him.  “The blood contract?”

      “He’s demanding an audience,” Tegan explained as he cut the tip of his finger.

      The blood floated upward in front of us and formed the congealed face of our employer, Domini.  The man smiled and inclined his head to us.  A deep, slightly garbled voice came from the bloody figure.  “My sincerest apologies for the abrupt communication but I was informed you were headed for Blutstein.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” I questioned him.

      He chuckled.  “Many things, but you would do well to stay away from there for the present time.  Deliver the trinket to my messenger in the next town and take a break.  You have certainly earned it.”

      “And if we refuse?” Tegan challenged the man.

      A slight pressure pulsed inside my brain and a tick on Tegan’s face told me he felt the same.  “Then you will be disobeying our contract.  I expect you to stay away from Blutstein and take your vacation.  Do as I say and I won’t be forced into more drastic measures.”  The bloodied face collapsed and splashed onto the ground between the carriage and the horse.

      The pressure subsided completely and I shook my head to clear my thoughts.  “What the hell just happened?”

      Tegan leaned back and furrowed his brow.  “It looks like we’re not welcomed in Blutstein.”

      “Was he somehow watching our thoughts?” I wondered.

      Tegan nodded.  “So it would seem.”

      I furrowed my brow.  “Then how are we going to find out about Zahn if we can’t go to Blutstein?”

      Tegan grinned down at me.  “We’re still going there.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “How?”

      He tapped his temple.  “By not thinking about it and taking our vacation.”

      I blinked at him.  “Come again?”

      He grasped the reins and gave them a crack, causing the horse to trot onward down the road.  “We’re going to take our vacation.  It just so happens it will be near Blutstein so we may as well take in the sights around there, as well.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Will that work?”

      “We’re about to find out,” he told me as he cracked the reins again.

      The horse broke into a gallop and we sailed down the road to our next and greatest adventure.
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      But first, we had to make a slight detour.   Our road meandered northward between the werewolf kingdom of Conas and the vampire empire of Blutstein.  Even with the shadows of night all around us, something about the area began to appear familiar to me.

      “We’re on the High Road now, aren’t we?” I asked my companion.

      Tegan smiled as he stared ahead at the wide thoroughfare.  “Yes.  It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

      I leaned back in the seat and tried to do the calculations.  “Three months?”

      “About that.”

      I sighed and shook my head.  “I can’t believe I’ve been here that long.  It just seems like yesterday that I dropped in here.”

      Tegan’s eyes twinkled as he turned to me.  “I did attempt a better landing than that.”

      A laugh escaped me.  “Yeah, but I don’t think me clinging to your back helped.”

      “I would do it again with a dozen of you on my back,” he assured me.

      I leaned my cheek against his shoulder and set my hand on his arm.  “I wouldn’t like that.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.  “Why not?”

      I grinned up at him.  “I’d be jealous of the other eleven.”

      Tegan laughed and pecked a kiss on my forehead.  “I would crown you the queen among princesses.”

      I snorted and snuggled up closer to him.  “This queen doth decree that you are a hopeless flatterer.”

      “You give me a lot of practice,” he teased.

      I leaned away and playfully swatted his arm.  That’s when something burst out from beneath the canvas in the rear of the carriage.  The horse loosed a terrible scream and bolted.  I started to the side and would have plunged to the ground if Tegan hadn’t grabbed my front and wrenched me back against his side.  He grabbed the reins in both hands and pulled tight even as a narrow shadow flew over our heads and down the road.

      The carriage rolled to a stop and the horse and I tried to catch our breaths.  Tegan stood on the box and his eyes glowed a light red as he peered into the darkness.

      “What the hell was that?” I choked out.

      He frowned and plopped himself back into the seat.  “I think it was your broom.”

      I blinked at him before I twisted around to dig through our supplies.  A quick perusal revealed the truth and I turned around to face ahead.  I jumped to my feet and put my fingers in my mouth.  My loud sharp whistle blew forth and echoed down the road, but no broom was forthcoming.  “Broom!  You get back here right now!”

      Tegan grabbed the back of my pants and yanked me down before he clasped the reins in both hands.  “I think we had better follow it.”

      He cracked the reins and we shot off down the road.  The horse was only too glad to work off some of the excess tension and we flew across the ground.  I glimpsed a thin shadow swaying to and fro but heading ever onward.

      “What the hell is it doing?” I asked my companion.

      He shrugged.  “It looks like it’s going on a trip.”

      I glared at the offending stick ahead of us.  “And without me.”

      Tegan grinned at me.  “Then we’ll have to make sure you’re not left behind.”  He cracked the reins.  “Yah!”

      The horse sped up and I gripped the side of the carriage tight with both hands.  We bounced down the road and past several more leisurely travelers, startling them enough to send them to the shoulders.  The night grew darker and the stars were extinguished one by one by the branches of the trees that encroached on the road.  A silent horror began to creep up on my mind and I found my heartbeat quickening.

      “Tegan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is starting to look really familiar.  And spooky.”

      He pursed his lips as he continued to stare ahead.  “We’re headed for the Gallery.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach.  The Gottlose Galerie.  That spectral haunt where the ghosts were fond of company and insisted you never leave.  I shuddered and wrapped my arms around myself.

      “Maybe it’s headed to Matty’s house,” Tegan suggested.

      Some relief washed over me.  Matty the Witch was easier on the eyes than that haunted place, though not much.  At least she’d be able to tell me why my broom was misbehaving.

      We flew down the road and the night changed from waxing to waning.  The broom turned a sharp right many miles north of the start of our chase and we turned onto the narrow path.  We had only gone a mile when the road ran out completely but the naughty broom continued onward.

      Tegan drew out the horse to a stop and hopped down.  “Looks like we walk from here.”

      He tied the horse to a gnarled tree and helped me to the ground.  We hurried down a footpath close at hand and slowly the trees began to take on a hideous appearance of death.  The vegetation died away and the earth became a blackened ruin of rot and decay.

      “A perfect place to be chasing a broom in the middle of the night. . .” I muttered to myself.

      “We should be at Matty’s house soon,” Tegan assured me.

      Sure enough, in a half hour, the path opened and we found ourselves in the little meadow occupied by Matty’s humble abode.  The usually quiet and calm clearing was filled with cries that came from inside the house, and I could see the door was wide open.

      “Get off, you stupid piece of wood!  I said get off!”

      Tegan and I rushed forward to the door but froze on the threshold.  Matty was waving her arms in front of her as my broom was trying desperately to give her a full frontal hug.  She glared at the sweeper as she swatted its advances back.

      “I don’t need your hugs, I need your owner!” Matty snapped.

      Her sharp eyes fell on us as she used her defensive weapon to point at us.  “What are you-oof!”

      My broom had used her distraction to lunge forward and snuggle the length of its body against hers.  Matty was sent sprawling backward and onto the floor where my broom continued its exuberant hugging, its straw end sweeping the floor for joy.

      “Get this stupid thing off me!” Matty snapped as she futilely fended off the affections of my traitorous sweeper.

      I stomped into the room and grabbed the handle.  The broom twisted in my hold and stuck its splintered ‘face’ in mine.  I glared right back at it and lowered my voice to a dangerous whisper.  “Unless you want to be used as a wheel spoke from now on, you better behave yourself.  Got it?”

      The broom shuddered and went limp in my hold.  Tegan helped Matty to her feet and she brushed herself off before glaring at both broom and mistress.  “What in the world is going on here?  Why did the broom return?”

      I set the bristles on the floor and shrugged.  “I don’t know.  This thing has a mind of its own.”

      “And I’m starting to think it’s the only one between you two,” she snapped before she paused.  The witch leaned forward and squinted at the broom in my hands.  “How in all the worlds did you manage to give the handle that many cracks?”

      I sheepishly smiled at her.  “That’s my fault.  We kind of got stuck in a magical barrier and needed some help getting out.”

      She wagged a finger at me.  “You need to be more careful.  My brooms aren’t just made of wood and straw.  They’re loyal servants who will ride you to the underworld and back.”

      I snorted.  “I think it’s loyalty is just to you.”

      “There must be some reason it came back here,” Matty mused as she took the broom and cradled it in her palms as she studied the wood.  She wrinkled her nose and pushed the broom back into my hands.  “I don’t see anything very bad about its upkeep except those scratches.”  The witch turned her attention to me and narrowed her eyes.  “What kind of trouble are you in?”

      I shrank beneath her scrutiny.  “Us, not so much.  It’s Zahn who might be in bigger trouble.”

      Matty wrinkled her nose.  “What’s that old coot done now?”

      “He tried to contact us through his blood connection but the line went dead,” I told her.

      Her eyes widened and she whipped her head up to Tegan.  “Then he’s-?”

      Tegan shrugged.  “We don’t know.  That’s what we’re trying to find out, only Domini is objecting to us doing the investigating.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together.  “That blood contract you have with him?”

      “Exactly,” Tegan confirmed.

      She pursed her lips before she held out a hand, one to each of us.  “Hold out your palms to me.”
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      I lifted an eyebrow at Tegan but he gave Matty the offered hand so I did the same.  Our palms were turned upward to her and she cradled them both in her hands as she leaned forward.  Her nose nearly brushed against our skin as she eyeballed the lines.

      “Yes yes. . .” she murmured as she nodded.  “That will do.”

      Matty drew her hands away and held them up over our palms.  A maniacal look appeared on her face as she held up her pointer finger on both hands and revealed two incredibly sharp fingernails.  In one swift movement, she flicked her wrist and sliced our palms open.

      “Ow!” I complained as even Tegan winced.

      I instinctively drew my hand away from the crazy lady, but Matty grabbed our wrists and slapped our palms together.  “Now a good rub,” she cooed as she blended our blood.  “And it’s done.”

      Matty thrust our hands apart and as she did so our blood remained in the same spot, hovering in midair and swirling together in thin red tendrils.  She began to weave them together, slowly crafting a familiar document into existence.  My eyes widened as we soon beheld our blood contract complete with words and our signatures.

      Matty ceased her weaving and leaned forward to squint at the fine print.  “Now let’s see here.”

      I flexed my injured palm as Tegan offered me his handkerchief.  I gladly accepted and removed the blood to reveal a clean palm.  Tegan took the cloth and wiped his own hand to show his mark, too, was gone.  He smiled and shrugged as he pocketed the handkerchief.

      Meanwhile, our hostess was reading on and had reached the finest writing at the bottom.  “This is a very good contract.”  Her eyes flickered up to us.  “Well, not good for you.”

      “That ironclad?” Tegan wondered.

      She nodded.  “Yep.  It says here that the contract can only be broken by mutual agreement unless one side voids the contract by putting them in mortal danger.

      I snorted.  “I think that’s already happened, but we’re still stuck in it.”

      Matty rubbed her chin in one hand as she squinted at the finer details.  “It says here that acts of God may be considered mortal danger.”

      Tegan lifted an eyebrow.  “Are there any details on those acts?”

      Matty clapped her hands and the floating blood contract vanished.  Our donated blood turned into a puff of red dust that blew away in the wind.  “Nope.  It’s one of those things where you’ll know it when you see it.”

      “There doesn’t happen to be any god lying around who we can piss off, is there?” I spoke up.

      Tegan shook his head.  “None that I know of.  We’ll have to figure out another way of getting close to Voran’s location.”

      Matty turned her face away from us and her eyes flickered with many emotions.  There was a touch of anger but some fear.  She stiffened her chin and puffed out her chest.  “I suppose I owe that old coot something.”  She spun around to face us head-on.  “There’s a way to stifle the effects of a blood contract.  Mind you, it won’t void it, but you’ll have more freedom than you do now.”

      “What’s the catch?” Tegan asked her.

      She wrinkled her nose.  “The catch is it isn’t easy to convince the hag to help you and she isn’t easy to find, either.”

      I blinked at her.  “Who are we trying to find?”

      A heavy sigh escaped her.  “My sister.”  Tegan and I stared at her in surprise and she shot us a sharp look.  “Can I not have a sister?”

      I shrugged.  “I just was, well, you didn’t seem like you were-”

      “We’d be delighted to meet her if she can help us,” Tegan interrupted.

      Matty scoffed.  “You say that now but wait until you meet the wench.  The trick is finding her as she’s liable to be anywhere selling those horrible concoctions of hers.”

      “She goes from town to town?” Tegan guessed.

      Our hostess nodded.  “Like a dirty piece of trash blowing in the wind.  The last I heard Mable was haggling her wares east of here in Conas.  There’s a big party going on over there worshipping the moon or whatnot.”

      Tegan folded his arms over his chest and furrowed his brow.  “That sounds like the Luna Carnival.”

      She turned up her nose.  “They’d do better putting their efforts into resting these souls instead of hopping around feeding their faces.”

      “What’s the Luna Carnival?” I spoke up.

      “A celebration of the biggest moon of the year,” Tegan told me.  “The werewolf clans gather to the north of Malartu where the rivers go into the hills and hold a festival.”

      “Hold a waste of time. . .” Matty grumbled.

      “Do you have to be a werewolf to join in?” I asked him.

      He smiled and shook his head.  “The vendors would never like that proposal.  Anybody’s allowed inside and the more money spent the more they like you.”

      “Then it looks like we’d better get going to Malartu,” I mused as I turned to Matty.  “Thanks for reading our contract.”

      She crossed her arms and frowned at us.  “Don’t thank me.  Just get that old coot out of trouble so I can see him one last time.”

      “To hug him?” I guessed.

      She sneered at me.  “Of course not.  I still owe him a nice slap on the face from the last time we met.  The old fool forgot my birthday.”

      Tegan smiled and inclined his head to her.  “We’ll try our best to get him back here so you can fulfill your wish.”

      We slipped out of the humble abode with the prize broom in hand and a direction to take.  Still, I frowned as we strode into the woods.  “So if we’re going to Malartu that means we’re going the opposite direction we need to in order to find out what happened to Zahn, right?”

      My companion sighed.  “Unfortunately, yes.  We might have to stable the horse with our friends at Colun or the Scath Marshes, and travel by broom and wing.”

      I frowned down at the sweeper in my hand.  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?  We might just need a new spoke on the wagon.”

      The broom shuddered and leapt out of my hands.  It looped around us once, causing us to stop, before it swept between my legs.  I yelped and gripped the broom with both hands as I was flown upward out of the terrible Gallery and into the clear, clean air.

      “You could have warned me!” I scolded my vehicle.  The broom danced to and fro and I rolled my eyes.  “Uh-huh.  You wanted to do it as a surprise, huh?”

      The broom bounced me up and down in a nodding motion.  I gripped its wood stick tighter.

      “Alright, I get it!” I yelped as I nearly hugged myself against the handle.  “So what was that back there with you running away?”

      “Matty’s question answers that,” Tegan spoke up as he flew up to my side.

      I nearly tumbled off the other side of my broom.  “Could one of you warn me when you come up on me?!”

      Tegan grinned.  “I was merely following your broom’s lead.”

      “Well, don’t,” I scolded him as I glared down at my ride.  “He doesn’t need his bristles puffed out.”  The broom lifted its front a little and seemed to nod.  I sighed and returned my attention to Tegan.  “But what was it you were saying about Matty?”

      “I think your broom wanted to help us find a way around our contract and thought Matty could help,” Tegan explained.

      My broom hopped up and down so much that my whole body was rattled.  “Alright!  Alright!  We get it!  Calm down!”  The broom went limp and seemed to droop.  I sighed and patted its ‘head.’  “And thank you.”  My sweeper danced about and wiggled its bushy butt.  I gripped its handle tighter and glared at it.  “Think calm thoughts!”  The broom quieted and all I heard was Tegan’s chuckle.  I glared at him.  “Don’t laugh just yet.  We need to find Matty’s sister at that carnival, hope she can get us out of our contract, and then we have to go see what’s going on with Zahn.”

      Tegan’s eyes twinkled.  “It sounds like a great adventure, doesn’t it?”  He flapped his wings faster and pulled ahead of me.  “I’ll race you to the carriage!”

      “Cheater!” I shouted as he swooped down.  I hurried after him and together we flew over the dead forest toward our carriage.
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