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Chapter One

 


Hello, is anyone out there? Is anyone
awake?

Lena Wellings hesitated only a moment before
hitting the “post” button. Then she waited, hoping someone on the
local insomnia group she had joined a few weeks before responded.
Hoping that he responded. Though they had only chatted in
the group a couple of times, she found herself drawn to the man
with the handle, KingJames.

He always seemed to be online when she
needed a friend to talk to at 2:00 in the morning. Though she had
asked about him in past conversations, he had never really answered
her questions. She did not know if it was his job, insomnia, or
something else that kept him awake and online in the wee hours of
the morning.

She had accepted that her waking within
minutes of 2:00 every morning was her new normal. She had even
considered changing her work hours, but kept the hope alive that
eventually she would go back to a regular 10:00-5:00 sleeping
pattern.

As an at-home customer service
representative, she needed to be awake and pleasant as she dealt
with angry customers who called in to complain all day long.

Her fifty-first birthday several months
earlier had sparked a change in her sleep needs, until she now saw
much more of the night world than she wanted. But in the city,
nights were not as dark as they should have been. Streetlights,
neon signs, and tall buildings with lights blazing on various
floors through the night, kept true darkness at bay. It also kept
Lena from seeing the sky and making a wish, or several, on the
stars overhead. The older she grew, the more she thought city
living sucked, but having been born and raised just a few blocks
from her current one-bedroom apartment, it was all she had ever
known, and she really could not imagine living anywhere else.

Ding.

Lena swiped her fingertip across the screen
of her computer tablet to activate it. She had received a direct
message from KingJames.

You have been invited to join the chat room,
King James’s Court.

Curious to learn more about this KingJames,
Lena hit the link. In the blink of an eye, she found herself swept
into a cartoon chat room that reminded her of a television series
about a time-traveling woman forced into being a healer for a
Scottish clan. It looked like she was in the healer’s room with a
huge fireplace and a fire crackling brightly, candles on several
tables. Shelves on either side of the fireplace held jars and pots
and wooden boxes. The table to the left side of the room was
covered with papers and books and plants in pots.

Along the bottom of the screen was a chat
box. A moment later, words appeared in the box.

KJ: Good morning, Lena, are you
okay?

LW: Good morning. I’m okay, I guess. How
are you?

KJ: If you are so fine, why are you
online at this hour? You should be sleeping since you have work in
the morning, don’t you?

LW: I do. Who knows? Stress, hormones,
being a woman of a certain age, phase of the moon … take your
pick.

LW: LOL. Tell me what is really stressing
you. Maybe between us we can find a solution and you will be able
to sleep.

****

Kingsley James waited impatiently for an
answer, wondering what it was about the woman known as LenaW that
pulled at him so strongly. He could not even explain to himself why
he had joined the chat group, “No Sleep in the City for Me.” Long
nights of mediating peace between the local vampire coven and the
shifter pack had him looking for something to take his mind off
maintaining supernatural peace in the city.

Being a mage was not just about herbs and
potions and magic. He wanted a woman to warm his bed and take his
mind off his work and hoped the woman he had chatted with several
times over the past few weeks might be that woman.

While the various sects debated amongst
themselves, Kingsley went online to see if the woman who intrigued
was awake. She showed up in the group several times a week, stayed
on for an hour or so, and then logged off again. He had promised
himself the next time she checked into the group, he would invite
her into a private chat room especially for her.

And tonight she had come on, begging for
someone to talk to, so he sent the invitation message with the link
to his chat room.

Kingsley stared at his computer screen even
as his hands played with a pink quartz stone that he found himself
grabbing every time he chatted with Lena online. If they ever met,
the stone would be his first gift to her. He would also gift her
with the hematite stone he had been carving into an intricately
designed pendant specifically for her. He had charged both the
stone and the pendant with protective charms and energies that
would keep her safe.

He wished he could cut through the
get-to-know-you, hesitant circling-one-another bullshit and demand
a face-to-face meeting with her immediately. He wanted to look into
her eyes and read the truth in her soul. Something in her words,
her profile, pulled at him, but he needed to meet her in order to
confirm she was the woman he had been searching in vain for since
he had learned the difference between boys and girls.

 ****

Lena looked at his last question and froze.
What was stressing her to the point she could not sleep more
than a few hours at night?

Sure, at fifty-one, she was an older single
woman and hormones had been wrecking her sleep for years, but this
was more than just that. Work was … well, work. It paid her well
enough to deal with unhappy customers while keeping a smile on her
face. Most of the time she wanted to tell them what stupid sacks of
excrement they were for yelling at her, when the printed
instructions attached to the power cord clearly warned not to
immerse the electric whatever-they-bought in water, but they did it
anyway.

Probably her biggest stressor tonight was
the dream she had woken from at 2:03 in the morning. The one where
she died all alone and no one missed her or bothered to check on
her for over a week, until the neighbors complained of the smell
emanating from her apartment. She did not even own a pet, so there
would not be an animal whining or making a fuss when she died.

All she had was her job as a home-based
customer service representative, her online friendships, and … and
that was it. Since her divorce from Charles, and later his attack
and suicide, she had grown distant from the rest of her family, and
the few friends she had in the city. Life, their families, and the
physical scars Charles had left her with had driven huge wedges
between her and the rest of the world.

Charles was now dead, having killed himself
when the police closed in after he had left her scarred—inside and out—in ways she
could barely explain to herself, much less anyone else.

Her tablet gave another ding.

KJ: Are you still there? Or did you
manage to fall back to sleep?

She took a breath and started typing,
needing to connect with another human being, though she still
wished she knew more about this new online friend.

 


LW: I’m here. Just not sure how to
describe where the stress is coming from. Bad dreams and loneliness
and … just everything piling on to remind me I am all alone in a
city of millions.

Before he could respond, she went on to
quickly type another note.

LW: Sorry. Did not mean to dump all that
whininess on you.

The screen showed the scrolling three dots
that meant he was typing for a long time before words appeared.

KJ: You weren’t whining. You were
answering my question. I, probably more than most, understand how
you feel. I’ve been alone and relatively isolated for many
years.

LW: What do you do? Are you a night guard
or something? Am I pulling you away from your work?

KJ: I suppose you could say I’m a
negotiator and consultant of sorts. My customers work nights,
therefore I must as well. And no, sweet Lena, you are not taking me
from my business. In fact, you are a light in the dark places of my
life. I wonder, would you be interested in meeting
face-to-face?

His latest request caused Lena to freeze.
Meeting him in person? Would it be safe? Or was he the front to
some crazy human trafficking ring who stole mature women?

But she was curious about the man. His
profile showed a picture of what appeared to be a cartoon of a
wizard and there were no other pictures, just inspirational memes
or comments about manifestation and magic.

Lena took a deep breath and blew it out in a
huff. She had lived long enough to know better, but she was tired
of her hermit life. Tired of hiding from the world. Tired of being
alone and lonely and safe.

Maybe it was time to step out of her
isolated, insulated world. Even if it led to her being kidnapped
and sold into slavery, it would be more exciting than staring at
these four walls for another night.

LW: Yes, I’d like to meet you
face-to-face. But it needs to be somewhere public, please.

KJ: Wonderful. I’d offer to send my car,
but I want you to feel comfortable. How about we meet at Mystic’s
All-Night Café, just off Madison between Ninth and Tenth
Street?

LW: Okay. It will take me about an hour
to get there. Is that okay?

KJ: I’ll be waiting for you. Just give my
name to Mystic when you get here.

LW: See you then.

After closing the connection, she turned off
her computer and set it aside. Throwing back the covers, she jumped
out of bed, surprised by the amount of excited energy that surged
through her body. Opening the closet, she stopped and sighed. What
was she supposed to wear to meet a stranger at an all-night
café?

She did not own any fancy, dressy clothes,
or club wear. Most of what hung in her small closet barely fit.
Since the attack, she rarely left the house. It was night, and
chilly outside, so she decided yoga pants, sneakers, and the one
oversized sweater she owned over a white t-shirt would have to
suffice. She already knew that once KingJames saw her, he would
make any excuse to get away from her. And that would be the end of
what could have been an interesting friendship

Once dressed, she draped a bright blue
pashmina scarf around her her head and neck, to hide her face as
well as she could. She did not bother with makeup. Only a plastic
mask would be enough to cover her scars.

Pulling her Glock from its hiding place in
her nightstand, she tucked it into her purse, then checked to make
sure her can of pepper spray was still in the outside pocket of her
purse. Pulling out her wallet, she confirmed she had a hundred in
cash, and her ID.

Okay, she was ready to go meet the stranger
who called himself KingJames.


Chapter Two

 


“What are you doing, Mage?”

Kingsley looked up to find Jefferson
Carstairs, alpha of the city’s shifter pack, and Livingston
Daniels, prince of the local vampire coven, staring down at him.
Not wanting the two men to see his conversation with Lena, he
closed his computer. No need to advertise the fact that he had just
set himself up on a blind date.

“Nothing important. Are you two ready to
resume negotiations, or shall we continue this another night?”

“We’ve got a question on the contract that
needs an answer before we can continue discussions. A legal
question that we need Dickerson here to answer. He can’t come now,
so we’ll reschedule for two midnights from now, if that’s
acceptable to you.”

Kingsley nodded without bothering to check
his schedule. “Midnight day after tomorrow will be fine.”

The two leaders nodded and within minutes
they, their seconds, and the security men each had brought with
them, settled their bills before walking out of the café. A handful
of supernatural beings were left behind, not knowing that
inter-species war had been put off for another two nights.

“You ready for your check? Or are you
planning to hang around a while?” Mystic Simonds approached his
table, stopping well out of arm’s reach.

“I’m staying for a bit longer, Mystic. A
female bland will be asking for me within the hour. Please show her
over, then bring us a big pot of your special peppermint tea and a
couple of those matchmaking croissants you claim bring couples
together, and also a selection of butters and jellies. I’ll be
throwing up a curtain once she’s here.”

Mystic Simonds, the owner and head baker of
Mystic’s All-Night Café, raised one eyebrow as she studied him. No
one was certain whether she was psychic, a witch, vampire, or some
combination, but no one dared asked. The frail-appearing wizened
woman was somewhere between sixty and a hundred, her skin the color
of chocolate sauce and close-cut, pure white hair curly as a
sheep’s coat.

“A date, Kingsley? With a bland?” Mystic
spoke so softly until only he could hear her as she took a step
closer to the table.

Kingsley met her dark eyes squarely. He did
not bother to answer, because he had yet to come up with a
description of what exactly this meeting with Lena was. Certainly
not enough to explain to Mystic.

The old woman blinked before shifting her
gaze to the wall across the room. Her pupils opened to turn her
entire eyes black. When she next spoke, it was not in her normal
speaking voice, but two octaves deeper. “Lena Wellings is anything
but bland. You need to keep a close eye on your woman, Mage. She
holds the key, but doubts herself and all those around her. There
are those in the shadows who will do whatever they have to in order
to take control.”

A shiver of
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