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      Welcome to Arcana Glen, a magical town hidden in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado....

      

      Here arcanes of all types are free to be themselves... Elves, Witches, Shifters, Seraphs, Dragons and more.

      

      But until the Twenty-Two Guardians are restored to power, the Elven War rages among the arcanes. What’s the solution?

      

      True Love, of course!

      

      To read a free love story and sneak a peek at what happened before the Massacre of the Guardians, ten years ago, CLICK HERE to sign up for the newsletter for Tara’s Tribe and receive the free novella, The Genie & the Gymnast.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Genie & the Gymnast

          

          FREE NOVELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: The Genie and the Gymnast Cover]
          
        

      

      

      THE GENIE

      Jay Zee is a Jinn. He knows better than to grant wishes to humans. But he makes an exception in exchange for a shot at his dream job: working for the Magician. He never expects the old man to demand that Jay Zee marry his daughter...or that she is the most hideously ugly woman on Earth.

      As a terrible danger closes in on all of them, Jay Zee starts to question what is most important ... but it may be too late to stop a massacre.

      

      THE GYMNAST

      To her friends in the Enchanted Circus, Janet seems like a pretty, young, carefree performer. Even among other arcanes, she has to keep the secret of her true nature. Janet can’t believe that her father forced her into marriage with a Jinn. She knows her new husband loathes her, but she can’t help but dream that he might look past her twisted exterior.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set ten years before most of the stories from Arcana Glen, on the eve of the Massacre of the Guardians.

      

      Click here to join Tara’s Tribe of Readers to and receive the latest news on more romantic fantasy stories and read The Genie and the Gymnast.

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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        December 4, 2021

        Sunday, New Moon

      

      

      Tonight was the New Moon, and Kyrah Nestor dreaded going to work. She hated her job even on normal days. Crowds, noise, and highly charged emotions overwhelmed her. Surrounded by too many people, her stomach churned, her head throbbed and sometimes she even had panic attacks or broke out in a terrible, burning, skin rash. She wasn’t suited at all to work in a crowded, noisy dinner theater in Las Vegas. If it weren’t for her mother, she wouldn’t live anywhere near this city, never mind work in a crowded room of rowdy, emotional people every evening. But tonight would be worse. She had to work the graveyard shift when not even a sliver of the moon’s light illuminated the sky.

      When she arrived at the casino hotel, Kyrah wore a dark turtleneck, dark slacks, sunglasses—even indoors—and black silk gloves. She covered her hair and face with a dark scarf. She threaded the crowd to avoid coming too close to anyone. To get to the dinner theater where she worked, she had to traverse the entire first floor of the hotel, past numerous shops, restaurants, and clusters of slot machines. She scanned the horde of strangers anxiously, trying to figure out which ones were real people, and which were...

      A man in a gray suit and a bowler hat loitered near a slot machine. Old fashioned clothes were often her only tip-off. Kyrah glanced away from him a moment too late. The man in the bowler hat caught her glance. When he saw her notice him, his face brightened. He veered toward her.

      “Excuse me, miss...”

      She tried to dart around him, but he was too quick. He rushed her—and passed right through her. She felt as if her whole body had been doused with ice water.

      Kyrah crossed her arms over her chest. She kept going. The ghost tried to follow her.

      “Miss, please, help me!” he shouted at her. He drifted next to her, no longer walking on the floor. Worse, he now looked as he had at the moment of his death. A huge gunshot wound stained his chest around a gaping hole of oozing gristle, shattered bone and muscle turned to red mashed potato.

      Leave me alone! she pleaded, but silently, least any normal people overhear her and think she was talking to them, or, worse, to herself.

      Not only did the ghost continue to pester her, but more ghosts saw him talking to her and realized that she could see them. That always attracted them, like flies to blood. And there were so many of them tonight. The New Moon, like the longer nights of winter, seemed to empower them. Only the strongest spirits wandered the earth during the day; most loved the night but shied from the Full Moon. But on New Moon nights, it seemed as if everyone who had ever died came out. And ever since Kyrah had been a child, ghosts had been attracted to her.

      The affection wasn’t mutual.

      A baker’s dozen of the ghosts closed in on her now. They looked like normal people until they touched her—then they revealed their true nature, usually horrific and gruesome in death.

      Backing away from the ghosts, Kyrah bumped into an actual person. The elderly woman grabbed Kyrah’s arm, touching her skin between the glove and the long sleeve of her turtleneck.

      Visions of the worst memories of woman’s life exploded inside Kyrah’s mind.

      Ma grabs me by the back of the hair and shoves me face down on the table, breaking my nose, as she screams, ‘Don’t you sass me like that, brat, I’ll kill ya...!’

      ‘Honey,’ I call out cheerfully, as I place the groceries on the table, ‘The Rotary Club meeting was cancelled, so I came home early...’ I stop talking when I see him buck naked on the couch, my sister’s legs wrapped around his hips...

      Kyrah jerked away, trying to block the blaze of overly personal and painful memories. Her body reacted to the Visions as if to boiling water, a feeling of scalding pain. But no one else would see anything wrong with her. No one would understand what hurt her.

      Smothering a scream, Kyrah collapsed to her knees and curled around herself, head bent, arms clutched around her knees. That reaction attracted the concern of real people, who now began to approach her.... She couldn’t tell which ones were real and which were ghosts, but either way, they would hurt her, either with the icy horror of their ghastly, life-draining energies or the searing acid of toxic memories.

      “There you are, Kyrah!” a cheery voice announced on the other side of the crowd around Kyrah. “I was worried you got lost on the way to work.”

      All at once, the icy chill of the ghosts switched off as every one of them simply vanished. The few real humans who had been trying to offer help also left, taking their dangerous heat with them. Kyrah drew in a gasp of clear, temperate air, finally able to breathe normally again.

      Bethany, another waitress who worked with Kyrah, skipped over to her. Bethany wore a flower-print sundress. She carried a colorful gift bag in one hand but held her other hand out to Kyrah. Kyrah avoided touching it and rose on her own. Kyrah had no idea why the ghosts had dispersed, any more than she understood why they harassed her to begin with.

      “Happy birthday!” Bethany handed her the bag.

      “My birthday is in February,” Kyrah said, puzzled.

      “I know, but you said no Christmas presents, so I re-wrapped your gift in birthday paper.”

      “I can’t take it!” Kyrah said, too vehemently. Bethany thrust the bag at her, but Kyrah stepped back and let it drop on the gaudy hotel rug. Bethany looked hurt. She couldn’t understand the real reason why Kyrah couldn’t accept gifts. Kyrah offered the weak excuse, “I didn’t get you anything...”

      “If you refuse, I’m going to have to give you a hug,” Bethany threatened with mock severity.

      Kyrah had to smile. Her friend knew how Kyrah hated hugs, although not the reason.

      Stop making a fuss over nothing, she chided herself. You can’t really see the future. It’s just your overactive imagination.

      Kyrah picked up the gift bag as if it were a sack of snakes. Nothing so far.... She reached and plucked the gift out of a nest of tissue paper. It was an adorable narwhal plushy.

      Bethany felt the gift required explanation. “I remembered that you said your mother threw away your favorite stuffy when you moved here, and you cried even though you felt stupid for still sleeping with a stuffy as a twenty-something. And I said, every girl deserves a cute stuffy, and your mom sounds like a poopy-head. Anyway, I knew I could never replace your teddy bear, but I saw this narwhal and it made me think of you.”

      Kyrah had touched the bag and then plush toy and she’d reacted like a perfectly normal person, not like a freak. She expelled a puff of relief.

      “Dare I ask how a narwhal reminded you of me?” Kyrah raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, it’s kind of mysterious and beautiful, a unicorn of the sea. This narwhal’s name is Zippy and she lives in an iceberg. As you know, ninety percent of icebergs are underwater. Zippy used her horn to carve out a beautiful palace for herself there, but no one knows it exists because it’s hidden. Most people don’t even see Zippy, because she so secretive and loves to swim in the deep places. But Zippy has a best friend, Flippy, who is a seal who lives on top of the same iceberg. Sometimes they have tea together.”

      Tears pricked Kyrah’s eyes. Bethany was such a goofball. It amazed Kyrah that Bethany remembered Kyrah telling her about the childhood stuffy that her mother had thrown away.

      Then Kyrah touched the horn of the narwhal, and a Vision cracked her head like a hammer on a two-by-four. It burned, like her Visions of people’s worst memories, but this was even worse, because it came with the dread conviction that what she saw hadn’t happened yet but soon would. A swirl of terrible images of future flashes assailed her:

      Her mother stabbing the plushy and throwing it in the toilet...

      Bethany marrying a tall, scowling stranger under a dome of ice...

      An impossibly gorgeous, winged man, in shining golden armor, with wings of white fire—a living angel, divinely handsome—but leading an army of the undead down the streets, destroying everything in their wake...

      Kyrah dropped the plushy. She blanched and broke out in a sweat. She felt so sick she might vomit.

      Bethany’s happy smile collapsed. “You don’t like it, do you? I should have gotten another teddy bear...”

      “No!” Kyrah said fiercely. “I love it.” She forced herself to pick up the plushy. Bethany would never know how much will-power it took to make her fingers curl around the thing that had burned her as painfully as a white-hot iron, and Kyrah would never tell her. Bethany didn’t need to know her friend was a weirdo, who couldn’t even handle things like stuffed animals without throwing a fit.
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        February 1, 2022

        Tuesday, New Moon

      

      

      “Stan, have you seen Zippy?” Kyrah asked. Her parents had always insisted she call them by their first names. “My narwhal. The one I keep on my bed?”

      Stan Nestor, her father, sat at the table in the kitchenette of their small apartment playing Sudoku. Reruns of a game show played on the television, mindless noise that grated on Kyrah’s nerves. He answered without looking up at her.

      “Your mother took it for good luck.”

      Kyrah froze. “What? Irene’s gambling again? After what nearly happened?”

      But father had interacted with her as much as he was likely to in the evening. His pen scratched on the paper. The chatter on the television babbled on. The kitchenette smelled like cigarettes even though no one in their family smoked. The apartment had come furnished and nothing could cover the stains or smells.

      Only moments later, the door burst open and Kyrah’s mother burst in. Irene Nestor looked like an older, blown-out version of Kyrah. Dark hair, pale skin, dark blue eyes. But Irene’s face had withered prematurely from dissipation and erratic habits. Right now,

      her cheeks were flushed scarlet and her eyes almost glowed.

      “Irene, have you seen...” Kyrah began and stopped, because her mother was clutching the stuffed animal.

      “This stupid thing was supposed to bring me luck!” bellowed Irene Nestor. She waved it at Kyrah. “But it brought me nothing but crap!” She suddenly rushed into Kyrah’s personal space and shouted at her, nose to nose. “CRAP! I BET YOU LIKE THAT DON’T YOU!”

      Kyrah tried to rescue the stuffed animal, but Irene staggered away, still holding Zippy.

      “You like it when I lose! You hate me, don’t you?” Irene demanded.

      “Irene...”

      “You deliberately sabotage me!”

      “How could you start gambling again after we barely managed to pay off your last debts? If it weren’t for my friend...”

      “Your friend? YOUR FRIEND?” bellowed her mother. “You let that gold-digger marry the billionaire Magician instead of you... you let her steal him right out from UNDER YOUR NOSE! After everything I did for you...”

      Irene wheeled around the room again, coming dangerously close to knocking Stan Nestor’s Sudoku off the table. Without a word, Stan stood up and walked into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

      “If you made real money, I wouldn’t have to gamble!” Irene shouted at his departing back.

      Kyrah also backed away, but it was too late.

      A huge tornado of emotions and wild, incoherent thoughts swirled around Irene. This tornado catapulted off Irene and latched onto Kyrah. All the air in Kyrah’s lungs whooshed out of her. Dizzy, she grabbed the edge of the table to keep from falling. Her mother’s tornado of emotions caged her in a whirlwind of icy hail and darkness, crackling with sudden bursts of blinding, burning-hot lightning. Kyrah’s throat closed. Sweat broke out on her forehead and her whole body trembled. Her stomach clamped, waves of nausea pummeled her, and she feared she might pass out, or even suffocate.

      Oblivious to Kyrah’s pain, Irene continued to circle the kitchen, making wild erratic movements, and stirring the tornado of negative energy faster and faster.

      She waved the narwhal in front of Kyrah again. “What woman your age still plays with dolls? Grow up! This thing stinks! I’m doing you a favor!”

      Irene grabbed a knife from the kitchen counter. She raged around the kitchen. With acid recognition of what was about to happen bubbling in her stomach, Kyrah wanted to follow, but it was all she could do to remain standing as the tornado of vicious black energy raged around her. Kyrah felt her own energy torn away in the storm. The battle against the darkness left her too weak to do anything to stop Irene.

      She watched, feeble and quivering, while her mother stabbed Zippy with the knife, disemboweled the stuffing. Then Irene raced into the bathroom and tried to flush the whole thing down the toilet.

      This is the first of the three events I saw in my Vision. Kyrah first flushed hot, then chilled to subzero.

      Kyrah pushed herself out of the maelstrom of dark energy and staggered to her own bedroom. She shut the door behind her.

      And Bethany marrying the scowling man under a dome of ice? Could that have been her wedding to the Magician?

      If that was true, then only one Vision remained. The seemingly angelic warrior leading an army of the undead...

      Which was crazy. Kyrah knew ghosts were real. But angels? Zombies? That sounded bonkers even to her.

      Judging by the sounds coming out of the bathroom, which Kyrah could hear through her closed bedroom door, the toilet couldn’t handle the stuffing and started to overflow. Irene cussed wildly.

      Kyrah and Bethany had both worked as waitresses in the Las Vegas dinner-theater of a world-famous stage magician, Alephander Guiscard. An eccentric billionaire, he’d made an offer just before New Year—more of a threat, really—out of the blue to pay off Irene Nestor’s gambling debts if Kyrah would marry him. Since his last six wives had disappeared under dubious circumstances, his offer was like something out of a horror movie. Kyrah had wept over the ultimatum to her friend Bethany.

      And Bethany, being Bethany, had stolen Kyrah’s clothes and identity and taken her place.

      The very next day, all of Irene Nestor’s debts had been paid off. A few weeks later, Bethany had emailed Kyrah assuring her that everything was fine. Who knew if that was true or if Bethany had been forced to write that? Yet Kyrah decided there was nothing she could do.

      Kyrah feared that decision had been her own cowardice. She was so afraid, all the time. Kyrah glanced around her bedroom. It was the closest thing she had to a sanctuary, the place where she came to hide from her mother’s storms of mania or rage. But Kyrah couldn’t stay here any longer. Although she felt drained, as she always did after dealing with her mother, this time, Kyrah knew she needed to make a change.

      She packed a few things. I should have done this a month ago. I’m a terrible person. I let my friend walk into danger. Tonight was a New Moon again. She hid her face in her hands. Maybe she should wait... it would be easier to travel on the Full Moon...

      No, if she procrastinated any longer, Kyrah knew she would lose her nerve. Or worse, her mother would make promises and Kyrah would fall for them all over again. After the New Year fiasco, Kyrah told herself that her mother needed her. Irene had broken down into tears and sworn that she’d learned her lesson, that she was going to use the money to get into rehab. It was obvious that she’d used the money for something else.

      “Where are you going?” shrieked Irene when she saw Kyrah open the front door. “You can’t just leave! Are you crazy?”

      Kyrah turned and observed her mother. Dark energy still swirled around her, like swarms of wispy vipers, gnawing at her spirit, tearing holes into her. Kyrah had seen ghosts like that: ragged, broken souls, as unable to find peace after death as they were in life. Guilt gnawed at Kyrah. My mother needs me....

      “Is this because of a stupid stuffed animal?!” screeched Irene. “Who cares about your stupid, childish toy?”

      If Flippy were in trouble, Zippy would go to her rescue, Kyrah thought.

      “I can’t help you, Irene,” Kyrah said sadly. “I wish I could. But maybe there is someone else I can help.”

      “You’re crazy if you think a useless girl like you could help anyone!” shouted Irene as Kyrah closed the door closed behind her.
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        February 4,

        Friday, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Kyrah Nestor arrived in the remote mountain town of Arcana Glen Friday afternoon. A charter bus delivered Kyrah and a gaggle of gamblers, skiers, and snow bunnies to the front of the Arcana Glen casino and hotel. Behind the two large, connected buildings, further up on the slope, was a huge faux-medieval castle, the famous Arcana Castle of Colorado. It had been built during the Silver Rush, not the Dark Ages.

      Kyrah wandered through the glitzy anterooms filled with roulette tables and slot machines. Arcana Casino wasn’t as crowded as Las Vegas, but it was still painfully loud and bright. Who would come to beautiful Rocky Mountains and spoil it with a noisy casino? If she were rich enough to settle in the mountains, she would have a remote cabin surrounded by trees for miles. She’d sit alone in a cozy chair and read a book...

      She passed all the way through the casino to a pathway in back that led up to the Castle itself. She ascended what felt like a million icy, slippery cobblestone steps. Kyrah arrived at a huge door. Her fear, which had been steadily increasing in the background of her mind, now reached a peak of terror that overwhelmed everything else in her mind. She froze. She couldn’t even raise her hand to knock on the door.

      I can’t do this, she realized. This is too much. I can’t face it.

      The argument churned, herself versus herself, a tempest inside.

      You can’t let Bethany down. If you came all this way just to turn around, that would be crazy.

      It didn’t matter. She was too frightened. She couldn’t knock on the door of her life depended on it.

      She pulled out a slip of paper and a pen. At least she could leave a note. She’d have to write something in a code that only Bethany could understand, in case the Magician was keeping her prisoner. She wrote jotted down her message. But how to deliver the note? If she left it on the step, it would blow away.

      Kyrah heard steps on the pavement behind her. She whirled around, hoping to see her friend. If Bethany showed up now it would be all okay again. The two of them would run back to the hotel and find a bus, a car or even a plane, whatever it took to escape.

      It wasn’t Bethany.

      The woman who approached wore a beautiful maroon velvet dress with gold trim. It was mutton-sleeved, and the fancy skirt reached to the ground. Kyrah felt a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      The woman turned her head completely around on her neck and Kyrah saw that half her face was decayed and peeled away, revealing little worms crawling around in her rotting muscles and bones.

      Kyrah backed up a step. Only long experience kept her desire to scream locked in her throat.

      Can I help you, dear? asked the ghost. The voice echoed directly inside her mind. Kyrah knew that even if other people had been nearby, they would not be able to see or hear the ghost.

      Looking directly at ghosts was a bad idea. Speaking to them was worse. Asking them for favors...

      Kyrah held out a piece of paper, folded in half. “Can you give this to Bethany Dilly?”

      The woman held out her hand. Her fingers passed right through Kyrah, like an icy wind.

      “Stupid question...” Kyrah winced. “I know you can’t...”

      But something strange happened. The woman’s pale skin solidified and darkened to the texture of oatmeal, with a tinge of mucus green. She grabbed at the letter again—and this time, the ghost plucked it from Kyrah’s fingers.

      The ghost smiled as if greatly pleased with herself. One of her rotted teeth fell out.

      Kyrah murmured incoherent thanks, then skittered around the ghost and ran as fast as she could away from the doorstep of the Castle.
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        February 6,

        Sunday Afternoon, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Michael loved Sunday mornings. He enjoyed standing in the narthex of Mainstreet Mountain Church welcoming the people as they arrived for the service. He shook hands with each man and woman, all of whom he knew by name, and whether they preferred him to use first names or last names.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Everett. How are you doing this fine day, Mr Hinkle? Well, there look at you, Devon, how you have grown! How did you manage to get here, Fred? I didn’t know the snowplow had gotten out to your side of the mountain this morning...”

      And the parishioners chirped back, “Good morning, Pastor Mike!” “Bless you, Pastor Mike!” and shared their latest victories or travails. Or pet peeves.

      “Pastor Mike!” cried Beverly Bellwether in a tone of utmost aggrievement. “Do you know what Margaret Grayhide brought for the After Service?! Tacos!”

      “That sounds delightful...” Michael began, but Beverly Everett shook her head.

      “Tacos are lunch food, Pastor Mike!” she declared. “The After Service snacks must be finger food!”

      Margaret Grayhide herself cut into the receiving line to defend herself. “You eat tacos with your fingers! Tell her, Pastor Mike!”

      “Ladies, please...” Michael said.

      Eleanor Everett rushed to his rescue. The elderly matriarch organized everything at Mainstreet Mountain Church, and she wasn’t going to allow the ongoing feud between the Bellwethers and the Graybacks disrupt her fiefdom. Eleanor Everett was mundane to her bones. She had no idea that Beverly Bellwether was a Sheep Kachina, or that Margaret Grayhide was a Grey Wolf Lycan, and that their family feud had deep roots in the ancient animosity between Sheep Shifters and Wolf Shifters. Nor would Eleanor have been impressed if she had known. She wouldn’t put up with nonsense, period.

      “Ladies,” Mrs. Everett said firmly, “Right now, we must let Pastor Mike greet everyone. We will discuss this after the service.”

      She hustled the two other women away, to Michael’s relief. He returned to shaking hands and greeting parishioners.

      Michael also extended greetings to a parade of ghosts who streamed into the church with the other parishioners. He greeted the ghosts telepathically, not out loud. The ghosts couldn’t tell the difference and it bothered humans if they heard him talking to the dead, many of whom were their own dearly departed kin. Some of the recent ghosts had known him only as a pastor and were surprised to see his wings once they were no longer limited by their mundane sight. A few, arcanes themselves, Elves or Witches or Shifters, winked at him: “Always guessed you were from Lighthaven, Pastor Mike!”

      Although Michael was a Seraph, he couldn’t help the ghosts with what they needed. Ever since the Massacre of the Guardians, which included the murder of the Guardian of Death, the most powerful Reaper in the Seven Mortal Spheres, many humans had been having difficulty moving on to the Last Home.

      Oh, some humans had known for a long time where they were going, and they found their way Home without difficulty. Those who had rejected grace, and chosen to hurt others their entire lives, were claimed by the dark powers they had served whether they wanted to go or not. But the majority of people were the kind who had muddled through life, trying to do good, but who had often been confused or shortsighted. They needed help moving on. They needed a Reaper; and Reapers needed the Guardian of Death to allow them to guide souls to the Immortal Spheres. Tragically, there had been no Guardians of the Paths between the Spheres for some time now.

      Only one Guardian had survived the Massacre: The Magician, Alephander Guiscard, Guardian of the First Path. Unfortunately, for the longest time he had been the prime suspect in the mass murder. Alephander possessed the ability and opportunity to be the architect of the Massacre. Michael’s original job had been to keep an eye on him. Now everything had changed. Michael was no longer certain that the Magician was guilty. Alephander might even be called a good man, although Michael was still on the fence about that one. But Alephander Guiscard had definitely married a good woman. He was moving in the right direction, and that included the promise to try to seek new Guardians to replace those who had been killed, as well as the promise to find the true murderer. It wasn’t up the Magician to choose the other Guardians—the Call came from the highest power, the Throne of Light—but it was imperative that the Magician, the leader of the Council of Guardians, not obstruct the newly Summoned.

      Not that all the other angels in Michael’s legion were convinced of Alephander’s innocence just yet. Ezliel, for instance, argued....

      Michael cut off the thought. He’d stepped down as Archangel of the Legion. Michael was no longer here in the Mundane Sphere to watch over the Magician.

      Michael couldn’t go back home to Lighthaven, the Sphere of the Angels, either.

      He was no longer worthy of that honor.
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      Michael tried to keep his service simple and relevant to the humans and as many of the ghosts as he could. He as honestly as he could, given that he would sound silly to the humans if he called himself a Seraph.

      “There’s more to this world than meets the eye,” he said. “There’s more to life than this earth, where we live now. There’s a True Home we all long for beyond our current home. One day, we can all meet there again. The more we open ourselves to loving one another in this world, the easier we will find it to make it back to our True Home after we die. Because that world, the highest world that awaits us, the Last Home, that world is pure love.”

      Michael shared a few stories from real parishioners he had known over the years, although he was careful not to mention any names, to respect their privacy. He hoped his stories would help the parishioners in the church he knew were in similar situations. He had a good collection of anecdotes from people he’d known personally, for he had a very long lifespan.

      After the service, he again spoke to each parishioner as they left the sanctuary. They shared their thoughts on the stories he had told.

      Frank Wright, who earned his name, told him, “You told that one about the addict and the cactus last year, pastor. You’re losing your touch.”

      “Can’t help it,” grinned Michael. “Something about that story just sticks with me.”

      Frank laughed and slapped Michael on the back. “You’re a cut up, Pastor Mike!”

      That reminded him that he needed to make certain that the doors to the basement weren’t snowed in. The Narcotics Anonymous, Alcoholics Anonymous and Darkoholics Anonymous groups all met there. The basement door was a discrete entrance that many of them preferred to use so that everyone in town didn’t see them going to the meetings through the front door. And the arcane creatures who came to Darkoholics Anonymous sometimes wanted to avoid humans altogether.

      “Thank you so much for your words today, they touched something inside me,” said Mrs. Everett when she came to him. She clapped her hands around his. “You’re a real angel, Pastor Mike.”

      “You’re the one who blesses me, Eleanor,” he said. And he winked at her. “Although I should be careful about having naughty thoughts around a looker like you.”

      The eighty-year-old woman laughed and said, “Oh, you handsome stud.” She pinched his cheek. “You’re far too young for me, boy, otherwise you would be right to look out for temptation.”

      She’d be surprised that he was a thousand years older than she was, but he knew he only looked about twenty-eight. He had thick hair and blue twinkling eyes. It wasn’t common for angels to have facial hair, but, as a concession to the fashion of the decade, he allowed himself to sport a close beard. He did not need to shave. His hair kept the length he chose.

      Eleanor Everett would be extremely surprised if she found out that he was in fact an angel. Mrs. Everett was typical of most humans. She was completely insensitive to the existence of magic. Although spells could be deployed against her, she would never be able to see them coming and would have no defense. That was one reason that angels such as himself were allowed to come to Earth: to protect the helpless mundanes against arcanes who came here illegally to take advantage of them. But even if he showed her his true form, with a halo of light radiating from his whole body, a flaming sword and seven wings of whirling light, she would most likely forget that she had seen it all together or else explain it to herself as something else: a dream, a drunken fantasy, a hallucination. Humans who were insensitive could barely recognize magic even when it happened right in front of them, and they refused to remember it after it passed.

      There were exceptions. And one of them had come to his service this morning. Alephander Guiscard himself was sitting in the empty pews after everyone else left.

      How long had he been there?

      Michael had not noticed him up until now, but then, the Magician had enough magic that he could choose to be invisible even to an angel. And yet, Alephander Guiscard had been born human. At one time, he had been as mundane as Mrs. Everett. Traumatic experiences with magic and an iron will to master what had hurt him had transformed Alephander from an ordinary mundane into the most powerful wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres.

      Having made whatever obscure point he intended, Alephander sauntered over to Michael in the narthex.

      “I’m so glad to see you attended the service today, Alephander,” said Michael with a mischievous smile.  “Apparently, Bethany has improved you in more ways than I suspected. Have you chosen to except the Light into your life after all these centuries?”

      Don’t waste my time, angel, scoffed the Magician.  He telepathed the words directly into Michael’s mind. I came to find out what the hell you are still doing in my town.

      “You don’t own Arcana Glen, Magician, even if you own a great deal of the real estate. And I thought you were speaking these days. Don’t tell me you’ve taken another vow of silence!”

      Don’t quibble with me. Alephander cleared his throat. He rasped, as if still not accustomed to speaking aloud, “I know you were sent here to spy on me. I know you were sent here to arrest me and send me to Darkpyre if you could. But I thought we were past that now. Why are you still spying on me? What do you winged freaks want with me now?”

      From anyone else, such harsh words would have been accompanied by a wave of sharp and painful colors, the emotions of anger and maybe even hatred. As an empath, Michael could always sense emotions as vivid multi-sensory displays. But the Magician only exposed of himself what he chose. Nothing of his emotions accompanied his words, which had the paradoxical effect of making him seem inhumanly cold and callous. Michael could deal with anger. He was even adept at accepting waves of hatred from someone and returning only good-natured compassion. But the utter coldness and inhumanity of the Magician was something that Michael found hard to handle. It burned him almost like ice. Any emotion, even negative emotion, was more comfortable to him than this impervious stone wall.

      Since he couldn’t read the Magician’s actual emotions, Michael tried to imagine them. The Magician must be hiding such intense hatred and contempt for him that even expressing nothing at all was less hostile than revealing the depth of his loathing. That wouldn’t be surprising, since Michael had led the legion of angels who had tried for so long to bring Alephander to justice.

      “Not everything is about you,” Michael answered in a tight voice that belied his attempt to smile. He drew in a deep breath and stopped pretending to like the man in front of him. It was a lie, and he tried not to lie.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” demanded Alephander. “If it’s not about me, then why were you seen on the grounds of the casino on Friday? I no more believe that you have taken up gambling then you believe I have started attending your asinine church services.”

      Michael grimaced. “Yes, I’m sorry, I meant to talk to you about that before, but I thought it could wait until Monday.”

      Alephander stared at him with utter disdain.

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Obviously not. Very well then, if you must know, on Friday, February 4, I tracked a ghost who was almost half materialized wandering around the vicinity of the Casino and the Castle. That means that we have a necromancer in town.”

      “So what?”

      “So, unless you want a horde of zombies wandering the streets of Arcana Glen, answering the commands of some Zombie Master Necromancer, you need me. I am the one best suited to locate the necromancer and stop him before he raises any more undead armies.”

      “It’s a big leap from a half-formed zombie to a zombie army, “said Alephander. “And I don’t need you for anything. If I wanted to stop a necromancer, I have the power.”

      Michael bit back a sharp retort about the man’s unbelievable arrogance. Instead, he said reasonably, “Of course you have the power, but do you have the time? Would you even bother to stop a necromancer before the whole situation became out of control...?”

      The Magician interrupted, “Fine, you can go hunt this necromancer if you wish. Only tell me if you are doing it on my property. Otherwise, you’re right—it’s beneath my notice.

      “However, don’t think I didn’t notice your evasion. You admitted you only saw this zombie on Friday. And yet, you have been staying in Arcana Glen ever since your band of angels confronted me and asked me to prove my innocence—which I did, at great cost. Is it too much to ask you to leave me alone?”

      “I told you, it’s not about you. The rest of the angels in my legion have left Arcana Glen. Only I have remained.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m no longer their leader,” Michael finally said in a hard angry voice. “And I can’t go home to Lighthaven either. Thus, I stayed here.”

      That confession wrung something out of the Magician that Michael had never expected to see: an actual emotion. In this case, it was the ever-so-slight expression of surprise, charged with a whiff of… no, it couldn’t possibly be concern. The Magician would never express any concern for someone he despised. But Alephander was surprised.

      A slight smile twisted Alephander’s lips. That was more like the Magician that Michael knew. The man was laughing at his misfortune.

      “So,” said Alephander. “They fired you and exiled you from your home? Just for proving that I was innocent?”

      “No, not for that. For not recognizing that there was a traitor in our legion. That traitor almost led to the death of an innocent woman, and if you had not been there to save her, her blood would be on my hands, because I did not stop him. For that I no longer deserve to call myself a Seraph. For that I am exiled from my home.”

      The Magician was silent for a moment. Then he lifted his shoulder in an insouciant shrug.

      “As long as it doesn’t impinge on me,” he said, “you may stay in Arcana Glen as long as you wish.”

      After he turned heel and walked away, Michael recovered his wits to say to Alephander’s back, “I don’t need your permission, Magician!”

      The Magician lifted his hand to display a crude gesture right before he vanished into the ether.
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        February 6, 2022

        Sunday Afternoon, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      After the service, Michael headed home. His home growing up had been a mansion in Lighthaven, but these days what he called home was a two-bedroom ranch house conveniently located right next to the church. In his mind he was already going over all the people he should talk to this afternoon and what he needed to do to prepare for the evening’s meetings in the church basement. He ambled along on foot, hardly expecting any trouble in the hundred feet between the buildings, but suddenly a dark cloud materialized between him and his home.

      Reality ripped open, revealing a landscape in the gash that looked like the side of an erupted volcano. The air stank of sulfur, like rotten eggs. No one with good intentions ever stepped out of a Portal to Darkpyre. Unlike Elves and lesser arcanes, who had been unable to travel between Spheres after the Guardians had been massacred, angels and demons still had ways to travel between their own realms and the Mundane Sphere.

      Instantly alert, Michael cast off his human form and pulled on his armor and shield. The suit of armor looked like wrought gold, but it was not fashioned of any earthly metal. His armor was forged from pure Light Magic. At this time, he did not draw his sword, which he had stored in the ether between the worlds. But he was ready to at a moment’s notice.

      Three entities stepped out of the gash in reality. The jaws of the gap gnashed shut behind them. Two were demons. One was a Fallen Angel. All three wore the shocking excess of their supernatural forms: two hideous titans and one dark Adonis.

      If Michael knew his demons—and, alas, he did—he recognized the creature his left as a high-ranking Gluttony Demon, a Gulik. The chest and thighs of the creature were humanoid, but nothing else. The muscular monstrosity possessed an oversized boar’s snout and tusks, and below its ankles, ridiculous pronged trotters, like a pig. Its corpuscular torso crinkled like a caterpillar; instead of proper arms, it had thoracic caterpillar claws, three pairs on each side of its chest; and more fleshy, false prolegs jutted out on either side of the fat, jiggly belly. The thing also possessed antenna, bulging insectoid eyes, and brown-black wings like a locust.

      The demon to Michael’s right was more handsome specimen, as far as repulsive demons went, but probably of lower rank in Darkpyre. It was a mixed breed, half Superbian (Pride) and half Irager (Wrath) Demon. Like a Superbian, it had a lion’s dark mane, diamond-studded purple-red skin on its neck and face, and seven eyes as big and bright as those on a peacock’s tail; but like an Irager, the demon boasted huge bull horns, a scorpion’s venomous tail, and, everywhere but its humanoid face, burning, volcanic skin patterned like a snake of molten lava. It had leathery black wings like a pterodactyl.

      Between the two of them stood a Fallen Angel, a man that Michael recognized instantly in any form: Raziel Ranaci, his former second in command, the man whom Michael had once regarded as his closest friend.

      Raziel’s wings had once looked like Michael’s, like gleaming silver-white feathers, though they were actually blades of whirring angelfire. Now, the Fallen Angel had black wings. From afar, they looked like raven’s feathers; up close, one realized they were blades of pure, buzzing darkfire. The halo of light which had once surrounded him had become a shadow that dimmed the rays the earthly sun. Even on a bright winter afternoon, he walked within his own shade. But it had a not always been so. He had brought this doom down upon himself.

      “Don’t be afraid, Michael,” said the Fallen Angel.

      “Raziel.” Michael jerked his chin at the two demons flanking him like bodyguards. Or perhaps prison guards. “I see you’ve made new friends.”

      “Yeah,” said Raziel. “Obviously, I had to go somewhere after I was exiled from Lighthaven.”

      “So you went to them? You went to Darkpyre?” Michael scoffed.

      “Where else would I go, Michael? Where else would a Fallen Angel be accepted?”

      “I don’t know,” said Michael. The corollary, And I don’t care, was understood. “But not here.”

      “These guys aren’t so bad,” said Raziel. “This is Vass, and this is Chet.”

      Raziel dropped his angelic nimbus. The demons also dropped out of their supernatural form into their human flesh suits. Demons used magic more akin to that of shapeshifters than Glamours, so their human form was as much their real shape as their demonic visages. As human men, they were sensual and handsome; they oozed charisma. The Gulik looked like a Rock Star instead of a fat, insectoid pig. The mixed-breed looked like a football quarterback turned billionaire sports car salesman, which is what he was. Michael now recognized him.

      Michael did not know the one called Vass, but he did know of Chethevial Skollbrayk. The demon lived right here in Arcana Glenn. “Chet” ran a high-end car dealership, selling fancy sports cars to the rich playboys who came to ski. No doubt the demon had a good side business tricking the idiots out of their souls at the same time. Like all angels and demons who found themselves in the same territory while on Earth, Michael and Chet were excruciatingly aware of each other’s existence and yet successfully avoided all personal interaction.

      “What’s wrong, Michael,” mocked Raziel. “Why are you so unfriendly to my new friends? Aren’t you the one who was always lecturing me that the Light created every sentient being with a soul? Even daemons. Maybe you never believed your own dogma.”

      Raziel’s taunting reminded Michael painfully of long pleasant evenings the two angels had spent over the last decade, debating good and evil, light and dark magic, the nature of the soul and the power of the Light, the fountain of divine love. Ironically, Raziel was right. It had always been Michael who had taken the more generous view in those conversations, claiming that as angels, they should know better than humans to stereotype creatures from other realms. After all, many humans thought that angels had no souls either. How they imagined an angel could fall from grace without free will to choose between accepting or rejecting grace, Michael could not understand.

      Michael was more sympathetic to the human belief that demons were pure evil. Humans tended to see hell as equal to and opposite from heaven. But that would be like saying that darkness was equal to light. In fact, darkness wasn’t anything except the absence of light, which was far from equal. Likewise, the Sphere of existence that humans thought of as hell, a place where evil souls suffered the punishments they themselves had reaped, was not even part of the Three Immortal Spheres. It was properly known as Darkpyre. But humans had one thing right. Darkpyre was a terrible dimension, with lakes of molten lava under a sky that was eternally dark, with no sun, moon, or stars.

      Daemons, as they had been called originally, had been equal to any other sentient race created by the Light. When a group of beings was asked to step forward to oversee the punishment of evil souls, the daemons had volunteered.

      It was a task as necessary as having guards in a prison. But just as some human guards in prisons were attracted to the position not in order to redeem the prisoners but in order to enjoy power over them, some daemons seemed to enjoy their role in punishing the wicked a little too much. In fact, they started to actively recruit more wicked souls to their sphere to increase their power. The daemons were not all evil but those who became ascendant in Darkpyre and in turn bullied and intimidated the others into going along with them. Therefore, the rest of the intelligent races in the seven lower spheres had learned to expect the worst from them, and most humans, the usual victims of demonic schemes, could not even consider their tormentors capable of achieving grace at all. Fallen Daemons were referred to as “demons,” while those who embraced the Light were true to their real birthright as righteous Daemons.

      “You didn’t come here to discuss the divine plan with me, Raziel,” said Michael. “So what do you want?”

      Raziel shrugged. He glanced back at the two demons on either side of him as if looking for some signal, but the two arcanes gave him no obvious direction. The one called Vass was checking his cell phone, obviously bored out of his mind. The other one, Chet, pulled an automatic rifle out of the ether. The dour expression on his face said he would love any excuse to use it. In Chet’s human life, he had been a famous football player before he opened his car dealership. He still had that big tough look of a linebacker. Or a marine.

      “I am inviting you to join me,” said Raziel.

      “Join you?” Michael was incredulous. “Join you in Darkpyre? Are you insane?”

      “You are exiled as well, aren’t you?” demanded Raziel. “I admit, I was surprised when I heard they fired you. After all, I was the traitor, not you.”

      Michael pressed his lips into a thin line. “I am the one who didn’t uncover you before you almost killed an innocent.”

      “Honestly, Michael, that sounds more like a mistake you would beat yourself up over than something the council would demand punishment for. But whatever. Maybe they are hypocrites too. If they have any sin, it is self-righteousness, isn’t it? The worst form of pride.”

      “My answer is no,” said Michael.

      “Why not? You’re in exile anyway. Instead of staying here on this mundane dump, you could come to a Sphere that has as much power as Lighthaven.”

      Michael only sneered. “Not really.”

      “Some would say Darkpyre has more power than Lighthaven. There are no limits, no rules.”

      “I pray the day comes when you see the error of your ways, Raziel,” Michael said, stiffly. Michael knew he was a hypocrite, because at the moment, he was too angry at Raziel to care if the man was damned. Michael wouldn’t trust him again even if Raziel fell on his knees to apologize. “Meanwhile, my penance will take place here on earth. Not in your lake of fire.”

      Raziel shrugged. He didn’t look surprised, as if he had expected this answer all along. Indeed, he told the two demons, “I told you he wouldn’t agree to it.”

      Michael braced himself for what would come next now that he had refused their first offer. Would they try to take him by force? Why did they want him anyway, aside from the prestige of having another Fallen Angel in their ranks?

      However, they weren’t going to confront him today, nor try to kidnap him. Not now at least. The three supernatural beings disappeared in another cloud of oily black smoke. Once again Michael smelled sulfur, this time so strong that he coughed. He blessed the area to purge the lingering residue of dark magic.
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      The demonic encounter discombobulated Michael for the rest of the afternoon. Although he tried to focus on the tasks he needed to do to help his parishioners, his mind kept returning Raziel, his second in command and best friend for centuries. They had grown up together as boyhood friends, joined the legionnaires together, risen through the ranks together. As mature angels, they had each undertaken separate missions that didn’t always overlap, yet they stayed in touch and remained friends. Then, after the Massacre of the Guardians, they’d both been assigned to watch the Magician together.

      Why had Raziel betrayed him? Michael had been completely blindsided by the turncoat. One minute, Michael thought they were buddies and the next thing he knew, the angel he was counting on to help him in a fight against a powerful enemy turned on Michael and helped the enemy escape.

      How could I have missed the signs? wondered Michael. I’m supposed to be a being with highly refined powers of discernment, and yet I missed the signs of evil in my own best friend. How can I ever trust my own judgment again?

      The more he thought about it, the worse he felt. The signs had probably been there all along, he finally acknowledged. After all, he had known that Raziel used dark magic. There were beings of light who used dark magic for good purposes. Instead of embracing the darkness, they learned how to expose and dissipate it. In fact, this was a vital part of saving souls and fighting evil. It was an ineluctable part of the spiritual journey to the Last Home. Part of having a soul and freedom to choose between good and evil meant that you had both darkness and light in your soul, and you had to face those dark parts.

      Intellectually, Michael understood all of this, but he had never been very good with dealing with shades of gray. To him it was either black or white, light or dark. He was extremely intolerant of his own mistakes, even when they were mistakes he would easily forgive in others. He didn’t trust himself to deal with dark magic, or come remotely close to it, so a part of him was relieved that Raziel was always willing to take on that aspect of their missions. But in doing so, had he condemned Raziel to go further and further into the shadow until he could no longer find his way out? Could it actually be Michael’s fault that Raziel had rejected good and chosen evil?

      From now on, Michael vowed, he would be more alert. He wouldn’t be so trusting of any arcane who used dark magic, no matter how seemingly good on the surface they were or what purpose they claimed it was for. Dark magic was simply too dangerous. Why hadn’t he faced this fact before, in time to save Raziel? After all, he was the counselor who led the Darkoholics Anonymous program. He should have been aware of all the signs. He should’ve confronted Raziel about using dark magic right from the start.

      I won’t do it again, promised Michael to himself. I won’t ignore the signs. If I see anyone using dark magic, I will demand that they seek help. If they don’t, I should treat them as if they are already dangerous, because, just like Raziel, it means they are tempted to become truly evil. And it could happen at any time with no other signs.
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        Monday, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Kyrah found a hotel where she could hide. Not the big hotel near the casino, but a smaller, cozier place much further from the Castle, called the Crystal Cottage Inn. It looked like a chalet from the Swiss Alps. There were no slot machines, but there was a continental breakfast included. She snatched three rolls each morning, so two could serve her as lunch and dinner.

      There Kyrah stayed, hoping to hear from Bethany. Day by day, Kyrah’s small nest egg of savings dwindled. Either Bethany hadn’t received the message...

      Or she had...but didn’t care.

      Maybe Kyrah’s mother had been right. No one needed rescuing by a freak like Kyrah.

      Pretty soon hunger was going to drive her out of the hotel. Most likely she would end up crawling back to her parents. At least they would feed her. Then she could hide in her room when she wasn’t waitressing, hating herself and her life.

      Relying on a ghost to deliver a note had been an incredibly stupid idea.

      What if I am crazy? Kyrah tortured herself with that question. What if the ‘ghosts’ I see are hallucinations? Maybe I dropped the note on the doorstep, and it blew away in the wind, and I hallucinated the incident of a ghost turning into solid lime-colored oatmeal.

      Alone in the hotel room Kyrah had a lot of time to ruminate about how she had gotten herself into this predicament. She had always been “too sensitive.” From an early age, she’d seen men and women in strange clothing, sometimes suffering from terrible deformities or wounds. To her as a child, these people looked solid and real; even when they were gruesome and repugnant, they were indistinguishable from normal, living people. Kyrah learned the hard way that most people couldn’t see these individuals.

      As Kyrah grew older, her perceptions only grew stranger. In elementary school, she started getting visions when she touched people. In middle school, Kyrah started getting visions even from touching objects. She had already been shy. Now she withdrew from social contact entirely. Her father decided she was embarrassing the family in public schools and made her do homeschooling with her mother. What that meant in practice was that Kyrah taught herself, alone in her room. Which was fine with Kyrah. She hated being in crowds and her mother couldn’t focus on anything but her own pet projects.

      Last year, around the time her mother insisted they move to Las Vegas, Kyrah started getting visions of the future. Up to this point, her visions from people or objects had been of the past. Seeing things yet to come, and then watching her foresights happen days or weeks later, was terrifying. The worst part was that she couldn’t tell anyone what was happening to her, for fear they would send her to a mental institution.

      Her mother must’ve been the source of her psychic abilities. At any rate, Irene Nestor also claimed to have extrasensory abilities. Stan Nestor told Irene that she was crazy. Why Stan had married Irene was a mystery to Kyrah. Her parents had nothing in common. Stan was conventional and dogmatic; Irene was erratic and fancied herself a psychic.

      Neither of Kyrah’s parents believed Kyrah when she described seeing ghosts or visions. Her father’s response to her panic attacks was to tell her not to cry like a baby. His response to her visions was to tell her that she was crazy. His response to her fears was to tell her that her timidity proved she wasn’t capable of taking care of herself. He would say to her, shaking his head, “I guess there goes my hope you would ever grow up. You’re going to be the High Priestess of Woo-woo all your life, just like your mother!”

      Kyrah should have been able to share her “special” abilities with her mother, but Irene reacted even crueler if Kyrah mentioned seeing something extraordinary. Irene flew into a rage. “You’re crazy if you think you have more psychic abilities that I do! You don’t see spirits or visions of the future, you’re just jealous of my paranormal gifts!”

      As Irene worked herself into a frenzy, dark emotions would start swirling around in her aura, until she created a vortex of vicious, dark energy that battered Kyrah into a cowering and whimpering mess. Kyrah could feel her mother’s jealousy, taste the sour anger, but it was Irene who accused Kyrah of being the one who was jealous and angry.
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      Kyrah had dearly wanted to go to university, but she was afraid she couldn’t handle it. Her father agreed. So she did her university classes by correspondence as well. She had taken many classes and greatly enjoyed expanding her mind, but somehow all her work never amounted to an actual degree.

      One day, Irene announced that she wanted to go to Las Vegas.

      “I know it sounds crazy,” she said, “but I’ve had a prophetic vision. I’m going to win us a crap ton of money. We’re going to be rich, honey. I’m going to make up for all those years that I couldn’t hold a job because all my bosses were such jerks. You’re going to have so much money you can quit your damn job, and we can all enjoy ourselves for once.”

      Everyone but Kyrah’s mother could see this was a terrible idea. But Irene threw one of her fits. She projected and ejected her whirlwind of emotions onto Kyrah’s father, and then onto Kyrah herself. Her father was immobilized. He literally fell to his knees clutching his chest and Kyrah was afraid that he was having a heart attack.

      They moved to Las Vegas. Amazingly, Kyrah’s mother’s prophetic vision of winning a huge amount of money came true—for a day. Even her father was amazed and cautiously happy.

      But by the next day Irene Nestor went back to the casino and lost all of it. She had also re-mortgaged their house, her wedding ring, and her husband’s life insurance policy.  Everything was gone. They were broke. They didn’t even have a home left. Nasty men showed up at their apartment and told them that if they didn’t want to end up in the morgue, they would have to work off their debt. Apparently, Kyrah’s mother had done some dodgy things going into debt, and she refused to go to the police. Stan Nestor was forced to leave his well-paid job in the city and work for the casino. He was an able accountant. He did what he was told although he was deeply unhappy about it. Her mother tried to work but she was so flaky that even the mafia didn’t want her after a few days. Instead, it was Kyrah herself who had to take a job as a waitress in the restaurant where the Magician performed.

      That was where she had met Bethany.
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      To be honest, Kyrah had not been impressed at all with Bethany the first time they met. Kyrah categorized everyone she met as either Deep or Shallow based on the intensity and complexity of swirling colors, patterns, and thoughts she sensed from them. Deep people had complex, colorful, and fascinating mental images associated with them; their thoughts, when she could overhear them, were about Ideas or Relationships. Shallow people, if they had any thoughts at all, tended to only focus on the immediate situation and the physical details in their environment; their thoughts, which were fewer and coarser, were about Things or People.

      Kyrah had to admit, Bethany was unique. She was so Shallow, she made a kiddie pool look like the Mariana Trench. She appeared to have zero thoughts at all. Zilch. Nothing about anything or anyone. There was not a single Idea in that pretty blonde head. The lights were on, but no one was home. The store was open, but the shelves were empty. The wheel was spinning, but the gerbil was dead. Kyrah had never encountered anyone so brainless. Amazingly, this lack of discernable mental activity didn’t stop Bethany from wagging her tongue. The girl never stopped talking.

      Brainless Bethany had latched onto Kyrah immediately, for reasons that Kyrah could not fathom. Kyrah was too shy to tell her to go away. Anyway, Kyrah hated to hurt people’s feelings. She hoped that the other girl would get the hint and leave on her own, but Bethany was immune to hints.

      “Hello!” Bethany called out the first time they bumped into each other in the dressing room.

      Kyrah had been carefully avoiding physical contact, but Bethany bounced into her. The costumes didn’t help. They had to wear horribly embarrassing and completely tasteless sparkling purple bathing suit with a “tail” of peacock feathers coming out of their tush. It was sexist and degrading and Kyrah hated it. Worst of all, with so much exposed skin, the costumes didn’t protect Kyrah from accidental contact.

      Fortunately, her brush against Bethany was one of those rare occasions when Kyrah didn’t experience a Vision, despite the fact that Bethany had grabbed Kyrah with her bare hands against Kyrah’s bare shoulders to steady herself. Thank goodness for small miracles.

      “Don’t you just adore these costumes?” enthused Bethany, twirling around. “And have you seen the Magician? He performs with his shirt off and, OH MY GOSH! He is sooooooooo hot! I love this job! And guess what? I can already tell that you and I are going to be best friends. I just know it!”

      She sounded so certain that for a moment, Kyrah was intrigued. “Do you have any psychic abilities?” she asked cautiously. Perhaps Bethany had seen a Vision of them in the future. Why else would she be so confident and friendly toward a total stranger?

      “Not at all!” Bethany replied cheerfully. “In fact, I have the ability to trip over something right in front of my own nose. I’m a complete fool! But it doesn’t matter, I know that it is our destiny to be best friends. Do you know how I know?”

      Kyrah shook her head.

      “Because you’re already my best friend! I already like you a lot just from this conversation. As soon as I saw you, I could tell you were super shy and needed a friend. I’m new here and don’t know anyone, so I also need a friend. So, I came up to you, determined that we would be friends. And now here we are—best friends. Can I call you ‘bestie’ for short?”

      “But we can’t become best friends until we’ve first become friends of any kind,” said Kyra. “Which we aren’t, because we’ve just met.”

      “Do you have any other friends here?”

      “...no...”

      “Neither do I!” Bethany lifted her hands in the air to demonstrate victory, although to Kyrah the fact they were both losers was hardly something to celebrate. “That makes you my best friend because right now, you’re my only friend. No matter how new of a friendship it is, if you only have one friend, that makes me your best friend too. That’s the best way to control the future, in my experience. Just go ahead and do it. Then the future becomes the present and pretty soon the present becomes the past and no one can take the past away from you, so, BINGO, you’ve already controlled the future. No matter what else happens after this, I’ve met you, and that makes me really happy.”

      At the time, it hadn’t made Kyrah happy at all. It disturbed her. Bethany’s theory about seizing the future sounded to her exactly like her mother’s nonsense, in which Irene just pursued whatever whim she wanted, without a care in the world for the consequences for anyone else. Kyrah was determined to avoid Bethany. Kyrah angled her hips away and looked around for some pretext to extract herself from the bizarre conversation.

      “Do you know how else I know we’re going to be best friends?” Bethany ignored the fact that Kyrah was actively backing away from her. “We’re twins! Look at our bathing suits. They both are purple. They both are sparkly. We match!”

      “That is literally the stupidest thing I have ever heard,” Kyrah said. She could have sworn she only said those words in her mind, but she must have screwed up and murmured them out loud.

      Because Bethany responded...she laughed. “Ha! Just stick with me, girlfriend, and you’ll hear waaaaay stupider things than that. I’m, like, a genius of dumb things.”

      When Kyrah realized she had made the cruel remark out loud, her whole face turned pink. It didn’t matter that Bethany didn’t seem to be offended, Kyrah herself knew she had meant it cruelly, and she couldn’t forgive herself for saying it. At the same time, she couldn’t help but feel contempt for such a dumb and shallow...and...and exasperating person.

      Kyrah turned and walked away hurrying over to the kitchen to start her waitressing, fifteen minutes early just to avoid Bethany.

      However, Bethany refused to avoid her. That first shift on the floor of the restaurant was torture for Kyrah. She had never worked before, and she had always hated busy restaurants, even when she was there as a patron. The show started and it was extremely distracting to her, but not nearly as distracting as the push of emotions, the color of all the thoughts and feelings swirling around every single patron sitting in the restaurant. Usually she could avoid touching anyone, but because of the stupid skimpy outfit she was forced to wear, she had a lot of flesh exposed and even a tap on her shoulder with a single finger could cause her to double over with a Vision. It was something random, because she could never predict whether the Vision would be weak, like a shock from static-cling, or strong, like a jolt from a taser that would drop her to the floor, writhing with pain.

      When an impatient man rushing through the restaurant jostled her, it hit her like a taser. She was carrying two trays full of glasses half-filled with expensive alcoholic beverages. The Vision she experienced was not traumatic, but it was one of the strongest she had ever seen. The man, one of the performers who was trying to get backstage in time for his place in the show, was tall, broad-shouldered and handsome but in her Vision, he wasn’t even human. He transformed into a Bengal tiger. The man turned to look at Kyrah and for a moment she saw the tiger overlap his human form. The man made no sound but the tiger spirit inside him roared at her in fury. She had the dead certainty that he knew she had seen a Vision of him and for some reason it angered him. His inner tiger threatened her in return. All of this transpired in seconds, but it was so powerful it dragged her out of the physical world completely, and she lost her balance. Her trays of beverages started to spill.

      Suddenly Bethany was there. She grabbed both of the trays out of Kyrah’s arms, looking like she was about to fall over any moment herself. Contact with Bethany somehow banished the Vision and grounded Kyrah back in the real world just in time to see Bethany spinning around with the trays held up over her head. Bethany slipped on the floor but didn’t let go of the trays even when she landed on her ass. Amazingly none of the drinks were spilled and none of the glasses were broken, but Bethany looked like a fool, sitting in the middle of the room, her legs splayed, and the trays still held over her head.

      Everyone in the restaurant noticed her fall and begin to catcall and clap sarcastically but enthusiastically. Kyrah felt terrible for the girl, experiencing the humiliation as if it were her own. But Bethany only grinned. She popped to her feet like a jackrabbit. After setting the trays on a table, she dramatically rubbed her butt, and shouted, “Ow, that hurt!” very loudly, causing everyone to laugh. She bowed to her impromptu audience. A moment later the head maître d’ was on the restaurant floor, glaring at her. In an icy tone, he commanded, “Come with me, Ms. Dilly.”

      Kyrah couldn’t let Bethany get fired because of her, so Kyrah followed too. As soon as the maître d’ had dragged both of them back to the kitchen, he started to chew out Bethany. Kyrah tried to intervene and claim responsibility, but Bethany beat her to it.

      “I’m a very clumsy person,” Bethany announced. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. You should know this about me. I am probably going to be the worst waitress you ever hire. If you want to fire me, I completely understand.”

      The maître d’ looked taken aback by this. He gnawed his lower lip. Finally, he said, “Well, through some freakish luck, you managed not to break anything—I have no idea how, since you have no magic—and I’m shorthanded.”

      He turned to Kyrah. “You seem to be doing fine. Keep an eye on this idiot friend of yours.”

      Stunned, Kyrah tried to figure out what had happened. Also, wasn’t it weird how the maître d’ had said, I have no idea how, since you have no magic, as if magic had even been a real possibility? She sensed there was something deeper going on, something important, but right now she had to deal with this girl, this fool, this “friend” of hers.

      “Why did you do that?” Kyrah hissed to Bethany. “Why did you take the blame?”

      “You would’ve done the same for me. That’s what best friends do.”

      “I told you,” sighed Kyrah, “We aren’t best friends. We’re total strangers.”

      “Weeeeeell,” drawled Bethany. “I understand. You don’t have to be my best friend if you honestly don’t want to. You can’t force these things after all. But I’m afraid I’m still going to be your best friend. Just call me ‘bestie,’ bestie.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I like you.”

      “There’s literally nothing likable about me.”

      “What?” Bethany smacked her own cheek with her palm. “How can you say that? If you think that, you’re crazy!”

      That was exactly the worst thing she could’ve said. Kyrah withdrew as if turned to stone. Crazy was what her father called her. Crazy like her mother. The crazy crybaby High Priestess of Woowoo. Crazy was what she had to prove she wasn’t every time she was sent to a psychiatrist a psychologist or a clinic. Crazy was what she feared she was deep down inside.

      We are not friends, she thought coldly. The words were crystal clear inside her own mind, but this time she was certain she did not say them out loud. She also kept her silent plea to Bethany inside her mind because she was afraid to make the request verbally. Please just leave me alone.

      Yet Bethany looked stricken, as if she had heard the words.

      “Look,” said Bethany, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you crazy. That was mean and I wasn’t trying to be mean. I didn’t know it would hurt you so much. I’ll never do it again, okay? It was a stupid mistake. And the one thing you already know about me is I make a lot of stupid mistakes. But I’m begging you to forgive me. Please? Because that’s what best friends do. They aren’t always perfect. But they forgive each other.”

      The maître d’ called Bethany, and she hopped away like a sparkly purple bunny rabbit. “Coming!”

      “But we’re not...” Kyrah let her objection fall away. Maybe this was why she was terrible at making friends. She pushed away anyone who tried. She’d finally found a friend who wouldn’t be pushed. She sighed. Silently, she thought, You may be one dumb bunny, but you do care about what happens to others. You did save me from breaking all those glasses, and I don’t understand how you did it either, only that you did it because you like me. Which just proves you’re dumb. But how can I not forgive you?

      And even though it was impossible Bethany could not have heard the unspoken apology, she broke into a skip, turned around, and waved at Kyrah. “Thank you, bestie! You won’t regret it!”
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        February 7,

        Monday, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Someone knocked on the door. Kyrah jerked out of her miasma of memory and misery. She returned to the here and now. Her heart pounded. She hoped it was Bethany. Who would knock like that? Nobody knew she was here. When the hotel staff had to clean the room, Kyrah hid in the bathroom. When they had to clean the bathroom, she hid in the room. So far it had worked.

      “Kyrah? Can you open the door? It’s me, Bethany!”

      You better not be a ghost, Kyrah muttered to herself. It certainly sounded like Bethany. Kyrah opened the door.

      It was Bethany.

      An adorable white terrier darted out between Bethany’s legs and tried to climb Kyrah’s leg. Kyrah pet the little guy, who licked her hand in response. Then he pranced in circles around both women.

      Bethany did not look distressed. In fact, she busted out a huge spontaneous grin on her face as soon as she saw Kyrah. The pretty blonde looked at even happier and prettier than usual. She fairly glowed with glee.

      “Oh Kyrah! There you are! I was soooooo worried about you. A mysterious note just appeared inside the Castle, on a table in an empty room, and no one had any idea how it got there! Of course, as soon as I saw it, I recognized it must be from you. I’m sorry it took so long for me to meet you. I hope you’re okay?”

      “You were worried about me? I came to save you!”

      “Save me? From what?”

      Kyrah opened and closed her mouth. She could hardly say, I saw a prophecy that an angel would raise an army of zombies.

      “From...from a terrible marriage.”

      “Oh!” Bethany burst out laughing. “But didn’t you get my email? Alephander and I fell in love! It started out as a kind of fake marriage, but it’s real now.”

      “By any chance, was the marriage under a dome of ...um, this sounds odd, but, ice?”

      “No, it was in a boring hotel room, none of my family was there, and I didn’t even get to wear a big, poufy white dress. Terrible! That’s why we are going to have a second ceremony. I would love you to be my maid-of-honor, but no one could find you. I sent you an invitation—the invite was real pretty, too, very old-fashioned with curly-cue calligraphy—but that was mailed to your parents’ address in Las Vegas, so I suppose you didn’t receive it. Alephander even sent people to your parents’ apartment, and they said you never wanted to see me again, that you were angry I’d stolen Alephander from you.”

      “I hope you didn’t believe that!”

      Bethany laughed. “Nah, I knew your mother was the one who was jealous, not you.”

      Kyrah bit her lip. “My mother was right about one thing. I just wasted everyone’s time by coming out here. I’m so sorry...”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it, but if you are ready to come with me now, I’ve found a job for you.”

      “A...job?” Kyrah must have heard wrong.

      “Unless you love being a waitress and can’t wait to get back to Las Vegas...”

      “Not really.”

      “Great! Then I have the PERFECT job for you. I’ll take you to the Castle. Wait until you see the Castle’s library! It’s fantastic! Your mind will explode. I love books but I know you really-really-really love books. You’re going to love it, I promise you. It’s all going to be worth it!”

      “But what job are you talking about?” Kyrah asked, mystified. Trust Bethany to turn everything on its head.

      “Didn’t I mention that?”

      “No.”

      “Ah, well, the job is...um...”

      “There is no job, is there? You just want an excuse to let me stay in Arcana Glen. But I can’t live on charity, Bethany, I have to...”

      “There is a real job! A real, perfectly mundane, normal job. Librarian!”

      “Bethany... I have no qualifications for that...no degree...no training...”

      “You love books.”

      Kyrah rolled her eyes. “That’s not remotely enough.”

      “Apply for the position. You can always turn it down later if you decide you don’t like it. But really, you’re gonna love-love-love this library. You’ll love the Castle too—it’s awesome! A little scary at first. Once you get used to it, it won’t be so scary.”
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      Bethany had brought an actual limousine to pick up Kyrah. Kyrah’s eyes widened into saucers when she climbed into the luxurious vehicle.

      Bethany watched her reaction... anxiously, it seemed to Kyrah. Normally Kyrah could always tell the emotions of people around her, but Bethany remained a mystery. Kyrah knew it wasn’t because Bethany was “brainless” as she had once glibly assumed. Kyrah sometimes wondered if it was because Bethany was just happy all the time. But that couldn’t be the reason either. Right now, for instance, Bethany’s face said that she was worried about something. And yet, her aura was totally blank.

      “I admit,” said Bethany, “I was a little nervous about what you might think when you got here.”

      “You?” asked Kyrah. “I didn’t even know you felt nervous about anything. You always seem so confident.”

      “Me?” Bethany chortled. “Are you kidding? I never know what the heck I’m doing. I’m always doing it before I figure out what I’m even up to and then I’m wondering for a long time afterward why I did it. Usually everyone around me is yelling at me, asking the same thing.”

      Bethany assuredly had the tendency to jump into situations without thinking them through. Kyrah supposed that she mistook that for confidence.

      “What were you worried about?” Kyrah asked.

      Bethany gestured to the limousine, looking clearly embarrassed. “Oh… It sounds really stupid... maybe I let what your mom said get to me. I know money is a stupid thing to come between friends, but I did marry a super-rich guy that originally wanted to marry you. That’s not why I married him but....”

      “You married him to save me from having to do so,” Kyrah reminded her.

      “Well, exactly. And I was a little afraid that when you met him and realized how super cool he is, not to mention smokin’ hot, you might want him back. And then I would have to break the news to you that, sorry, I am not willing to give him back. He’s mine now, all mine. Although, I might be willing to come to some kind of timeshare agreement for the right financial incentives.”

      Kyrah blinked.

      Bethany tilted her head with a big, totally obvious wink.

      Kyrah straightened her back and regarded the other woman with a severe expression. “Absolutely not. We will decide who gets the Magician like serious adults.”

      That brought even Bethany up short. “I was joking...you mean you really are interested in...”

      “Rock, paper, scissors.”

      Kyrah held her serious expression only long enough to enjoy understanding transform Bethany’s face, the way dawn lit up the morning sky. Then both of them burst into fits of giggles.

      “I’ve missed you,” Kyrah said softly.

      “I’ve missed you too, bestie.” Bethany grabbed Kyrah into a hug. Instinctively, Kyrah stiffened, braced for some awful Vision, but fortunately, they were both dressed for winter, so no skin touched. Bethany jerked back when she felt Kyrah flinch. “Oh, Kyrah! My bad! I’m sorry. I forgot you hate to be hugged.”

      Not exactly. Kyrah would enjoy hugs—if only they didn’t force her into the embarrassing situation of experiencing the most traumatic, most intimate, most secret, or most humiliating memories of those who touched her. That was not only terrifying while it happened, but usually led to a lifelong awkwardness around the person whose privacy she had inadvertently violated. Thank goodness that Bethany was so weirdly “blank,” and that had never happened between them. Kyrah lived in dread of the day she might have a Vision about Bethany that destroyed their friendship.

      “I just don’t want you to hate me because I’m so happy,” babbled Bethany. “I know it’s annoying to be around happy people when you’re not happy and even more annoying to be around newly married people when you’re single. Because I remember how I felt about it when I was single. But that now I’m married, I have joined the conspiracy to try to get all my friends married too. So, I’m going to be bugging you relentlessly about that. I'm going to help you find Mr Right. Don't worry, Arcana Glen might seem tiny, but it's actually got a surprisingly, er, exotic social life. I will take you to parties, introduce you to guys, set you up on blind dates with some great prospects—whatever it takes!”

      Oh, crap. Kyrah quailed. She’d rather face zombies. Please don’t.
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        February 7,

        Monday, Waxing Crescent

      

      

      Alephander Guiscard, the billionaire Magician, the man who had once demanded that Kyrah marry him but had married Bethany instead, met Kyrah and Bethany at the vestibule of the Castle. Talk about awkward. If Bethany hadn’t been by her side, Kyrah would have run for the woods rather than face him.

      The Magician held out his hand and the stern expression on his face made it clear that Kyrah would have to shake it. Trembling with fear at what she might see, she held her fingers out limply. His hand closed around hers and cranked it up and down.

      She felt a jolt of power from him that was as intense as any electric shock, but there was no content in the sensation, not temperature, not color, not sound, not pain. Just—power, raw power. How was that even possible? After Bethany, he was the hardest person to read she had ever met. But in his case, he clearly wasn’t blank. There was a strong wall between him and her that would not be breached.

      The way he examined Kyrah unnerved her. Sometimes, she encountered people who stank of blood and hate, whose aura felt oily and evil, but that was not at all what she felt from the Magician. Yet he didn’t exactly glow with the milk of human kindness either. He was like a tightly contained force, a gale in a wind tunnel, a lightning bolt in a bottle, a nuke in a suitcase, a source of raw power which could be directed toward either great harm or greater good.

      He was like a human shark, nothing but a predator wrapped in a sleek body. She thought about how close she had come to being shackled to this man and shuddered. But then she remembered she had only escaped by throwing Bethany into his path instead. Oh, poor, poor Bethany. What have I done?

      Bethany wrapped her arm around Alephander. “Kyrah, this is my hubby, Alephander. Alephander, this is my bestie, Kyrah Nestor. I know you guys were supposed to meet on New Year’s Eve, but isn’t this better? It is, because now I get to introduce my two best friends in the world to one another.”

      Bethany stood on her tippy-toes and planted a smacker on Alephander’s cheek. He didn’t move an inch to even acknowledge the display of affection.

      Kyrah’s ire rose on behalf of her friend. What a horrid man. He could at least look at her. What does Bethany see in this arrogant egomaniac?

      A mental “voice” which was deep and sardonic, expressed the thought: What does Bethany see in this moody wench?

      It took all of Kyrah’s self-control not to hiss at him. Moody wench?!

      Alephander’s lip curled up at the corner, as if he had deliberately leaked his thought and overheard her response to it. That wasn’t possible, though...was it? Kyrah assumed his “magic” was all stage magic, bullcrap and mirrors or whatever. He wasn’t a real psychic. Kyrah had seen his act dozens of times and it was just that—an act. She had not been impressed. Real magic was subtle and spiritual, not showy, vainglorious bluster.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr Guiscard,” she managed to say. She had to remember that people expected you to speak out loud, not just stand there thinking things at you.

      However, Alephander Guiscard apparently assumed that good manners only applied to other people. He smirked at Kyrah; then he turned and left the hallway without saying a word.

      “What was that?!” demanded Kyrah, outraged. “He just left!”

      “Oh, it’s fine,” said Bethany.

      “Bethany, you think everything is fine. Piranhas could be nibbling off your feet, and you’d think it was fine because you still had knees. It’s really not fine!”

      “But in this case, it really is. You got the job. Congratulations! You’re now officially the Arcana Castle Librarian.”

      “But...but...he never interviewed me! He never asked me anything. He doesn’t even know if I’m qualified! Did you tell him I don’t even have a degree...”

      “I told him all about how super smart you are even though you never graduated and all of that. I trust you, and he trusts me, so he trusts you.”

      “But...”

      “Are you going to spit up milk on the books?”

      “What? No!”

      “Then you’re already an improvement over our last librarian.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll introduce you to him some time, on a day he’s not in diapers. But first...don’t you want to see the Library?”

      Kyrah took a deep breath. This was happening too fast, but it was happening. “Yes.”

      Bethany led her through the gorgeous neo-Tudor corridors of the Castle into a huge room. Two walls, three stories high, were lined with books. The facing long wall was all glass, with a view of the Rockies, so that unlike most libraries, the tables down the center of the room were showered with light. A huge fireplace surrounded by comfortable armchairs and couches formed the final short wall.

      Kyrah felt like Beauty in the fairytale. Bethany had been right. This library made her mind explode.

      “Oh, Bethany,” Kyrah breathed. “It’s...it’s so...it’s just...it’s truly...”

      “I know,” beamed Bethany. “Isn’t it?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kyrah spent the rest of the day lost in a dream come true. It wasn’t simply the physical space of the library that was amazing, although who couldn’t love a three-story hall the size of a football field with a huge stone fireplace at one end, Art Deco Tiffany chandeliers, and a window that looked out over a lake in the Colorado Rockies? The books were amazing. The subject matter of this library was eclectic yet highly selective and esoteric. In addition to topics like Archeology, Psychology and Mathematics, there were also many abstruse categories that took up entire shelves like Angelology, Parapsychology, and Magic. Bethany had already promised Kyrah that she was free to read any book in the library, but how to choose when there were so many she longed to gobble up at once? Reluctantly, she limited herself to a single volume for now, one about Clairvoyancy. She would feel guilty reading for pleasure if she didn’t make sure she did her job first.

      At dinner time, a well-preserved older woman entered the library with a tray of food. “You’ve been in here all day, miss. I thought you might be hungry.”

      “Oh, I’m fine, thank you,” Kyrah protested, just as her stomach revved up like an old automobile. She was too embarrassed to admit she’d eaten nothing but stale breakfast muffins and granola bars for the last two weeks.

      The woman frowned. “What has that rascal done to you? Did he have you locked in the dungeon too?”

      “No...what? Too?! Were you...? Does he do that?”

      “It happens,” harrumphed the woman. She wore a cerise dress with a large, jeweled broach. “I’m Eldra, by the way. My father was the previous Librarian. The Magician had him thrown in the dungeon over a, ahem, misunderstanding about the location of an important book.”

      Kyrah stared at Eldra in horror. “...oh...”

      “I’ve gone and worried you. Oh dear. I’ve said too much. Things were difficult here for a long time, but things have much improved since the Lady Guiscard has arrived.”

      Lady Guiscard? Belatedly, Kyrah realized Eldra meant Bethany. “Are you saying Alephander is a ‘lord’?”

      “That’s what I call it. The proper title in the Old Tongue is Sarmat. I think they use the term ‘Guardian’ in English these days...” Eldra slapped her hand over her mouth. “By the Light! You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you? You’re a human! But how could the Sarmat have chosen a human to oversee a library likes this? Oh dear. I’ve said too much!”

      She hurried out of the room.
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        February 8

        Tuesday, First Quarter Moon

      

      

      Kyrah needed a place to stay. Bethany offered to let her stay in the Castle until she had enough money to buy a house in Arcana Glen. That didn’t appeal to Kyrah for two reasons: one, she had no desire to spend even one night in the Castle; and two, she wasn’t ready yet to commit to settling down permanently in Arcana Glen. Buying a house struck her as a once-in-a-lifetime kind of hassle and not one she wanted right now. On the other hand, the hotel was too expensive to live in over a period of weeks or months, so she needed to rent a room or condo.

      For the time being, Kyrah returned to the hotel, but the next morning she packed up everything she owned and met Bethany at the front of the Crystal Cottage Inn. Today, Bethany left her puppy at home.

      “I’ve found a few possibilities,” said Bethany. “Or rather, Eldra did. She calls herself our Housekeeper, but she’s actually more like a hotel manager and a superhero rolled into one. She’s fantastic.”

      “I met her yesterday. She seemed nice.” Especially for someone whose father was thrown in a dungeon by her boss! Did Bethany know what her husband had done? Or had Eldra been pulling Kyrah’s leg?

      “Oh, which one did you meet? The old, stout one or the young, saucy one?”

      “There are two Eldras? That’s an unusual name.”

      “The younger one goes by Janet. They’re, uh, related. Anyway, they’re both great, so it doesn’t matter. Gosh, this is harder than I thought.” Bethany looked unusually pensive.

      “What’s harder?” Kyrah wished for once that she could sense Bethany’s emotions the way she did with other people. Her friend was actually frowning. On Bethany, that expression freaked Kyrah out. She even ventured to brush her fingers lightly over Bethany’s hand, half hoping for a Vision. But now that she would have welcomed some insight, Kyrah saw nothing.

      “My husband has a lot of important secrets,” Bethany said soberly. “And you know me—the biggest blabbermouth in the universe. You can guess the problem. It’s worse when I’m with you, because you’re my friend—my bestie—and I don’t want to hold anything back from you. But I owe it to him to be, uh, discreet. About, uh, stuff.”

      Kyrah didn’t like the sound of that. She definitely didn’t like the unhappy note in Bethany’s voice. “If he is bullying you or threatening you in any way...”

      “Nah, it’s not like that. It’s just...complicated. Anyway, let’s find you a place to stay!”
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      The first stop was a condo, one unit of three set back a little from the main road but not so far up the mountain as to be isolated. The architecture was modern with a hint of “rustic cabin” for embellishment. There were plenty of trees in the yard and the peaked roofs of the three units were spread far enough apart to indicate that each unit was amply spacious inside.

      “The woman who owns the Ice Park also owns these condos,” explained Bethany. “The Event Planner for our wedding? The public one. That whole gorgeous chapel chiseled from ice belongs to her. But the ice sculpture park is only open from December to February, and she does Wedding and Event Planning out of her shop, The Ice Rose, in town the rest of the year. She’s one of the most renowned and respected businesswomen in Arcana Glen, a member of the Chamber of Congress and all that. She’s also just the sweetest woman you could hope to meet.”

      Bethany skipped up the steps of the western-most condo and knocked. Kyrah trailed her. She already felt shy. She should be doing this on her own, but she was secretly thankful she didn’t have to.

      A gorgeous, curvaceous woman answered the door. Her sexy cascade of curls shimmered as vivid red as a bottle could deliver, matched by the clinging, scarlet sweater-dress she wore. Her lips gleamed like rubies. At ten in the morning, when it was five below outside, she wore nylons and four-inch heels.

      Even the irises of her eyes were red. Wait, what? They must be contact lens.

      Bethany had found her Happy again. Meeting people energized her as much as it drained Kyrah.

      “Kyrah, this is Corazita Valentino. Isn’t Valentino a fantastic name for a woman who runs a Wedding Chapel for Valentine’s Day? Corazita, this is the friend I told you about, Kyrah Nestor. Hey, your names sound similar: Kye-raaah. Core-uuuuh...zee-tah. That practically makes you twins. You’re definitely meant to be good friends!”

      Corazita stuck out her hand.

      Hold it together! Kyrah warned herself. Don’t do anything to make her realize you’re crazy!

      Kyrah shook Corazita’s hand.

      The Vision hit Kyrah at once. Then another, then another, like a rapid series of punches, image after image of Corazita cascaded into Kyrah’s mind. These were the woman’s most intimate and most awful memories.

      A helpless but already beautiful little girl trapped in a trashy inner-city apartment with her drug-addled mother... The mother couldn’t care for herself, never mind for a child. The mother did only one thing right. She hid Corazita in the closet when her dealers, pimps, and johns came by. But then one day, one of the johns, a strange man with white hair and completely black eyes looked right through the closet door and dragged Corazita out into the room.

      He forced the young girl, now about twelve or thirteen, to drink some black liquid. It must have been addictive. Her eyes turned all-black, like his. She followed him out of there, like a zombie, and never saw her mother again.

      After that, the memories were even more jumbled and painful, as addicted young Corazita had her body sold over and over. The weirdest part: her eyes changed color each time. Brown, blue, green, red, violet, black, pure white...the body belonged to the eyes inside it, not to Corazita. She was gone. The body was what experienced the degradation and pain. Mostly men used the body for sex, but there were also images of the body doing other things, like stealing, spying. There were different men who used the body: all faceless aggressors except one...

      A handsome man with tawny hair, a trim beard, and bright blue eyes. A memory lingered, one of Corazita following him into a basement and then...

      No, no, please don’t make me see it...it’s too much...I can’t take it...

      Someone touched Kyrah’s arm, and the Vision ended abruptly. Reeling from the horrors she had seen—and experienced as if they had happened to her—Kyrah stood trembling, unable to speak. Bethany still held her arm; then she folded Kyrah into a hug. Kyrah allowed it. In fact, she leaned against Bethany until the shaking stopped.

      “I know you don’t like hugs, but you just started trembling! What’s wrong!”

      “I know what’s wrong,” snapped Corazita. Her scarlet eyes burned into Kyrah. “What’s wrong is that your friend needs to learn to mind her own damn business! The condo is not available!”

      She slammed the door shut in their faces.

      Kyrah was relieved to have the door shut, but she also felt horrible that she had alienated a total stranger just by being her freaky, abnormal self. Also, it was weird, but this was the second time Kyrah felt as if another person had seemed to know what was really “going on” as well as Kyrah did. First the Magician, who almost seemed to be taunting her with leaking a thought he knew she would hear. Now this. Most people were clueless when Kyrah had a Vision of their intimate secrets, but Corazita seemed to know that Kyrah had seen into her soul and the woman was understandably humiliated and furious.

      “Well, gosh,” said Bethany, scratching her cheek. “If the condo was rented out already, she could have just called to let us know.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 8

        Tuesday, First Quarter Moon

      

      

      Kyrah was ready to call it quits, but the indefatigable Bethany wouldn’t let her. “We’ve only tried one place! I have a whole list of possibilities!”

      Bethany’s next pick was a room in a house next to a church that belonged to the church minister, Pastor Mike. The house was a rather shabby ranch that had no separate entrance for the renter. That meant if she stayed there, she’d constantly run into this Pastor Mike fellow, which sounded horrible. Maybe Kyrah could convince him to reject her by telling him that she was a witch. The one thing she would not do would be to shake his hand. She couldn’t take another Vision like the one she felt touching Corazita Valentino.

      The door opened after the third time Bethany knocked.

      Kyrah didn’t shake his hand, but she experienced a shock, nonetheless. She recognized him.

      The drop-dead gorgeous, incredibly buff man standing there, supposedly a “pastor,” was the golden-haired man the Kyrah had seen in Cora’s memory. He was the one man the Vision had shown not only as a body but as a face. Whatever he did to Corazita must have been the worst, something seared indelibly into her memory. Kyrah hadn’t even touched this man, and yet she already knew a terrible secret about him. He took advantage of young, jacked-up prostitutes.

      Since Kyrah doubted the good “pastor” advocated paid love, he was not only an abuser but a hypocrite. She didn’t need to know anything else about him to know that his fresh-faced good looks and friendly smile were nothing but a mask for an empty heart. She hated him already.
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      Michael was blown away by the beautiful dark-haired woman standing on his doorstep. He saw all three levels of her beauty at the same time, body, soul, and spirit, like a lotus with layered petals. Her spirit was pure and deep, like the pond in an enchanted forest in one of the floating lands of his home world. Although he couldn’t be certain, he sensed she was a rare being, a Sophina, one of those who had accepted rebirth over and over, usually for the sake of those in the lower Spheres, before moving on to the Last Home. Her core spirit was as old as his, cultivated by a thousand years of wisdom accrued through multiple lifetimes, like rings around a tree; but her psyche was young and unawakened. Her eyes were sharp and faceted like gemstones. And her body…

      It was at this point that Michael noticed Bethany was standing next to her. Bethany was also an attractive young woman with a shiny soul to match, but she didn’t move him the same way that this dark-haired beauty did. Standing together, they reminded him of Roweena and Rebecca from Sir Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe. His secret crush had always been the wise and compassionate but proud and elusive Rebecca.

      Elizabeth Taylor. The name popped into his head. She was the one who had played Rebecca in the human-made movie he had seen when he first arrived on Earth, decades before his mission to spy on the Magician. Did humans even know who Elizabeth Taylor was anymore? That’s who the girl reminded him of, with her snow-white skin, ebony hair, and almost purple-blue eyes. She might have Elven blood with eyes that shade of violet.

      Bethany introduced the Elizabeth Taylor avatar as Kyrah Nestor.

      Kyrah. Her real name was beautiful.

      Michael realized he was ogling an innocent human female and probably about to have some extremely carnal thoughts about her that were unbefitting an angel or pastor.

      “This must be the young lady in search of a place to stay,” he said. He trusted that his voice did not betray any inappropriate lust. It wasn’t that Seraphs weren’t allowed to feel lust, it was that they were expected to control it. That was certainly what he expected of himself. Nonetheless, there was no reason to add fuel to the fire. He carefully did not offer his hand to shake hers, not trusting himself to even touch her. Instead, he stepped backwards and gestured into the house.

      “Please,” he said in his most affable ‘Minister’s Manner,’ friendly but professional, “Come on in and have a looksee. Decide if you like it. I would enjoy the company of a housemate, but I’m not in any panic to rent out the room, so don’t feel any pressure to take it or not take it. Just do what you think will be best.”

      As he escorted Kyrah through the humble abode, he had the most absurd wish that he could take her to his mansion back home. As if he would impress her with marble stairways and fountains and balconies that overlooked an endless, luminous empyrean. But of course, that was extremely immature of him. It was like a teenage boy trying to win a girl by driving a fancy car. Surely you’re past all that, Michael, he chided himself. And if she were the kind of girl to be one over by displays of wealth and power, would you still be interested in her?

      “This is the room.” He showed her to an upstairs room. There was a second door on the far end of the little bedroom. He also pointed out the bathroom and the adjacent sitting room. “The sitting room comes with it,” he said. “And the bathroom of course. Those are completely private, and you can put your own lock on them as well as on the room if you like. Also, that far door leads out to a balcony. It’s chilly out there this time of year, but in the summer, it’s large enough to take a chair out there and sit and read a book. It also has its own stairway.”

      “Oh, said Kyrah, “The room does have its own separate entrance. I wouldn’t have to see you when I come and go.” Suddenly she blushed as if she realized her words might sound rude. “Ah… I didn’t mean…”

      Putting people at ease was his job, so Michael reassured her with a little chuckle. “Not at all, I quite understand. If I were renting a room, I’d want my own entrance too.  You can also put your own key on that door. It’s a little more expensive to change the locks, but you can deduct the cost from the first month’s rent.”

      He didn’t mention that as a Seraph, he had enough magic to get in and out of any room whether it was locked or not. He wasn’t going to be a danger to her, but as a young human girl on her own, she didn’t have any way to know that.

      The whole time he was showing her around the house, which unfortunately didn’t take long enough as far as he was concerned, Michael was trying to figure out if she had magic, and if she did, did she know she had magic, and if she did know, what kind of magic did she have?

      “Foresight!” he suddenly burst aloud. The women turned to look at him quickly.

      He cleared his throat. “That’s what your name means—Kyrah. ‘Foresight.’”

      Do you have the ability to see visions of the future? he wanted to ask. But the closed expression on her face warned him that she would not welcome any probing on his part.

      She had not responded to him with the same delight that he had responded to her. If he had not been so taken with his own curiosity about her, he would have seen that sooner. The look she gave him was not only closed, but covertly hostile. For some reason, she had already decided that she did not like him.

      Michael had experienced that before, but usually he knew the reason. Often, the person determined not to like him had either experienced a great deal of pain in their life and expected him to dredge it up, or the person was himself an evildoer who knew that Michael would oppose his schemes.

      Which category did Kyrah fall into?
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      Kyrah was torn.  On the one hand, she did not want to stay with the hypocritical minister. On the other hand, she knew that if she rejected this room, Bethany would drag her to another location. Although the day was only half over, Kyrah was already emotionally exhausted from the Visions she had seen at the house of Corazita Valentino. The thought of traipsing all around town looking at more places, meeting more strangers, some of whom would try to shake her hand and inflict more visions on her was too much for her to face.

      She still didn’t like the minister and never would like him, but she had to admit that he disguised himself well. If she hadn’t known better, she would have found him not only very easy on the eyes but pleasant to be around. In some ways, he reminded her of Bethany, the friendly outgoing type. Of course, the difference was that Bethany was genuine, whereas the minister was a conniving fink.

      Also, the room had its own entrance after all. The minister was prattling on about being welcome to share meals with him, but also being welcome to have her meals elsewhere. Based on her first day at work, Kyrah suspected that she would spend most of her time at the Arcana Castle Library. She would only use this room to come home and collapse, away from the Castle. As long as she could creep in and out the back of the house, maybe she didn’t have to see Mr Secret Scarlet Letter that often.

      “I need some time to think about it,” she said. “Would it be all right if I just sat alone in the room for a moment and…”

      “Of course,” both Bethany and Michael said at the same time.

      As they went downstairs together to the kitchen, Kyrah overheard Bethany telling Pastor Mike, “She needs time alone to process things. I don’t really understand it, because I process things better by talking about them with people, but whenever I think about what Kyrah would want to do I just ask ‘What is the opposite of what I would do in the situation?’ and that’s usually correct.”

      Once they were gone, Kyrah took a deep breath and traced her fingers over the bed, the walls, the dresser, and the door handles. She was not as likely to get Visions from objects as from people, but it did happen. She could at least pick up a sense of whether a place was mostly filled with pleasant feelings or with ugly memories.

      Based on what she had seen in Corazita’s memory, Kyrah was half afraid that she would pick up some stain on the room itself, the lingering memory of degradation and cruelty. Instead, she only picked up a very mellow, relaxed sense of serenity. Wherever Minister Hypocrite did his dirty deeds, it wasn’t in his own house. That fit with what she had seen: in Corazita’s memories, the woman had been going with him into a basement somewhere. Kyrah shuddered. As long as she stayed away from basements, she was probably safe from him.

      Kyrah made up her mind to take the room. If she continued to pick up ugly things from him or if he gave any other warning signs of being dangerous as well as hypocritical, she would ask Bethany to get her out of here. But so far, she had no reason to suspect he was a serial killer, only that he paid women for sex. Honestly, she wouldn’t even care about him doing that if it weren’t for the fact that whatever was done to Corazita hurt her terribly. Plus, Kyrah doubted Pastor Mike was upfront about his nightlife with his congregation.

      As she went downstairs to tell Bethany and Michael her decision, she heard them speaking together. About her.

      “You are absolutely sure she doesn’t have magic?” Michael asked as if he were repeating a question for the third or fourth time.

      “Not that I know,” said Bethany. “But it’s sometimes hard for me to tell when you guys are doing magic or just doing normal things. Remember, to me they look the same.”

      Michael seemed to find this hard to believe. “But how could you not know… Have you ever touched her? Not with clothes in the way, but skin to skin? Have you perhaps touched her hand, for instance?”

      “Yes, by accident.”

      “But nothing happened...? Wait, that’s no use... nothing would, if you touched her...”

      “I should warn you that she doesn’t like to be touched. It really freaks her out. In fact, I think that’s why she didn’t want to take the last place. Ms Zita insisted on touching her hand and Kyrah kind of freaked out.”

      “You took her to see Corazita?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And then they touched hands and Kyrah ‘freaked out’....” You could hear the air quotes as he said that last phrase.

      Kyrah stood on the stairs halfway down, frozen in place.

      “Has she ever mentioned anything about being a Witch?” Michael asked Bethany.

      Was that a joke?

      “Oh sure, all the time,” said Bethany. “She’s Wiccan. Sorry, she’s probably not going to go to your church. But I didn’t think you would mind.”

      Kyrah decided she wouldn’t get a better straight line. She loudly clambered down the stairs and entered the kitchen where they were talking.

      “Yes,” she said looking Michael in the eye. “I am a witch. Is that going to be a problem for you?”

      “Well, I’ve been told I’m an angel,” Michael said, flashing a smile that was way too sexy for a pastor. “Is that a problem for you?”

      Bethany laughed and Michael and Kyrah tried to join in, although mostly they just smiled uncomfortably at one another. This is a terrible mistake, thought Kyrah, but now that there had been such a big deal made about whether she could stay or not because she was a witch, she almost felt obligated to stay out of a stubborn need to annoy him. No matter what he claimed, she thought his wisecrack about being an angel showed that he did not really respect her spiritual beliefs. Well, screw him. She decided she would stay here after all.

      And it had nothing at all to do with the fact that he did have the face of an angel. She would bet a dollar that it was a female who had fed him that line. And it was incredibly stupid of Kyrah to feel jealous over such a sleazeball or to feel her middle warm up when he turned to her and smiled.

      Suddenly it occurred to her that maybe the reason his was the only face Corazita remembered it was because he had not paid her after all. Maybe Corazita had been his girlfriend. Maybe she still was. Maybe Corazita was in love with him, and Michael was in love with her. And now like an idiot, Kyrah and put herself in the middle of this situation that was sure to be nothing but awkward.

      She didn’t know what she wasn’t supposed to know. If only she wasn’t cursed with those stupid visions.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 9,

        Wednesday, Waxing Gibbous

      

      

      On Wednesday morning, Kyrah met the librarian she replaced. “Archivist,” he corrected. He spoke with the wheezy rumble of extreme age. “That’s your real job here. This is not a public library. But you must have a gentle touch to organize the special materials.”

      He introduced himself as “Yan.” He was a tall, gaunt old man with a white beard that reached to his boots. Kyrah apologized for replacing him, but he shook his head. “I’m almost at the end of my century and more than ready to retire.”

      What did that mean? Was he literally one hundred years old? Maybe it was a figure of speech.

      “I won’t get in your way,” he promised, “But they’ve hired you for a big job—bigger than I could handle—and if you want any help, I’m probably the only one who can offer it. Have they showed you the materials you’re to archive yet?”

      “N...no,” stammered Kyrah. All Bethany had told her was that the job should be easy for her because she loved books. The Magician hadn’t said a single word. “I’m not really qualified for this,” she confessed. “I don’t even have a degree.”

      “The Sarmati chose you, you must be the right person.”

      “The Sarmati?” She’d heard that word, or something like it before. Oh, yes, from Eldra, on Monday. “Does that mean ‘guardian’? Do you mean Alephander?”

      “I mean the Lady Guiscard. She chose you, didn’t she? And she’ll prove right, mark my words. Fool’s Luck, we call it,” he wheezed. “As great as that of Fortune. Come, I’ll show you the boxes. More arrive every day.”

      He took her down and down and down more steps into the underbelly of the Castle. The temperature dropped twenty degrees. The stone walls were dark and cold, and the air smelled musty, and faintly like mushrooms.

      Once no more windows appeared in the walls, Kyrah grew nervous. “Where are we?”

      “The dungeons,” he said. “I live down here.” After a moment, he added phlegmatically, “The wine cellars are down here too.”

      They passed the wine cellars and came to an area where the “rooms” were divided by iron bars.

      “It’s literally a dungeon.” Kyrah dug in her heels and stopped walking. “I’d hoped Eldra was joking.”

      The old man bent over and coughed, folded over his feet. After the horrible hacking ended, he struggled to pull himself upright. “It’s not so bad.”

      Reluctantly, Kyrah followed him into the bowels of the dungeon. She soon saw what Yan meant; none of the gates were locked, and several of the “cells” were luxuriously furnished with carpets, couches, dressers, and appliances, including a flat screen television mounted on a stone wall. One of the rooms had been decorated as a nursery. There was no sign of a baby.

      That is seriously disturbing, thought Kyrah.

      One of the larger cells had no furniture but it had been filled with cardboard boxes, suitcases, wooden chests, and more exotic containers. When Kyrah opened the lids of a few of the boxes, she saw reams of papers of all kinds: handwritten letters, typed papers, recites, journals, diaries, cookbooks, and photo albums.

      “What is all this?”

      “The new collection,” said Yan.

      At last, everything clicked into place. Dismayed and excited in equal measure, Kyrah studied the enormous pile of boxes and cases, all filled with materials. No wonder Yan wanted to retire.

      “This is what I was hired for,” she said. “To archive all this material and add it to the Library. All...that.”

      “That.” Yan nodded. “That, and to speak to the dead.”

      “What?” Kyrah panicked. “No! That’s crazy!”

      Yan tugged at his beard. “No? Hrrr. If you say so, miss. But I doubt you can argue with Fool’s Luck.”

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Kyrah said firmly. I am not crazy, and no one will catch me admitting to crazy things—so there!

      “Ah, well, don’t preach to me, missy. Tell them that.”

      The temperature in the already chilly room dropped further. Terror clawed the pit of Kyrah’s stomach. Slowly, she turned around.

      Dozens of translucent glowing shapes thronged the hall of the dungeon, waiting silently for her attention.
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      Yan was no help. He wandered away to one of the furnished rooms “to take a nap.” He left her alone with the ghosts.

      The ghosts were nothing but shapeless glowing lumps at first, but one by one they drifted to Kyrah and touched her. Every touch felt as if it drained a tiny bite of energy from her, but the effect on the ghost was dramatic. The amorphous shape clarified into a human silhouette and solidified into an almost opaque solid. There were men and women both. From their clothing, they had died any time in the last two centuries. Kyrah stood still and struggled not to flinch when a ghost touched her.

      “What do you want of me?” she whispered.

      We want to go home, they said in a chorus of voices.

      “I... I don’t know how to help you do that.”

      We want to go home.

      Kyrah fled back up the stairs. She was relieved that the ghosts didn’t follow once she reached the main floor. The moon was waxing right now. If the ghosts in the Castle were this strong so near the Full Moon, what would they be like during the New Moon? How could she continue to work in a haunted castle? And yet what excuse would she give if she quit—that she was afraid of ghosts?
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        February 11, Afternoon

        Friday, Waxing Gibbous

      

      

      During her first days at her new job, Kyrah didn’t see much of Bethany. Secretly, Kyrah had hoped that they would be working together, as they had as waitresses, only doing the much more interesting intellectual labor of sorting through documents.

      Unfortunately, another project absorbed Bethany: her upcoming “public” wedding to Alephander.

      “But what’s the point if you’re already married?” Kyrah asked. “For that matter, if you two love each other, who cares about a stupid ceremony?”

      “How can you say that? Weddings are super fun! If done right, which our first one wasn’t. But this one will be. By the way, you didn’t tell me your decision. Will you be my maid-of-honor?”

      Kyrah cringed.

      “You don’t have to,” Bethany said hurriedly. “If you don’t want to.”

      I don’t want to, Kyrah thought. But I can’t tell her that.

      “You know what, I actually was wondering if you’d be offended if I asked Tia... she’s a new friend I’ve met here in Arcana Glen... so if you really don’t want to, it’s no problem...”

      Kyrah sagged with relief. “Oh, good. I mean, uh, if that’s what you prefer. That’s fine with me.”

      Bethany’s smile looked a little weak. But Kyrah couldn’t sense any change in temperature from her aura, nor see any tell-tale colors of disappointment.

      “You’ll still be here tomorrow, won’t you?” Bethany asked. “There’s a dress fitting...”

      “A dress fitting!” Kyrah recoiled.

      “Well...you are going to at least come to the wedding, aren’t you?” Bethany looked anxious.

      “...yes...”

      “Do you have a formal dress to wear?”

      “Um... I could buy one...” Kyrah wondered wildly when she would have time. Would she be able to find a suitable shop here in Arcana Glen, or would she have pay for a ride to Denver?

      “No need, the seamstress is going to be here! Just show up, get fitted, and your dress will turn up Valentine’s Day morning, like magic.”
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      That evening, Kyrah decided she would try to find a shop where she could buy her own dress. She had avoided speaking to her landlord, Pastor Mike, as much as possible. But now, asking for his help seemed to be the lesser of two evils.

      She ventured down the stairs to the main floor for the first time. “Pardon me?” she called out. She didn’t want to take him by surprise.

      He was working in his little office off the kitchen. The door to the office was open. There was no sign of a computer or even a telephone in the office, which was brimming with books, papers, and old church services, but arranged neatly. She could see his broad shoulders as he hand-wrote something on the desktop.

      He twisted around in surprise when she knocked on the lintel. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Minister... uh, Pastor...”

      “Please, call me Michael.” When he smiled, it was as if spring touched the earth in defiance of winter.

      She blinked. He’d smiled at her once, and her mind went blank. She tried to get a grip on herself.

      “I need to buy a dress...and a wedding gift... Bethany is getting married... she’s already married, but she’s getting married again... It’s complicated.” She pressed her lips together. I must sound like a lunatic to him.

      His blue eyes twinkled. “I know. I officiated their first wedding, and I’ll also be officiating on Valentine’s Day. It’s the first time that Alephander has married the same woman twice. I hope it’s a good sign.”

      “Oh! You’ll be there too?”

      “Yes, I will. I know Bethany has been looking forward to having you as her maid-of-honor. She’s talked of it since January.”

      Kyrah’s heart sank. “...uh...oh...but I told her I can’t...”

      His eyebrows rose. “Why not?”

      “I can’t... I don’t like crowds...I can’t perform in public like that...”

      “Ah.” He studied her. “Have you been to many weddings?”

      “None.” One might think that working in Las Vegas, she’d have been to at least one, but Kyrah went nowhere and did nothing outside of her work.

      “Then I can understand it might seem intimidating to you,” Michael said gently. “I’ve been to, ahem, thousands, and it’s not as complicated as it seems. Now, normally, the maid-of-honor does take on a lot of the organizing work, but I know that in this case, Alephander has managed—some might say, micromanaged—the details. The very capable Event Planner, Miss Valentino, has taken care of the rest.”

      At the mention of Corazita Valentino, Kyrah stiffened. But Michael didn’t notice. He continued smoothly, “Therefore, all you have to do is walk down the aisle on cue, then stand at the bride’s side while I give a little speech about sickness and health, commitment and eternity. I’ll ask Alephander and Bethany if they will love and protect each other forever, hopefully they will both say ‘Yes,’ ...out loud...” Michael’s lips quirked, as if he found that funny, “And everyone walks back out. Then there’s a party.”

      It sounded dreadful.

      “There will be a lot of people.”

      “Not as many as you might think, given Alephander’s, ah, connections. The ice chapel is too small to accommodate more than forty people.”

      “Hmmm,” murmured Kyrah. Forty visions of awful memories sounded like a lot to her.

      “You don’t have to touch anyone,” Michael added shrewdly. “You’ll be carrying a bouquet, so you have the perfect excuse to keep your hands to yourself. And the weather is cold, so your gown will likely have long sleeves and a full skirt.”

      Strange how he knew that would be important. Then Kyrah remembered that Bethany had told him about her peccadillos.

      “I’ll think about it,” Kyrah said. “I still need to buy a gift...”

      He stood up and opened a drawer, from which he scooped out keys and a wallet.

      “I’ll drive you to the boutiques at the Arcana Hotel. The Golden Thread has nice ladies’ clothes. The Snow Bunny...no, that’s mostly sportswear. Harlequin’s Masque has make-up and such, and there’s Transmogrifications... hmm, probably Bethany would just break anything from there, so I don’t recommend it.... Or I could drive you into Denver.”

      Denver was two hours’ drive from Arcana Glen. Kyrah didn’t want to be alone in a car with Michael for that long. She couldn’t believe she was letting him talk her into driving up the hill to the hotel.

      “I didn’t realize there were shops so close to the Castle... I could just go on my lunch break.”

      “Yes, but Bethany might follow you,” he said quickly. His eyes crinkled with suppressed mirth. “It’s really no problem.”
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        February 11, Evening

        Friday, Waxing Gibbous

      

      

      Why did I agree to this?! Kyrah asked herself. The boutiques occupied the ground floor of the hotel, and although they weren’t as noisy or crowded as the hotels in Las Vegas, there was still a multitude enjoying a Friday night out. She wore a turtleneck, cardigan, and slacks, but she didn’t have her gloves or her sunglasses with her. She was nervous over the crowds, but also self-conscious to have Michael strolling by her side.

      “Aren’t you afraid people might think we’re a couple?” she asked him, after she intercepted numerous women ogling Michael and then stabbing Kyrah with jealous curiosity.

      “It never occurred to me,” he said. He pointed. “There’s The Golden Thread, if you want to shop for a dress first.”

      Kyrah hesitated. It might be silly, but she felt shy about picking a dress in front of him. She wished she hadn’t come.

      Michael sat down on a wooden bench. “I believe it’s standard human protocol for the male of the species to wait here while the female hunts.”

      Her lips quirked. “You don’t mind waiting? Really?”

      He pulled out a thick, old-fashioned hardcover book and waved it at her. “I have sisters, I know how this works. I came prepared.”

      Her grin widened. She entered the shop.

      Everything was tasteful, charming, gorgeous. Kyrah immediately knew that she wouldn’t be able to afford a thing inside.

      “May I help you?” a woman asked. She was as elegant as the clothes in the store. She wore a tag that said, “Hi! I’m the Manager. My name is Brinda Lorel.”

      Kyrah grimaced, shook her head and practically ran out of the store.

      “That was fast,” Michael said, standing to greet her as Kyrah came barreling out of the store. He absorbed the lack of bags. “Too fast. Not what you wanted?”

      “I’m sorry for wasting your time. Nothing here is in reach of my pocketbook.”

      Michael’s mouth pinched into a rueful pucker. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even consider that. It’s been years since I’ve shopped for gifts...We could try another place...”

      “Honestly, I’m exhausted.”

      “At least let me take you to dinner.”

      She hesitated. Her tummy, the traitor, rumbled loudly. But... “Then it will seem like a date.”

      “I assure you, friends eat too. There are several good restaurants here. The Pumpkin Patch has continental, Jade Dynasty has upscale Chinese food. There’s also seafood at The Kraken’s Lair and the Full Moon Steakhouse...”

      “I’m vegetarian,” said Kyrah.

      “Then we’ll go to The Acorn: fine vegan and vegetarian dining. Even fruitarian, should you require it.”

      “They really have a vegetarian restaurant here?”

      “Right over there.”

      The Acorn was built inside a greenhouse, decorated as if they were in a spring forest glade. Live trees in the bistro and large false windows which seemed to out onto real forest in spring lent eerie realism to the artifice. It couldn’t be the forest outside the hotel; that was covered in snow. She even glimpsed a unicorn slip between the flowering trees—how had they created that illusion?!

      Kyrah ordered a bowl of fresh spinach pasta with roasted cherry heirloom tomatoes and red peppers. Michael had lemon fettuccine with snap peas, tossed with butter and parmigiano.

      Over dinner, Michael asked Kyrah, “Budget aside, if you could get your friend any gift at all, what would it be?”

      “A stuffed seal,” Kyrah answered promptly.

      “Bold choice. Is there a story behind that?”

      “There is.” She briefly recounted how last December Bethany bought her a Christmas present, relabeled it a “birthday present,” and then made up a story about the narwhal Zippy and her seal friend Flippy. She left out the Freak Alert details about ghosts and prophecies that involved angels and zombies.

      “I meant to give her a Flippy for Christmas,” Kyrah said, “But then, um...” My mother sold me to the Magician to pay off her gambling debts, “...well, something came up, and I was too distracted.”

      “Did you bring Zippy with you?” When delighted, Michael’s eyes twinkled, and the corners of his mouth crinkled into smile lines.

      “...no...” Kyrah’s good mood shut off like a light switch. “My mother destroyed it because she said it brought her bad luck gambling.”

      Instantly, Michael’s face shifted from amused to outraged. “That’s terrible.”

      “It was just a stupid stuffed animal,” Kyrah said flatly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      What am I doing? Kyrah wondered. Her plate was empty now. They had been talking and talking. Why am I spilling out my innermost secrets to a man I know I can’t trust? Why am I even having dinner with him?!

      And why was it so hard to remember that she couldn’t trust him when she was with him?

      “We should go,” Kyrah said.

      It was past ten o’clock by the time they left. The boutiques were still open, and if anything, the swarms of tourists had increased. Michael steered them away from the thickest crowd toward a side hallway that led directly to the parking lot. Shoved up against the wall, lonesome and abandoned, was an arcade claw toy machine full of cute stuffed animals.

      Michael paused in front of it. “Maybe we can still get a gift for the wedding after all.”

      “Are you kidding? These things are rigged. Besides, there’re no seals...”

      “I see one. I’m going to give it a try.” He winked at her. “But you’ll have to give me a quarter, so the gift comes from you.”

      Kyrah rolled her eyes but tossed him a quarter. He caught it and slipped it into the machine. She couldn’t help giggling as he struggled to control the claw, which jerked about inside the transparent case, dipping, and scrapping into the pile of plushies, fluffy stuffed toys.

      “Here we go...here we go.... Look at that, I snagged two in one grab!”

      Sure enough, the claw had somehow snagged two plushies. Kyrah’s breath caught, so certain was she that the claw would betray him at the last minute and drop the stuffed animals...but Michael maneuvered the device to drop the plushies in the tray. He retrieved his treasures with an air of triumph.

      “There you go! A seal and a narwhal! A Flippy for you to give your friend, and a Zippy to replace the one your mother destroyed.”

      Her jaw dropped. “No way! How? You must be a master at these claw machines! Seriously, how did you do that?!”

      “It’s not the parting of the Red Sea, but I can occasionally pull off a small miracle.”

      “You’re crazy!” she laughed. She accepted the two stuffed animals carefully...

      She had made it through the whole evening with no ghost sightings, no weird memories from accidental touches, no visions of any kind.

      Of course, it was too good to last. Of course.

      As soon as Kyrah took the stuffed animals, a monstrous, half-rotted, gray green face leaped out and leered at her. She screamed and dropped the toys before she realized nothing was there. It was only a Vision. It had lasted less than a second, but now her whole body shivered, and she wanted to throw up the delicious meal she’d eaten.

      “Kyrah...?” Michael asked, concerned.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      He backed up. “I’m not.”

      “Just take me home, please,” she said tightly.
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      Michael picked up the stuffed animals and carried them back to the car. He tried to understand what had come over Kyrah. Shy though she was, she had been starting to come out of her shell, and then, BAM, she closed down into a tight knot of anxiety.

      Before she reached the door on the passenger side, he rushed to open it for her. At the beginning of the evening, he’d done the same thing, and she’d blushed and commented on his chivalry. Now she shot him a snide look.

      “I’m not a helpless damsel,” she snapped. Her breath made a white puff in the cold.

      Michael didn’t respond. Something across the parking lot caught his eye—a man standing in the shadows between the yellow lights.  He wore his human form, slumming it in jeans and a black t-shirt, but nothing else, despite the subzero temperatures. His dark bangs fell over one eye. He looked right at Michael.

      Raziel.

      Michael swept the parking lot for the two demons, Chet and Vass, who had been hanging around Raziel lately. Michael didn’t see them but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Michael waited until Kyrah was tucked into the car before he closed the door. His hand itched to yank his Flaming Sword from the ether, but he resisted. He didn’t want to frighten Kyrah.

      Could she have sensed the Fallen Angel and his demon cohorts nearby? Was that what had spooked her? Michael couldn’t tell what powers she had, if any, but he was more and more convinced she had some sensitivity to magic.

      I shouldn’t have gone out with her, Michael kicked himself. Not when I knew I had Raziel and his new friends sniffing around, trying to take advantage of the fact I’m not with the Legion any longer. I have to remember I don’t have the same resources I had before.

      He glanced over at Kyrah. Arcana Glen was a dark sky compliant town; there were no streetlights to create light pollution. Fortunately, the moon was almost full. The pastel light illuminated her pale, drawn face. She gnawed her lower lip.

      This night was wonderful. He sighed. But I can’t endanger an innocent.

      There was one other possibility—that she wasn’t innocent. There was a sliver of a chance, which he didn’t want to dwell on, but couldn’t entirely dismiss, that Kyrah was working with Raziel and his crew. That she was the bait. After all, he wouldn’t have come up the hill at all if she hadn’t asked to go shopping.... Quite a coincidence that Raziel happened to be lurking around the only place in Arcana Glen one could buy upscale gifts after dark.

      Maybe he had misread the reason he’d sensed an Old Spirit in her. Maybe she wasn’t a Sophina, but a Succubus. Maybe she had been locked in Darkpyre for the last thousand years, until the demons offered to allow her back on Earth, if she did them one little favor...

      Michael darted another glance at her. She was exquisite. A man never wanted to believe a beautiful woman was up to no good. That was why the trick worked.

      Neither of them said anything on the drive home.
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        February 12,

        Saturday, Waxing Gibbous

      

      

      Kyrah didn’t know what to expect on Saturday, but it wasn’t a room full of young women in their lingerie.

      The door stood cracked open, almost but not quite fully shut, which allowed Kyrah to pause and peek inside “the Peach Parlor,” before she entered the round chamber at the top of one of the Castle’s seven towers. Kyrah guessed at once the Peach Parlor had been designed for the lady of the mansion. Eight casement windows provided gorgeous panoramic views of the various vistas around Arcana Glen. The velvety wallpaper featured a design of peach and cream paisley. Delicate gold and champagne pink satin couches and chairs bracketed a teak coffee table inlaid with mother-of-pearl. The arched ceilings were gilded in real gold. Art Deco style murals covered the ceiling, depicting cavorting female nymphs courted by handsome male angles with white wings and gilt-gold halos. The couches were heaped with dresses and swaths of cloth. A pile of strawberry iced donuts sat on the coffee table.

      A dozen young women, in all shades of pretty, were giggling and gossiping as they tried on clothes. Kyrah felt her chest tighten. She didn’t do well with large numbers of strangers. She wished Bethany had warned her that other people would be here.

      “...and Kyrah should be here soon,” Bethany was saying.

      Kyrah froze. Oh no, they’re talking about me. Now, if she burst in, it would be awkward, but if she stayed hidden behind the door, she would inadvertently overhear what they said about her, which would also be awkward.

      “Is she really staying with Pastor Mike?” an unknown feminine voice inquired. The tone implied disapproval. Why?

      “I thought you said she was a Witch,” said another female. “Why would she stay with a mundane?”

      “Why do you think Pastor Mike is mundane?” Bethany asked, sounding startled.

      ‘Mundane’ was an odd choice of insults, thought Kyrah. Maybe the unknown woman used it the way Kyrah used “Shallow” to distinguish the thin auras that most “normal” people seemed to have.

      “He’s not a Witch, an Elf, or a Shifter,” said the woman. “And that church is full of mundanes. I assume he’s mundane too.”

      “Uh, well, hmm...” Bethany cleared her throat. “Kyrah’s just renting a room from him. She doesn’t know anyone in town yet, and I want to help her make friends. You should invite her to your coven meetings!”

      “But is she a real Witch or just one of those humans who buys crystals and reads horoscopes?” One of the women snickered. “The last thing we want is a mundane wannabe at our rituals when we’re trying to cast a real spell. Maybe she should just join the Ladies’ Charity Bake Club at Pastor Mike’s church.”

      The women inside burst into derisive laughter.

      Kyrah ground her teeth together. It wasn’t as though she wanted to join their coven, but it still hurt to be excluded before they even met her.

      She turned around and walked back down the stairs.

      However, the pert ginger housekeeper, Janet, was coming up the stairs at the same time. “Ah, there you are, Ms Nestor! The other ladies are up there already, in the Peach Parlor. It’s the door at the top of the stairs, you can’t miss it.”

      With Janet blocking the staircase, waiting expectantly, Kyrah had no choice but to mumble her thanks and go back to the Peach Parlor. Fortunately, by now, the women inside had moved on to another topic, so Kyrah didn’t have to walk in while they were discussing her.

      Bethany was wearing nothing but a corset and a white hoopskirt slip. She bounded to the door when Kyrah entered. “Bestie, there you are! Let me introduce you to everyone! This is Tia...she works in a Tarot shop, isn’t that awesome? This is Claire...her parents run the candle shop in town but now I think she’s also taken a job baking muffins in Tia’s Tarot shop... This is Xanthia...”

      The list of names went on, but Kyrah lost track after the second new person tried to pump her hand or hug her.

      “...And this is Brinda,” Bethany continued. “She’s going to take your measurements. We’re all getting fitted for our dresses, as you can see!” Bethany spun in her flouncy white hoopskirt. “Isn’t it fun? Maybe I should get married every month!”

      Kyrah had backed up as far as she could before she collided with the wall. To her surprise, she recognized Brinda Loral as the manager of The Golden Thread.

      “I’m a seamstress,” Brinda said, sensing Kyrah’s question. “I’ve measured everyone else... if you could just step over here and take off your cloths.... You can leave your undergarments on.”

      “We still haven’t decided on the color theme,” Bethany said. “I took a straw poll, and so far, the favored color is Midnight Purple. But wouldn’t it be cool if we all wore neon? Like girls in an 80s Rock Band...”

      Tia held up a sketch of a long-sleeved deep purple velvet dress with a long skirt—but no hoop. “Ignore her. We bridesmaids will be wearing this.”

      “That looks really...” Kyrah gasped. “But...uh...I didn’t come here to try on clothes.... I only stopped in to say hi, but I’m going to get to work...”

      “It’s Saturday!”

      “I have a lot of work!”

      Kyrah dashed out of the room full of pink couches, pink pastries, pink-cheeked girls, and pink dresses. She fled all the way to the Library, which was blessedly empty. She sat down in front of a box she had ordered brought up from the basement on Friday. She lost herself in the soothing isolation. There was no sound other than the rustling of paper, no scent other than that of antique books.
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      Later that day, Eldra brought Kyrah’s dinner on a tray to the Library and Bethany joined her for the meal.

      “Where are your new friends?” Kyrah asked.

      “They went home. I told Brinda to just guess at your measurements.”

      “I’m not going to be your maid-of-honor.”

      “Tia will do it.”

      That was what Kyrah wanted, but she still felt her stomach twist at how easily Bethany found a substitute. It was clear from today that Bethany had found a whole bevy of friends in Arcana Glen. She didn’t need Kyrah.

      Bethany wolfed down her food, babbling all the while about color themes, flower arrangements and bridesmaid’s tiaras. Kyrah picked at her food, too preoccupied to eat. Bethany prattled on about her frivolous wedding plans until it finally pushed Kyrah over the edge.

      “What do you do all day when you’re not planning your second wedding, Bethany? Do you have a real job?” Kyrah added sarcastically, “Other than being ‘Lady Guiscard’?”

      Immediately, Kyrah regretted her snark. If Bethany could put up with Alephander, she deserved to enjoy the lifestyle of the idle rich.

      “You know, I was just thinking about that when I read the resume you wrote,” Bethany said, supremely undisturbed by Kyrah’s implied criticism. “If I were to write a resume, what would I put on it? It’s a bit hard to describe. I think it would be something like ‘Official Village Idiot,’ except I’m the idiot for a whole lot of villages, not just one. It’s a great job, really. Lots of fun, and the pay’s not too bad. The hours, though. Terrible!”

      Kyrah laughed helplessly. “Bethany, what I am going to do with you?”

      “If you ever need advice from a fool, I’m always on the job! I’ve been told that I reliably supply the right answer for the wrong reason.”

      “Fool’s luck,” murmured Kyrah. She leaned forward. “Advise me on this. How would you help a ghost that wants to go home?”

      “Hmm.” Bethany rested her chin in her hands. Suddenly, she jumped out of her seat. “I know!”

      She raced around the library and returned with—a tourist brochure about Arcana Glen. Kyrah had already seen identical trifolds in the bus station and the hotel lobby. But Bethany spread open the pamphlet as if it were a pirate’s secret map. “Look! Right there!”

      She was pointing at drawing of a cartoon log cabin labeled “Ghost Town.”

      “Where do ghosts build their homes?” asked Bethany. She jabbed the map. “Ghost Towns!”

      Kyrah covered her mouth with her hand, so she wouldn’t snort. That was dumb for so many reasons. Ghosts were the restless spirits of people who had died with deeply unresolved issues in their lives. “Ghost Towns” had nothing to do with actual ghosts; they were a collection of abandoned buildings in a location that had briefly boomed and then lost its population. The ghost town closest to Arcana Glen was Silver Strike, an abandoned silver prospector’s village high up in the mountains.

      “I’m telling you,” avowed Bethany, “If you want to take a ghost home, take it to a ghost town.”

      Clearly, Bethany didn’t believe in ghosts. She thought this was a big joke. Bethany had claimed to “believe in” ghosts, back in Las Vegas, when they discussed the possible reality of the supernatural. But Bethany had admitted she’d never sensed a ghost, nor seen a “glowy thing,” nor heard a ghost whisper in the dark. Kyrah hadn’t even dared to ask if she’d smelled rotting flesh, had a ghost touch her and become more solid afterward, or spoken to a ghost. Presumably if Bethany couldn’t even feel the temperature drop when a ghost entered a room, something which had happened more than once when they were together, then Bethany certainly couldn’t perceive more unusual levels.

      Bethany’s advice was absurd. The woman knew nothing about actual spirits. But Kyrah didn’t have any better ideas.

      “Okaaaaay,” Kyrah sighed. “I will try taking the ghosts to the Ghost Town.”

      “Is there more than one ghost that’s homesick?”

      “Dozens of them.”

      “Wow. None of them told me that. I guess it’s a good thing you came along.”

      Kyrah grimaced. Bethany was humoring her, and Kyrah hated that. No, wait, that was unfair. Bethany was just being silly. She wasn’t trying to condescend.

      “Would you rather go by helicopter or jeep?” Bethany asked.

      “I can’t afford either of those.”

      “Alephander has vehicles and a dude to drive them. Take it when you need it. The ghosts can get there on their own, but you’ll need transportation. If you take the jeep, the driver, Jay Zee, will wait there with you; if you take the helicopter, Jay Zee probably will have to leave you there and come back in a few hours. Which would you prefer?”

      The whole question was probably academic, so Kyrah said, “helicopter,” because she preferred to be dropped off and left alone. However, she didn’t expect anything to come of it. She needed a real solution.

      Should I tell Bethany that ghosts are real? Kyrah wondered. Not something I heard about from a friend of a friend. Not a weird sound that creeped me out on a camping trip five years ago. The truth: Terrifying, demanding, hungry ghosts are haunting this Castle, this whole town, and they want something from me...but I have no idea what!

      “Would you tell me the truth, Kyrah?” Bethany asked, leaping to her feet. She came to stand directly in front of Kyrah, leaning forward. She stared intensely into Kyrah’s eyes.

      “...y...yes...maybe...” Kyrah hedged, taken aback.

      Bethany held out two swatches of cloth. “Which color? Daffodil Yellow or Midnight Purple?”

      Kyrah swallowed her annoyance. “Isn’t your ceremony two days away?”

      “Yup.”

      “You can’t change the colors at this point...”

      “Alephander told me he can change the color theme at any time up to five minutes before the ceremony.”

      “Even I know that’s not how weddings work,” said Kyrah. “You’re having your wedding in an ice chapel in the dead of winter, not a flower garden in spring. Stick with midnight purple.”

      “Are you sure? Because the Berry Pink is very nice too...”

      “Let me put it this way. I will not wear a bridesmaid dress in daffodil yellow or berry pink. You promised me a midnight purple dress. I’m holding you to it.”

      Bethany beamed at her. “So you will be my maid-of-honor?”

      Kyrah rolled her eyes. “If that’s what it takes to get you to stop hopping from one color theme to another.”
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        February 14,

        Monday, Waxing Gibbous

      

      

      By Sunday, more and more of Bethany’s extended family had poured into the hotel. Dillys of all ages and sizes wandered in clumps through the Castle, adding to the chaos. Kyrah couldn’t count on the Library being empty anymore. She had to retreat to the basement. Fortunately, the Full Moon was only days away.

      On Sunday afternoon, Kyrah gave in to the social pressure to validate stupid social rituals and joined the Rehearsal with the rest of the Wedding Party. Michael was there, naturally, but seeing him wasn’t as awkward as Kyrah feared, because he was fully in Minister mode. There were enough people to buffet her from any personal interactions with him. But several times, she caught him watching her with his intense blue eyes.

      February 14 in Arcana Glen proved to be a crisp, brilliant winter day. Kyrah found herself swathed in a dazzling gown of soft, glittery, wispy gauze over sumptuous purple velvet. She had a sparkly purple tiara, necklace, bracelet to match. Also, as promised, she had a bouquet of deep, purple roses that she held in front of her like a shield. She even had a matching sparkly purse, although holding that and the bouquet at the same time was tricky.

      A brief crisis occurred when, half an hour before the ceremony was supposed to start, the Bride disappeared. Everyone searched for her.

      Kyrah found her.

      The Ice Chapel where the wedding was being held was part of a larger park of statues all carved from ice. Many of the statues were exquisite.

      Bethany had run away to hide in the lee of a giant ocean wave, crowned by two mermaids ridding sidesaddle on a pair of dolphins. Kyrah sat next to her. The cold immediately seeped through her dress. The velvet was warm, but it wasn’t a snow suit.

      “What’s wrong?” Kyrah asked.

      “What if I’m making a huge mistake?”

      “Marrying Alephander?”

      Bethany nodded. “I know it seems silly, since we’re already married. But everything until now was just something I kinda fell into. This is different. This is a choice. That’s why I wanted to do it... but now everyone is telling me I’m making a mistake.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Mostly my family. They think I’m dazzled by his wealth and power. They think he’ll dominate me and break me.”

      “Then they don’t know you very well,” said Kyrah. “I can’t imagine anyone breaking you.”

      Bethany looked at her with tears wet in her eyes. “When you love someone, you give them the power to break you.”

      Kyrah fell silent. That was why she never wanted to fall in love. She didn’t want anyone having that power over her.

      “Do you love him?” Kyrah asked softly after a pause.

      “Yes.”

      “Ugh, gross! Get as far away from here as you can.”

      Bethany giggled. She wiped dabbed her wet eyelashes. “I’m going to get raccoon eyes...” She sighed. “It’s not just about Alephander, if I’m honest. You asked me what my job was—”

      “That was mean, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “The truth is that there is a job that I need to do... sort of like helping Alephander out with magic.”

      “You mean with his act? You finally got your dream of being a Magician’s Assistant?”

      “Ha ha. Something like that. The most annoying part is that I’m not allowed to talk about it.”

      “Ouch—for you, that must be torture.”

      “Yes. But it’s also dangerous.”

      “As in...” Kyrah struggled to understand. “A broken heart?”

      “As in, last month, men tried to kill me to get at Alephander.”

      “Bethany! Are you joshing me?” But Kyrah could tell that Bethany was serious. “I had no idea.”

      “I don’t wanna mess up. People could get killed. Is it terribly selfish of me to say I’m glad you came, Kyrah? Even if you decide not to keep the Archivist job, I’m glad you agreed to be here, now.”

      Kyrah opened her purple purse and pulled out two very squashed plushies. They inflated a bit when released from the pressure. Kyrah steeled herself to touch them. She exhaled in relief. Nothing. No vision.

      She handed Bethany one of the plushies. “I was going to wait until after the ceremony to give you this, but I think you need it now.”

      Bethany squinted at the seal, which was still lopsided from being squished in the purse. Kyrah wondered if she would remember her story about Zippy and...

      “Flippy!” squealed Bethany. “I can’t believe it!”

      “And I have Zippy.” Kyrah wagged the narwhal.

      “We have to put these in our bouquets,” declared Bethany.
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      With the wedding back on track, Kyrah managed to perform her role in the ceremony without embarrassing herself. Bethany glowed in her white, poofy dress of white satin and pinpoint diamonds. Alephander stood beside her all in black, including a Victorian top hat, scowling like the brooding hero of a gothic novel. Overhead, the vaulted ice ceiling glittered as brightly as quartz crystal.

      Bethany marrying a tall, scowling man under a dome of ice...

      Kyrah stiffened in dismay. Her grip on her bouquet tightened until her fingers turned white. She clenched her jaw, but she couldn’t exactly interrupt the ceremony despite the chill of foreboding that crawled down her back.

      This is the second event I saw in my vision. It wasn’t Bethany’s first wedding that I saw, it was this public wedding.

      Dread filled her with an acidic feeling her in stomach. What should I do? Should I stop the wedding?

      Bethany looked so happy. How would Kyrah explain it if she were to suddenly shout, “Stop everything or zombies will attack!”

      They would think she was crazy.
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      After the ceremony, limousines carried the blissful couple and all the guests back to Arcana Castle. Naturally, the Castle had a huge ballroom, all swanky with gold and mirrors and huge windows with a view of snowy mountains. The reception took place there. Alephander waltzed as if he had practiced for a century. Afterward, Bethany danced with her father, Colonel Conrad Dilly, who looked handsome and dignified in his blue Air Force uniform. Alephander’s mother was deceased, so he danced with a dark-haired woman named Dominique who was apparently one of his six ex-wives. Weird, but if Bethany was okay with that, Kyrah would keep her mouth shut.

      At the Tossing of the Bouquet, Kyrah deftly evaded the bouquet that Bethany hurled straight at her. Some other bridesmaid could be the next to be wed. Not her.

      Kyrah found a bench at the edge of the room, in the shadows, where she sat to watch other people have fun. She wanted to be happy for her friend, but all Kyrah could think about was whether this meant her third vision, the truly terrible one, was one step closer.
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        February 18,

        Friday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      If it weren’t for the ghosts, being an Archivist would have been Kyrah’s dream job. Yan did provide her with several good books on Archiving itself, and she uses these as a guide to establish sorting systems for the materials she was going through. It was complex work, which would take weeks, months, possibly years to truly organize. She wasn’t given a deadline, so she set her own, aggressively, and arranged her own schedule, which included working through both lunch and dinner, with ten-to-twelve-hour days.

      But the ghosts had endless patience. The nights grew darker, and the ghosts grew stronger.

      What will I do when they not only outnumber me, but overpower me? What do they want of me? How can I help them find their ‘home’ when I don’t even know where their homes are?

      Kyrah had forgotten about the helicopter ride to the Ghost Town. But Bethany hadn’t.

      One Friday afternoon, Bethany announced out of the blue, “Oh, I spoke to Jay Zee and he’s ready to fly you out to Silver Strike.”
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      Forty-five minutes and a helicopter ride up into the mountains later, Kyrah wondered what the hell she had gotten herself into. Bethany decided that Kyrah should go visit the ghost town that very morning and had ordered a helicopter ride as easily as a burger at a fast-food restaurant. The only delay occurred because the pilot of the helicopter took one look at Kyrah’s jeans, booties and cardigan and refused to take her unless she put on proper snow gear. Bethany disappeared back into the Castle and returned with snow-pants, snow boots, a hooded jacket, better gloves, and a tough hand-held Ham Radio for emergency communications.

      The ghost town, Silver Strike, was just a gash between two mountains. At 11,000 feet, Kyrah discovered she had to catch her breath more often, the cold was bitter, and the wind brutal. Dozens of sturdy log cabins and wooden building still stood on the slopes, but everything was buried in snow. Tourists only visited in the summer months, in jeeps or other 4x4s.

      According to the pamphlet, the first cabins had been built by prospectors in 1873, about 12 miles northeast of Araca Glen. Three smaller rivers converged near the town to become Crystal River which flowed through Arcana Glen further downslope. By 1876, Silver Strike was a bustling mining community. At that time, the town had thirty cabins, a hotel, a saloon, a post office, and a general store. Roughly 450 people occupied Silver Strike in 1883. There was even a local newspaper, the Silver Strike Pioneer. Because of the high altitude, every Autumn, residents of Silver Strike would migrate downhill to the warmer town of Arcana Glen. In 1884, a blizzard lasting twenty-three days blanketed the town with 25 feet of snow. Locals had to dig tunnels to get from building to building. Mining spurred the town’s growth. But by 1910, most of the mining had stopped in the area. Silver Strike was a ghost town by the 1920s.

      The helicopter pilot left Kyrah alone in the silent snowy town of the dead. She watched the helicopter lift off and dwindle into a speck. A gust of freezing wind swept through the empty town.

      What am I doing? I’m crazy!

      One by one, ghosts appeared. First, the air glimmered. Then the glimmers turned into glowing blobs. Then the blobs darted up to Kyrah and touched her and solidified into people-shaped glows. Finally, a circle of ghosts surrounded Kyrah.

      There were no longer dozens of them. There were hundreds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Michael had no time to hunt the necromancer until two days after the public wedding of Alephander and Bethany. The day immediately following the wedding was another big celebration, paid for by the Dragon Princess, Victoria Long. The pretext was the annual Lantern Festival, but the Dragon Princess made it known to the arcane community that she was officially welcoming the arrival of the first new Guardian in ten years. The festivities included a parade, in which Victoria and a dozen dragons walked openly down Riverfront Street and Main in their dragon forms, knowing that mundanes would assume they were dragon dancers with elaborate multi-man costumes.

      In the intervening time since Michael first discovered the problem with the necromancer, he had at least found the time to craft magical detectors that would trigger an alarm if any excessive paranormal activity took place nearby. Ruefully, he considered that back when he had been in command of a legion of angels, he would have delegated setting the beacons to the others while he and his second-in-command, Raziel, went over the plan for fighting and capturing the necromancer without hurting anyone. If they could pull it off without even hurting innocents, they would try to capture the necromancer alive. That was back when Michael had still believed that redemption was possible for anyone. He now wondered if he had been naïve.

      He still believed redemption was possible. Strike that. He still prayed it was possible. He just no longer believed that redemption was within easy reach for those who used dark magic.

      Speaking of dark magic, he was more than a little disturbed about what was going on with Corazita Valentino. She had blown off her sponsor from Darkoholics Anonymous and she had not shown up for several DA meetings in a row. Had she relapsed? Was she making love potions again? Or worse, was she using herself?

      Alone in his study, he folded his hands, bowed his head, and prayed for her. She’s been through so much already. He released his plea into the Light. Please watch her and help her not to go back to selling herself.

      Next, he went through his regular list of those he prayed for, asking in each case for special help or, if he couldn’t think of what to ask for, whatever was best in the grace of the Light. Unfortunately, his prayers did not bring him the sense of peace they usually did. He was as agitated when he stood up as before he’d knelt to pray. He went downstairs and paced the living room of his human house, wondering what was wrong with him.

      The image of the beautiful dark-haired girl appeared in his mind. Kyrah Nestor.

      Oh.

      Was his problem as prosaic as lusting over a human woman? He was appalled at himself. Suddenly a terrible notion occurred to him. Kyrah Nestor had visited Corazita Valentino, a woman notorious for selling love potions. Corazita crafted extremely powerful and subtle potions, that kind of magic that had once tricked Queen Titania to have an affair with a human with the head of a donkey. Anything that could work on the Fairy Queen of Summerland could probably also take out an angel who was much less used to dealing with that kind of magic.

      Was Michael only obsessed with Kyrah because of a spell?

      Just to be sure, he did a complete cleansing spell on himself. Like other forms of Light magic, his “spell” was as much a prayer as it was “magic” of the sort that Elves and Witches used. Classic sorcery drew on one of the Four Elements. Love potions, for instance, used the Elements to alter the chemical reactions in the flesh and brain.  Light magic drew on the spirit itself, and in the hands of an adept, it overpowered mere Elemental spells.

      His fleshy body showed no signs of tampering nor did his soul. However, his fixation on the beautiful dark hair human woman didn’t fade. He had no love potion to blame for his obsession. He just liked her. He already knew that she didn’t like him, so he would have to deal with the unrequited crush in silence.

      He was almost thankful when one of the beacons he had set started to flash a warning. Doing the dangerous labor of hunting down a necromancer was exactly what he needed to distract him from inappropriate thoughts about his human housemate.
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      Michael shifted to his Seraph form, complete with armor, weapons, and wings, but cloaked himself with invisibility. In his Seraph form, he was much as he appeared as a human, just a foot or two taller, a bit broader in the shoulders, a lot more muscular, and surrounded by a brilliant halo of light. The halo wasn’t just around his head; it was a radiance emitted by his entire body, though the light turned his blond curls into a shining mane of gold. His wings, from a distance, would remind humans of the wings of a dove, but when he lifted into the air their true nature was revealed. There was no obvious physical attachment to his flesh because the wings were not of the flesh and bone. Nor did they work like a bird’s wings. His seven wings extruded pure light. When they spun, he looked like he was on fire, yet not burning. His wings worked more like a supernatural helicopter than a sparrow, but the fact was no human could keep up with the motion of his wings. All they saw was two wings apparently spread behind him, flickering with unbearable brilliance.  The light was so bright, if he didn’t cloak it, it would cause mundanes to cover their eyes and cringe away.

      If he didn’t cloak himself, most humans would look right at him, recognize him as an angelic shape for all of thirty seconds, and then immediately talk themselves into believing they had seen something else entirely. But there were a few faithful who were comfortable enough with the idea that angels existed that they would both recognize and remember seeing him. However, they still might interpret his presence as having some import it did not have. He didn’t want them to start preparing for the End of Days just because Michael had decided he should make himself useful by hunting a necromancer.

      Another beacon went off as he was already in flight. And then another. The necromancer was on the move, apparently also in flight. This man was more powerful than Michael first assumed. If the necromancer could fly, that meant he was a supernatural creature like a dragon, an angel, or a demon. A few Elves with the power of Elemental Wind could lift themselves into the air for amazing acts of gymnastics, but they could not fly for this distance at this height.

      Michael could see all of the timbered mountains around Arcana Glen. The Magician’s Castle dominated the slope north of town. The town itself bracketed the Crystal River, and then, at the opposite end of town from the Castle, the Dragons’ territory began. Further east was the secret entrance to the human military. They maintained an Anti-Arcane strike team nearby, to handle any overflow of monsters they imagined might threaten ordinary folk.

      Another beacon went off. Michael was flummoxed. The necromancer was headed east towards the ghost town, Silver Strike. Was this some kind of joke? Every real magic user knew that there were no real ghosts in the ghost town. No more than usual for any other place at least. As he recalled, there was one ghost who had died in a bar fight in the salon and another one who had died in the avalanche. Nonetheless, it was a strange place for a necromancer to go to raise a zombie army. It was almost as if the man had a sick sense of humor.

      Just what I need, sighed Michael. A necromancer who likes puns.

      As he flew over Silver Spike, there was no remaining room for doubt. Even from far above the dead town, Michael could see throngs of ghosts surrounding a small humanoid at the center of the mob. The necromancer had summoned thousands of ghosts to this remote area. Now the joke made more sense. A necromancer with this much power would need to work on building up the physical solidity of his army somewhere away from other arcanes. The ghost town was one of the few locations near Arcana Glen that did not belong to either the Magician or the Dragon Princess. In fact, as far as Michael knew this area was officially under control of the human government, though separate from the military base. The historic town was part of a special recreation zone, an Alpine Sanctuary or something. He wasn’t certain what the humans called it. All he knew was that it was a tourist trap in the summer and usually completely empty in the winter.

      It wasn’t empty now. If you counted living people, there was a population of one. If you counted the undead, the population was booming.
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      Why did I allow Bethany talk me into coming out into the middle of this frozen wilderness to be mobbed by ghosts?

      Sure, Bethany couldn’t have known that the ghosts Kyrah had been talking about were real, but why had her friend agreed to let her come to a place like this when the weather was so bitterly cold, and the location was so isolated? Bethany sometimes lacked common sense, but this was crazy.

      Stop blaming your friend, Kyrah barked at herself. Everyone knows that she’s not known for common sense, but you are supposed to have known better. She sent you here because you told her you wanted to go. You knew all along that you could’ve given her the silliest reason, and she would just go along with it because she thinks that’s what friends do.

      Still, friends did not let friends drive drunk. Kyrah wanted to add a new bumper sticker: Friends did not let friends go to a remote town in the middle of the mountains in the middle of winter.

      There were too many ghosts. Normally although they took a little energy from her when they became more physically tangible, it was nothing that Kyrah couldn’t handle. But more and more blobs of eldritch light were arriving and crowding toward her. She wasn’t going to have enough energy to feed all these ghosts.

      “Please,” she begged them, “Slow down! I’ll try to help you, but I can’t help all of you right at the same time. Tell me what you want. Tell me what I can do.”

      We want to go home. We want to go home. We want to go home…

      All of them were saying it and there were so many ghosts who had already assumed full human clarity that it sounded like a choir. The ghosts who had not yet become more solid were also trying to say the words but all that came out was a rumble like thunder. It was terrifying. They kept reaching their arms and trying to touch her and drain more of her energy. There was nowhere for her to go because they had her surrounded on all sides.

      “Stop,” she protested weakly. “Stop... it’s too much... I can’t…”

      Her words only had the effect of making the ghosts panic. As soon as they realized she might not have enough energy for all of them, the ones who were closest to her tried to rush her, so they could reach her first, and the blobs in the back became enraged and started to swirl around like the waters of a whirlpool. The amount of psychic energy built up pressure in the air that made her ears pop. The rumble was getting louder, the light blooming brighter, and the combination of too many lights and too much noise was sending Kyrah herself into a panic attack.

      “Stop it! Go away! Leave me alone!” But they only pressed and harder and more desperately. She was too weak to even say the words out loud she only screamed them in her mind. Stop! Please, stop! I can’t take it!

      Could ghosts kill you? Kyrah was certain they could. These ghosts were going to shred her soul like a piece of paper in a corrupt politician’s office. Her body would probably show no signs whatsoever of the agony she was feeling right now. Anyone who found her corpse would assume she died of a heart attack or perhaps just succumbed to the cold.
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        February 18,

        Friday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Michael swooped down over the mob of spirits. Some of them were ordinary ghosts but among their number were darker shapes, evil spirits, and malevolent poltergeists.

      He had thought that he would see the necromancer at the center of the mob but instead there was a girl. The ghosts were attacking her, leaching her energy like piranha fish feeding on a victim. She didn’t even have the strength left to scream physically, but Michael could hear the scream she made in the spiritual world as loud as his own warning beacons. The necromancer must have lured her out here in order to use her as bait for the ghosts. They would be attracted by her obvious psychic power and try to devour her in order to bring themselves back to life. Of course, true resurrection was impossible for them in this world, but they could become robust zombies, almost indistinguishable from living humans, as long as they had enough energy coursing through their dead veins.

      Michael pulled out his sword. It had been forged in the divine fires of Lighthaven. That power, he still possessed. Now he would use it to rescue the damsel in distress.
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      Kyrah almost fainted several times but the shock of ghosts touching her kept her awake against her will. They electrocuted her while they drained her of power. The pain was continuous throughout her body now and all she wanted to do was die.

      Abruptly, a flash of light clapped in the sky; like thunder, it split the clouds.

      The ghosts were as startled by the noise and light as she was. The effect on them was astonishing. They scattered like cockroaches from a light turned on in the kitchen. Instantly she was left alone. She collapsed onto her knees to a patch of dirty slush.

      The brilliant source of light landed on earth and the radiance dimmed just enough that she could finally get a good look at her savior. It was a man who was impossibly fair and powerful, wearing armor that seemed to be made of gold straight from the forge, still glowing white-hot. He had a similar white-hot sword bathed in blue fire. His hair was a halo of golden curls. His whole body blazed so brightly it was hard to look up on him.

      “Kyrah Nestor?” The voice sounded deep and compassionate and yet as powerful as rolling thunder.

      Kyrah trembled all over, but not from fear. She felt a powerful attraction to the angel—was that normal?

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Who are you?” rumbled the angelic voice. 

      “But you already know who I am,” answered Kyrah, bewildered.

      “Who are you? Who are you really?”

      The beautiful and terrible voice was growing insistent, and the angel seemed to swell even larger. He was too brilliant for Kyrah to look at directly; she would have been blinded, like a person staring directly at the sun. The angel was angry that she would not answer her his question.

      “I don’t know!” she shouted. “I don’t know!”
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      Why was Kyrah Nestor here? Had she been captured by the necromancer?

      Michael had banished the ghosts that were attacking Kyrah, but those ghosts who had already drained enough energy from her to become fully materialized were already creeping back toward her. They had graduated from incorporeal spirits to zombies. Some of them were decayed, like corpses that had been moldering in the earth for months or years. Others looked only waxy and unnatural, like freshly embalmed deceased. The difference was not dependent on how long ago they had died, but how much energy they had acquired from the necromancer.

      The undead which had sucked up a great deal of energy would be in the best condition. They were the most dangerous. They would not even be aware of their true nature until their hunger began to grow. Then they would seek out more psychic energy. If the necromancer himself did not feed them the energy they craved, the zombies would source it from the only place they could, human brains. The amount of psychic power they could take from an ordinary human was minuscule, but need would drive them like drug addicts. Of course, in the process of squeezing the last bit of psychic power from the physical substrate of the brain they would also destroy the tissues and kill the human. They might also gnaw on the human flesh out of a misguided memory of needing to eat. Zombies did not really need to eat, neither brains nor flesh, but they didn’t know that. They were notoriously stupid. Death by zombie attack was a terrible way to go.

      Michael really hated zombies. 

      And he really didn’t like necromancers who raised zombies either.

      Michael angled his body so that he stood between Kyrah and the oncoming zombies. Right now, they should still be seeking out the necromancer who had just created them, not yet desperate enough to try to get power from a human brain. Nonetheless, he was taking no chances.

      “More… More…” The zombies muttered. “Give us more…”

      They tried to shuffle around Michael. All of them were trying to get to Kyrah. There were about a hundred creatures which had made the transition from ghost to zombie. Michael made his halo glow more brightly to deter them, but the zombies wouldn’t give up. Kyrah regained her footing, and she stared right out them.

      “No!” she said directly to the undead. “I can’t give you any more! Just wait! I will try to help you, but I can’t do it now! Can’t you understand that?”

      Michael rocked back on his heels. He staggered so hard that his sword burst into flame. He clenched it as horrible realization sizzled down his spine like a river of hellfire. He stared hard at Kyrah. The wind swept her black hair out behind her. Her violet eyes were vivid in the winter light. But she was not the innocent she appeared to be.

      “You are not the victim,” Michael said slowly. “You are the necromancer!”
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      The angel who had landed beside her became exceedingly bright and his sword burst into flame. The look he was giving her was anything but angelic. Or maybe it was—if you counted Angels of Wrath. He gripped his flaming sword and advanced on her.

      “No!” cried Kyrah. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      The angel gestured at the people with half rotten faces and olive-gray skin who kept trying to shuffle closer and closer to Kyrah.

      “You’re raising a zombie army! You did this! Your dark magic has no place here, necromancer! I will banish you to Darkpyre!”

      That sounded like a threat. It made her angry, and she stood up straight and spit back at him, “I haven’t hurt you and neither have any of these ghosts. Leave me alone!”
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      Michael was not surprised the necromancer refuse to apologize for her actions. He had never seen such powerful dark magic before, yet unlike many dark magic users, she did not mix it with any of the Elemental powers. It was pure psychic energy, from within her own soul and the souls of the devout followers surrounding her.

      He warned himself that he must not underestimate her. Although she was human, she was somehow tapping the magic of the highest Spheres, which meant her power was as supernatural as his own. And psychic power that strong was a definite threat to an angel. He had to banish her and the undead creatures immediately before her army grew too powerful for him to contain.

      After sunset, they would increase in power. Zombies had an instinctive loathing of light of any kind. Already many of the zombies were hunched over, trying to hide themselves from the daylight here on earth, which was not nearly as bright as the eternal day of Lighthaven. If it weren’t for the fact they were trying to reach their necromancer creator, they would have slunk away and hidden themselves during the day, only coming out at night to hunt.

      Michael spread his seven wings, which whirled and burned and lifted him into the air. Using his sword, he drew a circle in the sky and tried to open a Portal to Lighthaven. Most of these dark spirits might not belong in that place of beauty and light, but he would rather make sure any innocent souls among them were given the chance to escape then wrongly condemn even one innocent soul to Darkpyre. If there were evil spirits among them, as he could tell there certainly were, the wardens of Lighthaven would sort them out.

      For a moment the round Portal dialed open, and he saw the brilliant sapphire skies and floating islands with their gleaming marble mansions, gardens, and waterfalls in the distance. But then his sword rebelled in his hands, shook itself free, and fell to the earth. The circle winked shut and the Portal closed.

      Michael himself landed hard on the frozen ground.

      One of the strongest zombies, inhabited by a malevolent spirit, rasped in a voice that was distorted by his half-rotted jaw, “It’s an angel!”

      Every zombie snapped its corpse head to focus on Michael. One of the zombies whipped itself around so quickly that its head fell right off. The headless creature had to pick up its skull like a soccer ball and fix it back onto its own neck.

      All the zombies forgot Kyrah and rushed toward Michael.

      Michael hated zombies, but zombies loved angels. Loved to eat them, that is. Angels could provide zombies the nutritious snack the undead most craved: psychic energy. Angels were made of it. The zombies would get even more energy from Michael then they would from Kyrah, for they could completely rip him to shreds.

      He tried to reach his weapon, but the sword refused to answer the call to leap into his hand. He was an exile from his homeland and now the powers he had from his homeland were rejecting him, at the worst possible moment.

      The zombies ran toward him and buried him under a pile of stinking, decaying flesh and dark spiritual hunger. They gored him with their fingernails. They chomped down on his limbs.

      Michael screamed.
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      Kyrah had rolled herself up into a little ball. The angel had threatened her, and the zombies had hurt her. She had no place to escape and no one to turn to. But suddenly she realized that the circle of undead creatures trying to reach her had backed away. Not only that, they had attacked the angry angel who had apparently been threatening to send her soul to hell.

      For once, fear galvanized her to action instead of paralyzing her. Kyrah ran for it.

      She had no plan except to put as much distance as possible between herself and the undead—and the angry angel. However, once she left the cold but bare earth of the clearing where she had been, she ran into a problem: snow. Lots of it. The snow drifts here were as high as her chest in some places. She tried to keep between the drifts, but at each step, her foot sank up to the knee, past the rim of her boots. The snow clung to her pants and dripped into her boots, soaking her feet in icy slush. She had a crick in her side. She finally stopped and bent over, pinching her tummy under her puffy snow jacket, trying to catch her breath. She could see her breath form white clouds with every exhale.

      I have to get far enough from the ghosts to use the phone, Kyrah reminded herself. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and pressed the preset for Bethany’s number, but she had no coverage. Oh—right. She pulled out the emergency Ham Radio instead. This was a little more complicated. She fiddled with it, trying to remember the instructions. Nervous that the ghosts might still be following her, she glanced back at the clearing.

      That’s when the screaming started.

      Her jaw dropped. Oh hell.

      Kyrah was safe, but only because every ghost—zombie?—in the area had turned to attack the angel instead. Worse, they must have been holding back when they thronged her, although it hadn’t felt like it at the time. The way they raged and tore into the angel, however, was something altogether more furious. They hunted and hungered for him like ravening beasts. Instead of becoming more human as they drained light from him, they became bigger, yet more monstrous. Many of the “blob” ghosts twisted into serpents of darkness and wrapped around the angel like living chains, pinning him spread eagle to the raw earth. The others, the more materialized things, grew into muscular hulks with bloody, pointed teeth and glowing red eyes. They literally tore into his flesh like wild dogs on a stag. The angel fought them, but his thrashing under the pile of zombies only agitated them. They hooted and howled and bit and gnawed. The angel screamed once more.

      Kyrah clapped her hands over her hat to cover her ears. The sound of an angel screaming was the worst cry she had ever heard. Was this it—had the third prophetic Vision she’d had in December finally come true? It didn’t look exactly like the parade in her Vision. Zombies were attacking an angel, not following him, but it involved zombies and an angel—how often did those creatures come together? This must be the event she had foreseen.

      This could be her one chance to escape the undead, but it would mean leaving the angel defenseless. The dark spirits appeared to be torturing him and leeching him of his essence. Even though the angel himself had attacked her, unfairly blaming her for summoning the zombies, Kyrah knew in her heart he was a creature of Good and Light. She didn’t think so based on what any authority or tradition had told her. She wasn’t going by the nice reputation of angels in classical mythology. She sensed it. She felt it.

      She couldn’t let that beautiful being of pure Light be mutilated and dismembered by confused, angry spirits. She turned around, determined to save the angel, although she didn’t know how. Nonetheless, she ran to stand between him and the undead horde.
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        February 18,

        Friday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Michael could hear a man screaming and understood in some corner of his mind that it was himself. He felt simultaneously disconnected from and trapped in his body. His sense of self had been stolen and replaced with raw agony. His flesh felt human and vulnerable because it was. He’d lost his hold on his Seraph form and become human, in an instinctive attempt to hide his nature from the zombies, but it was too late. They were mindless feeding machines. He experienced both physical and spiritual pain from the forces of darkness feasting upon him.

      Blood poured down his face from where one of the monsters had scalped him. His eye was glued shut with his own blood, so he could barely see. He knew he would black out soon. The last thing he saw was Kyrah the Necromancer standing over him. She had picked up his own sword. How could she even see it, never mind touch it and pick it up? She must have already absorbed much of his own power by letting her zombies collect his energy and then funnel it back into her. That was why necromancers raised undead armies—to siphon the psychic energy their mindless minions collected.

      Had this whole set up been a trap to lure him here? After all, if Kyrah was a necromancer, she must have recognized his true nature even before he gave himself away with that stupid angel joke. How she must have been laughing at him silently the whole time he was bustling around the house trying to impress her like a dopey human male.

      Now he understood why Corazita had reacted to Kyrah. It wasn’t Miss Valentino who had relapsed. It was that she had sensed the darkness around Kyrah Nestor. Having been abused by dark powers herself for so many years, Corazita was very sensitive to any whiff of dark magic on another person. If only Michael had thought to compare notes with Corazita Valentino before he started hunting the necromancer. But how could he have guessed that the sweet-faced dark-haired girl who came to rent his spare room was really a Priestess of the Undead?

      You’re a chump, Michael, he told himself. To fall for the oldest sin in the book, the temptation of a pretty face….

      She bent down over him and for one brief flicker he hoped he was wrong about her. He tried to take the sword from her hands to heal himself, but she yanked it away. His last hope died. She was evil and she was victorious.

      The last thing Michael saw before he blacked out was the beautiful necromancer as she stood over him, triumphantly wielding his own weapon.
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      Kyrah hated doing anything without a plan. But there was no time now. She had to fight the zombies attacking the angel, regardless of whether she had any hope of success.

      She picked up the fallen sword because it was the only weapon she could find.

      It would be nice if you would burn again, she told the sword, but the sturdy sword didn’t burst into blue flame. As far as she could tell, it was just a big pointy, metal stick. Kyrah had no sword training. She used the thing to whack the zombies, which were disturbingly fleshy and muscular. How had the diaphanous spirits she’d first seen turned into these brawny ghouls?

      To her surprise, the sword was shockingly useful. Although the sword was not showing any fire that Kyrah could see, the zombies reacted to contact with it as if they were severely burned. It seemed to be poison to them. Hits had power far greater than Kyrah’s feeble blows warranted. That was good, because if she had been trying to attack some huge wrestler with a stick, which is what it felt like she was trying to do, it wouldn’t have had much affect. The sword had magic that sent the zombies flying through the air when it hit them and scurrying out of her way to avoid being hit.

      In this way, she cleared a path to the angel. A cackle of zombies clustered over him. Those that had feasted on the angel were bigger and stronger than the rest of the horde. Their skin was waxy gray. They had pointy fangs that protruded past their lips, burning red eyes, and muscles that were insanely over-bunched like bodybuilders on dangerous levels of steroids. They were skinless, although their greenish tinge made this hard to see at first. Their bodies were nothing but raw muscle and bone. The closest thing they had to skin was a patchwork of ugly black and red sores, like puss-filled pustules from the bubonic plague. Their foul stench smelled like spoiled meat and rotten eggs.

      How could feeding upon a creature of Light have created such monstrous results?

      But she knew the answer. By destroying something so wondrous with their hatred and their hunger, they only increased the darkness that surrounded them like a shadow aura. No wonder the angel had been angry. He must have anticipated this. He thought she had done this on purpose.

      But she hadn’t meant for any of this to happen! Kyrah had a soft spot for ghosts, whom she felt were only misguided spirits who needed to be shown the way home. She had failed them. She had no idea how to show them the way home. Now because of her failure, they had become something unclean and perhaps unsalvageable.

      Every time they tried to creep closer, she held up the sword. “Stay back!”

      The filthy things backed away from her, hissing like angry ferrets.

      She bent over the brutalized angel. He was almost unconscious, but his eyes fluttered. One was glued shut with gore. The other opened halfway, and she saw the hint of a blue iris. There is something extremely familiar about his eyes… Then his head lulled to the side and the eye closed again. He was unconscious. She felt his pulse. It was weak.

      If he was a human, she would have feared he was on the point of death. Could an angel die? He was bleeding from hundreds of surface injuries, but she couldn’t tell what other damage had been done. Internal damage to his organs or bones? And what about spiritual damage?

      She felt his pulse again and it was even weaker. Now she was convinced that the angel would die if she didn’t get help to him soon. She didn’t know if it was the physical attack or the spiritual attack, but she knew she couldn’t bear to let this creature of Light perish.

      A ring of zombies still surrounded the unconscious body of the angel. They closed in on him again, already slobbering and gnashing their teeth, ready to resume the feast that she had interrupted. Kyrah felt powerless. Helpless tears coursed her cheeks. Her whole body ached from her own fight with the zombies.

      Suddenly, a blast of red fire from afar hit the zombie closest to her. Three new powerful beings entered the clearing like gladiators entering an arena. One looked almost like the angel, except that his wings were black, and his face was harsh and drawn. His hair was like dark polished ebony. He had a fine physique, and he wore classical knight’s armor, like the injured angel, but Kyrah saw only an aura of darkness radiating from him. Hatred, anger, bitterness, and hopelessness swirled around him instead of the compassion and peace she had sensed from the first angel before he was attacked.

      The two creatures on either side of the dark angel were almost as muscular as the bigger zombies, but far more handsome. For one thing, these men had skin. One was dark caramel and the other like pale cream. One was dressed in Roman armor and the other was dressed and black and red bamboo armor that looked vaguely Mongolian.

      All three of them walked straight toward the injured angel.

      Kyrah didn’t know what the trio were, but they didn’t look like anyone that the angel would want to go anywhere with. She stood her ground between angel and the three creatures that she suspected were demons. Once more, she lifted the sword. She tried to look as if she knew what to do with it.

      They looked amused by her audacity.

      The lead demon, the one with the raven wings, said, “Get out of the way girl, we just came for the Seraph.”

      “You can’t have him.”

      “And who’s going to stop us?” asked one of the horned demons. He snorted. “You?”

      The other horned demon, the one in the Mongolian style on armor with the caramel skin and dark hair, said, “You have more in common with us than with him. You know it, and he knows it. You should join us. He will never accept you on his side, no matter how much you try to prove yourself.” Despite his exotic armor and otherworldly appearance, he had a flat American accent. “You are like us, a creature of Dark magic.”

      “Go to hell,” said Kyrah.

      “You’re right, Chet,” the third demon, in Roman armor, grinned. “This one has a river of darkness inside her.” He nudged the one he’d called Chet. “We should just snatch her.”

      “Leave the girl alone,” said the raven-wing male. “We aren’t here for her, Vass.” 

      Vass scowled at him. “Just remember the path you chose, Raziel—you’re on our side now. There’s no going back.”

      The raven-winged man, Raziel, drew himself up and looked contemptuously at his companion. Kyrah wondered if raven-wing was even a demon. His wings were made of shadow instead of light, but otherwise he was similar in many ways to the injured angel. Could he be a fallen…?

      “I gave my word, and I won’t break it,” said the one called Raziel. “Not even to the likes of you.”

      The three of them all exchanged snarls and growls, like wild wolves sizing each other up for a fight over territory. Apparently, although they worked together, they weren’t exactly friends.

      “You’ve wasted too much time,” said Chet. “The Magician is here.”

      “We lost our chance because Raziel wouldn’t just shove the girl out of the way and take what we came for,” accused Vass. 

      “It doesn’t matter now,” said Chet. “We have to leave before he discovers us.”

      The three of them vanished into dark smoke that left a fetid smudge where they had been. Kyrah coughed, trying to clear the foul odor from her throat.
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      When the black oily smoke dissipated at last, Kyrah saw that the remainder of the zombies had also disappeared. Nor was there any sign of any other ghosts or other creatures. She was alone with the unconscious and injured angel.

      No, not alone. The demons had been right. The Magician had arrived.

      Alephander Guiscard strode toward Kyrah, powerful and purposeful, indifferent to the snow. He wore a regular dress shirt, slacks, and dress shoes, yet his feet didn’t seem to sink into the snow or even get slushy. Beside him, struggling in a much clumsier and more human fashion, was Bethany. She managed to fall face-first into the snow several times. However, she always popped up again with a big grin on her face, undeterred. At least she wore a snowsuit.

      A little white dog scampered at her heels. Whenever she fell, he would growl and dig, using his teeth to carefully grasp her snow jacket to help pull her free.

      The ridiculous and homey scene made Kyrah sink to her knees and cry into her hands. She was so relieved to see friendly faces at last. She was even glad to see Alephander. Especially since the demons, zombies and ghosts all seemed to fear him.

      The little white puppy bounded ahead through the snow and reached Kyrah first. The puppy put his paws up on her shoulder and licked the tears from her face. She laughed and hugged him and rubbed his soft fur. Miraculously, he was fluffy and dry even though he had been galloping through the snow. He warmed her up.

      The Magician reached her next. He looked down on her with an inscrutable expression on his face. For the first time since she had met him, he spoke to her out loud.

      “So my wife was right,” he said in a deep thoughtful voice. “You are a Guardian.”
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        February 18,

        Friday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Bethany arrived next, covered in clumps of snow, her hat askew. The little puppy raced around her, barking happily.

      “Did it work?” Bethany asked. “Did she do it?”

      “She did something,” the Magician drawled.

      Kyrah winced. “I made a mess.”

      “Welcome to the club!” Bethany beamed at her.

      Kyrah wanted to strangle her friend. “If you knew this would happen, why did you let me come out here alone? I almost died. And what’s worse, they attacked this angel…”

      She looked down at him and caressed his bloody bruised face. It wasn’t glowing with blinding light any longer. His skin was pallid. He looked vulnerable and human. Suddenly, she realized that she had seen him before. He had looked quite different with a broken nose, bloody eye, his scalp torn off and his ear chewed up but now that she was calm enough to be able to study him, she knew who he really was.

      “Pastor Mike is an angel?!” They could’ve knocked her over with one of the angel’s wing feathers, she was so surprised. Maybe she was a little biased, but the last person she would have expected to be an angel in disguise was a traditional minister. Especially not Mr Secret Scarlet Letter. But then again, he had made that joke about people saying he was an angel…

      “Yes,” said Alephander. “But he doesn’t look like he’s going to last in this body for much longer. Since he’s been exiled from his own sphere, he can’t return there to be healed.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Bethany.

      “It means that the demons will get him if he dies here and now, like this.” The Magician stated this matter-of-factly. Bethany gasped and Kyrah cried out.

      “No! We can’t let them have him. Three of them tried to take him already.”

      “Interesting.” The Magician did not look pleased. “I have not given demons permission to conduct operations against angels in Arcana Glen.”

      “Technically,” said Bethany, “We’re outside of Arcana Glen.”

      The Magician still did not look pleased. He drew a wand from out of thin air and waved it over all of them, himself, Bethany, Kyrah, the angel, and the barking puppy. Energy ruffled Kyrah. And then everything around her changed.
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      They appeared in a place that Kyrah knew well. The Library of Arcana Castle. Alephander waved his wand again and Michael’s body floated to a sofa next to the window overlooking the lake in the mountains.

      “I have healing potions I can give him,” said Alephander. “It would be faster to summon a true healer. There is one who lives here in Arcana Glen at the outskirts of town. But she is a dryad, and she does not like me. She would probably heal Michael if we took him back to his own house and contacted her anonymously.”

      Bethany shook her head. “I don’t think we should move him. He’s too weak even for that. Let’s give him whatever potions you have.”

      Alephander studied Bethany for a long time, and Kyrah sensed he wanted to argue. But finally, he inclined his head and snapped his fingers. He vanished from the room.

      “Does he ever just walk around like a normal person?” Kyrah muttered.

      Not if I want to move quickly. The Magician projected the thought into her mind, appearing right behind her.

      Kyrah jumped. “Don’t do that! You scared me.”

      Alephander ignored her and moved to administer a liquid to Michael. Alephander held open the man’s mouth and forced some strange glowing golden stuff down his throat and forced him to swallow. Michael never woke up. However, after he had taken the liquid, a glow began to faintly emanate from his body. The most severe wounds closed and stopped bleeding. His ear started to grow back. He was still smeared with blood and gore.

      “The potion won’t clean him up,” Alephander said.

      “I’ll bathe him if you give me some hot water and disinfectant,” said Kyrah.

      “We should move him to a guest room,” added Bethany. “He will probably be here for a while.”

      Alephander frowned. “He may be an exile, but he is still a powerful Seraph. For the last decade, he lived in this town only to spy on me. He would have gladly arrested or even slain me if he had been able to overpower me. I allowed him to stay in Arcana Glen, but I will not have this creature as a guest in my house.”

      Bethany put her hands on her hips. “He’s still injured.”

      Alephander glared at her.

      A long silence followed.

      “Don’t talk to me in my head when we are standing in front of Kyrah,” Bethany snapped. “She can’t hear you and it’s rude. Now look. As far as I can tell, I only have one job. To do stupid things. That is, to take stupid risks when nobody else would. It may be a stupid risk to keep one of your most powerful enemies here in our own home. But you trusted me about my friend. Even though I know very well you only thought that I wanted her here because I liked her. Which was totally true, by the way. Nonetheless, that seem to work out fine. So trust me on this too. Pastor Mike needs to stay.”

      Alephander crossed his arms. A sly smile spread on his face. “Fine. He can stay.”

      The Magician snapped his fingers. Michael disappeared from the couch.

      “Which guest room did you give him?” asked Bethany.

      Instead of answering, the Magician said to Kyrah, “You can go there too.  I’ll provide everything you need to tend to him.”

      Kyrah felt the Magician’s power wash over her, whisk her out of the room, and deposit her someplace else. She felt dizzy and a little sick to her stomach. No matter how fast or convenient, that was definitely not her favorite method of locomotion.

      She looked around and spotted Michael first. He was on a double bed with silk pillows and beautiful blankets. It was one of those old-fashioned beds you found in castles, with four posts and thick velvet curtains on top and all around. Right now, the curtains were drawn aside, and he lay on top of the blankets rather than under them.

      He was also stark naked. Kyrah blushed, but she realized this was not the time for embarrassment. There were bruises and wounds all over his body. The cuts and bites had sealed, but there were still plenty of angry welts and mottled skin. And blood and gore still painted his body. She found the bowl with the water and disinfectant the Magician had provided and began to clean him. She focused on her task and tried her best to avoid being distracted by his completely gorgeous physique. She was so worried about him that it was easier than she thought to stick to the task at hand. When he had gone Full Angel Mode, he had been bigger, more powerful, more perfect. He’d glowed so bright she hadn’t recognized him. Now he looked like the boy next door, a young, boyishly good-looking guy who had been beaten to a pulp by bullies. His vulnerability made her feel protective.

      The potion seemed to be still chugging along, helping as well as it could in the background. She saw that bruises were lightening and receding. That was good.

      Finally, she tried to figure out a way to cover him up. She couldn’t lift his body to free up a blanket or sheet, so she stepped back and closed the curtains. Only then did she realize what guest room the Magician had chosen for the angel. It was one of the furnished rooms in the dungeon. And the grates were locked.

      Kyrah was about to start shouting for Bethany, when she felt the nauseating tug of teleportation once again. Reality wrenched her inside out, and then she appeared on the opposite side of the bars. But Michael was still locked in the cell. She gripped the iron bars and rattled them, but she had no chance of opening the cage.
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      Kyrah found her own way back to the library. Alephander was gone, but Bethany was still there. Bethany wanted to talk; Kyrah just wanted to sit and stare at the fire in the fireplace.

      “I know you’re angry with me, Kyrah,” Bethany said.

      “I’m not angry,” said Kyrah angrily. “I just can’t believe you set me up like that.”

      “I wanted so much to tell you what I suspected,” said Bethany. “I thought of you as soon as I started wondering about where to find the other Guardians, which was about five minutes after I accepted that I was a Guardian. It took me a while to believe it too, you know.”

      Kyrah stared at the beautiful library so hard that tears made everything swim. “The whole Archivist thing was a farce, just an excuse to get me here to see if I was a freak who could talk to ghosts.”

      “No! We really do need a librarian—”

      “Archivist.”

      “...Book person. You saw the boxes. And Yan is either too old or too young, depending on the day....”

      “What?”

      “He’s a...oh gosh, there’s so much to explain. Magic is REAL. And magic is BIG. Where should I start? I have so much to tell you!”

      Kyrah rubbed her temples. She had a pounding headache. “Not now, please. I can’t...I can’t take anymore right now, Bethany. Please. Just let me go home.”

      “Uh...we can’t let you leave the Castle.”

      Kyrah lifted her head warily. “Are you going to lock me in a dungeon cell too?”

      “Nooooo...?” Bethany didn’t sound as certain as Kyrah would have liked. “But...um...you did kind of create an army of zombies and set them loose in the mountains around Arcana Glen. And apparently, there are demons running around too. So, um, it’s not safe right now for you to leave. Evil things can’t get into the Castle, though, so don’t worry.”

      Unless you count the Magician as an evil thing, thought Kyrah, but she didn’t want to hurt Bethany’s feelings by pointing that out. For some reason, the silly girl loved that frightening block of ice and lightning thinly disguised as a person.

      “I didn’t create those zombies,” insisted Kyrah. “They just attacked me.”

      Bethany nibbled her lower lip, which meant she disagreed but was struggling not to say so. “How about I show you to a guest room? Not in the dungeon,” she added hastily. “We’ll discuss it tomorrow.”
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      Michael woke up. That in and of itself was amazing. He could sense from the energy of the elements around him that he was still on Earth. That was another small miracle. In his nightmares he had dreamt that his former friend, the traitor Raziel, had come for him along with his demon bodyguards. The three of them had dragged Michael to Darkpyre, where they healed him...but only so they could begin torturing him all over again. And then they healed him again and started torturing him again, over and over, without end…

      It hadn’t happened, but why not?

      He didn’t recognize the bed he was in. It was completely enclosed in velvet tapestries of a fine but earthly make. Right. He had already established that he was still on Earth. But definitely not in his own home.

      He stood up. His body was still healing. He did have several broken ribs and other broken bones as well as organ damage. Someone had given him a rather crude healing potion, which kept him from the brink of death, but still left a lot of work for his own magic to struggle to heal. In time, his angelic abilities meant he would heal completely and look as young and healthy as ever. But it was going to be a painful couple of months.

      Also, he noticed as soon as he sat up, he was stark naked. He yanked a sheet from the bed and wrapped it around him like a toga.

      He pulled aside the velvet curtains and examined his room. There were bars on three sides of it and a stone wall on the fourth. The human construction was solid but that was not what made this a prison. The enchantments around this place were even more impressive; they included wards against every kind of magic. They were, unfortunately, strong enough to keep him captive.

      Michael recognized where he was now. He was a prisoner in the Magician’s Castle. It was a smidgen better than his nightmare of being a prisoner of demons and fallen angels in Darkpyre. But not by much.
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      A plump, gray-haired woman in an old-fashioned, full length crimson gown brought Michael a meal under a covered tray. She slipped it through a special aperture in the iron grate that only allowed the tray to pass.

      “Tell the Magician I don’t trust any food from his kitchen,” Michael said, pushing the tray back without lifting the silver cover. “And tell him that he has no right to hold me prisoner!”

      The woman pursed her lips. She left with the tray.

      The rest of the day passed. Michael paced his cell until he tired himself. It happened far sooner than he liked. He should have accepted the food. The Magician had no need to poison him. If Alephander had wanted to kill, hurt, or cast a spell on him, the Magician could easily have done so while Michael had been unconscious and helpless.

      Face it, Michael admitted. The Magician’s magic was stronger than yours when you were still at your peak. Now that you’re a useless, half-fallen angel, he could turn you into a bug and squish you any time he wants.

      He wallowed in self-pity for a while. His whole body still ached. He could tell he was healing; his body demanded food. The sin of pride brings its own punishment. All sin was like that, actually. Humans thought the Throne of Light wanted to punish them for sin, but the punishment of sin came wrapped up in the action itself.

      After sunset, another woman arrived. She looked a lot like the older one, minus three decades. She had one arm wrapped around a baby on her hip and carried a paper sack from a fast-food joint in the other hand. She handed the paper sack through the bars. Michael took it from her, sniffed it and peeked inside. Two double patty burgers, a soda, and a large box of fries. It smelled heavenly.

      “The Sarmat says you must eat if you want to heal.” She had auburn hair and bright hazel eyes. A human might easily have mistaken her for the daughter of the white-haired woman who had visited earlier, but Michael could see into her soul. This was the same woman, not her daughter.

      “You’re a Gemini,” he guessed.

      “A Janai, actually.” She bounced the baby on her hip. The infant giggled. He was about eleven months old. “This is my father, Yan. In this form, I go by Janet.”

      “Ah, Age-Shifters. Yes, that makes more sense. You have control of your shifting, but your father does not.”

      “He’s near the end of his span.” She kissed the top of the baby’s downy head. “He’s led a...mostly good life. He’s made a few errors along the way too. I don’t know where he’ll end up after his passing, with neither a Guardian of Judgment nor of Death to help him find his way to the Last Home. I don’t want him to end up in Darkpyre because he loses his way at the last hour.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “Then why do you seek to thwart the Magician in his quest to find the new Guardians?”

      “Is that what he thinks? I don’t seek that at all! I was the one who told him to search for the new Guardians in the first place, why would I try to stop him?”

      Janet looked puzzled. “Then why did he strip you and lock you up?”

      “I have no idea! If he has a problem with me, then why doesn’t he speak to me himself!”

      The baby started to fuss, and Janet excused herself to change her father’s diaper.

      “Wait!” Michael called before she walked out of earshot. “Were you the one who bathed me and cleaned my wounds?”

      “No.”

      Michael hoped it wasn’t the Magician, but he couldn’t picture Alephander doing that.

      “Could I have my clothes back, please?”

      “I’ll ask the Sarmat,” said Garnet with no promise in her tone.

      Michael ate his burgers and went to sleep. When he woke up in the morning, he found another paper sack with a breakfast sandwich, orange juice, and hash browns. Next to the bag, neatly folded, were all his clothes, washed and pressed. Only his sword was still missing.
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      Kyrah felt better after a hot bath, a night in a warm bed and a solid breakfast. Strange how the state of psychic energy was so easily influenced by the carnal niceties of soap, sleep, and food. She often neglected to take care of her body, but an extreme situation like this reminded her that the body truly was the temple of the soul.

      Today, she was going to hear about magic. They were sitting in the Peach Parlor, the round room with pale pink furniture, panoramic views and amorous angels painted on the ceiling.

      The painted angels reminded Kyrah of Michael. “Will Michael, ah, I mean, Pastor Mike, join us for this discussion?”

      “Uh...probably not,” Bethany said.

      “Why not? He’s an angel, isn’t he? As a supernatural being, he can probably have a lot to say about...all of this.” Kyrah gestured vaguely.

      Alephander blinked into the room. The spell caused a change in air pressure that made Kyrah’s ears pop. She didn’t like that spell even when she wasn’t the one disappearing and appearing.

      “The Seraph has nothing useful to contribute,” said Alephander. “He does not approve of your power, for dogmatic reasons of his own. He would only seek to discourage you.”

      “Why would you care if he hurts my feelings?” demanded Kyrah.

      Alephander’s eyes narrowed. “I do not care about your feelings,” he clarified coldly. “But I need you to do your job and not suffer a bout of hysterics.”

      “You sexist pig. How dare you.”

      Bethany cleared her throat. She appeared to be stifling a bout of giggling. “Maybe it would be a good idea to bring Pastor Mike in on this. He might have a problem with necromancy—and let’s face it, who doesn’t, really?—but he’s actually more tactful than you, Alephander.”

      “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Alephander snapped his fingers.

      Kyrah’s ears popped again. Michael appeared in the room—shirtless. His chest had healed nicely, and oh my, those abs....

      Michael was holding his shirt in his hands as if he’d been about to pull it over his head. He glanced around, figured out what had happened and yanked the shirt on.

      “Thanks for the warning, Alephander,” Michael said. The angel was quite capable of a cutting sarcasm. Then Michael noticed Kyrah, and his blue eyes turned hard as flint. “Why was I kept in a cage while the Necromancer roams free?”

      Alephander smirked at Kyrah. Told you so. Did he project those words at her? She shifted on the pale pink couch nervously.
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      Bethany had been squirming around on one of the other pink couches. The pastels in the Peach Parlor didn’t quite fit her personality. Obviously, they had been designed for a decorous and austere lady of another century. Bethany‘s room should have been decorated in hot pink and electric blue, with gold-sequined Smiley emojis and stuffed unicorns.

      Bethany leapt to her feet and announced to the room at large, “I will explain everything. You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to do this. You see, bestie, magic is real. And…”

      “Oh, for the love of the Light,” interrupted Michael. “Kyrah knows that magic is real. She’s been using it her whole life.” He faced her directly with a challenge. “Or are you going to still play innocent and pretend you don’t know how to listen in on other people’s thoughts, sense their emotions, invoke visions of their past or future?  Are you going to deny that you can talk to ghosts and even feed them energy to turn them into zombies? Because it’s a little late to try to hide any of that.”

      Kyrah could feel the revulsion pulsing around him like a dark cloud. What was worse, she could tell he knew she could see and feel the emotion, and he was making no effort to hide it. He considered her to be something vile and evil, and he wanted her to know it. It hurt all the worse because as she stared at him, she kept remembering how beautiful his true form was, how full of serenity and compassion. But none of that was aimed at her now.

      She shrank into herself and hunched her shoulders.

      “It’s true,” she said in a very soft voice, “that I have always been able to see and hear things other people told me weren’t real. For a long time, I thought I was crazy. My parents thought I was crazy. Sometimes my mother would tell me that I had psychic powers just like she did, but her so-called psychic powers never led to anything but trouble. My father said her so-called ‘gifts’ were all in her crazy imagination. I never asked to be able to hear other people’s thoughts. I never asked to know how they felt. I never wanted to have visions about the private moments in someone’s life every time I touched someone’s hand. And I definitely never wanted to have premonitions about horrible things that were going to happen in the future that I could do nothing to prevent.”

      They were all fixated on her. Even Bethany was quiet. She looked shocked.

      “But I’m not a necromancer!” Kyrah throbbed with desperate passion for them to believe her. “I have never brought anyone back from the dead. Ghosts realize that I can see them, and they start following me. They want something from me, but I’ve never been able to do what they want. I don’t even really understand what they want.”

      “The thing is, Kyrah,” said Bethany, “You kind of are a necromancer. I get that you didn’t do it on purpose. But sometimes that’s how the power works when you don’t know it exists. It’s still exists, whether you believe in it or not. The ghosts that surrounded you at Silver Strike fed off your energy and were able to level up into zombies.”

      “No, it’s not true!”

      “It’s true,” said Michael harshly. “You took a handful of harmless ghosts and turned them into a horde of brain-eating monsters. And you might be able to fool your friend into thinking it was an accident, but I saw you. You welcomed them. You let them take your energy. And then, after you fed them, when I showed up, you stepped aside and let them attack me. After they drained my energy and feasted on me like pigs at the trough, you strolled over and used my sword to summon demons. I was barely conscious, but I was aware of their demonic presence. I dreamt about them and when I woke up, I could feel the slime of their dark magic all over me.”

      Kyrah didn’t know how to defend herself. It hadn’t happened like that at all. And yet, in a way, she was guilty. She had been feeding the ghosts her energy. That she had inadvertently unleashed the horde on him, nearly killing him, horrified her.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asked in a small voice.

      Everything she imagined was bad. Maybe they would lock her up in the dungeon in the basement of the Castle for the rest of her life. Or maybe they would kill her. Or maybe they would do something worse. She didn’t know what until Michael suggested it.

      Michael addressed Alephander. “Let me open a Portal to Darkpyre. As a necromancer, she borrowed her magic from one of the demons there. He will make her pay for it eventually. Better sooner than later. Better now than after she has raised more zombies to attack Arcana Glenn and beyond.”

      “No!” cried Bethany.

      Alephander wore a funny little half-smile. “You heard the Fool. She said no.”

      “You are the head of the Council of Guardians,” said Michael. “I am asking you to make the executive decision.”

      “Technically,” said Alephander, still smirking, “The Guardian of the Null Path holds the highest rank on the Council. That is the Fool.”

      Kyrah was confused. Alephander appeared to be complementing his wife and insulting her at the same time. He was claiming Bethany was the head of some Council... what was that? At the same time calling her a Fool, which was extremely derogatory.

      “Michael, try to see the big picture here,” Bethany cajoled. She didn’t object to being called a fool by her husband. “We need to reassemble all the Guardians. And most of all we need to find out who murdered the last Council of Guardians. To do that, we need to have the… What is her full title again? The long one.” She glanced at Alex.

      “The Seeress. Also called the High Priestess. The Guardian of the Second Path, the Path of Balance between Light and Dark; the Bridge between Life and Death; the Speaker to the Dead; the Keeper of the Library of Sacred Texts; the Prophetess; the Visionary.”

      Michael looked stunned. “You must be joking.”

      “The power you have mistaken for that of a minor necromancer is actually much greater than you can imagine,” smirked Alephander. “Kyrah Nestor is right to deny being a necromancer. Technically, she is not. And yet, her power although greater than mere necromancy, does include the ability to turn ghosts into zombies. And she did do so. However, I think we can probably clean up the small zombie problem around Arcana Glen without too much trouble.”

      “Oh sure,” said Michael, sarcastic again. “What are a few zombies among friends?”

      “The main point is that we need to find out who murdered the last Guardians. And for that we need to talk to their spirits. They aren’t ghosts. Ghosts are restless spirits trapped in the Mundane Sphere. Any two-dollar medium can talk to them. The restful dead are a different matter.  After death, their souls graduated to the Last Home. Only the true Seeress, the Speaker to the Dead, can act as a medium for restful spirit to return to this plane and talk to us.”

      “What about the fact that she consorts with demons?”

      “Three… Things… did show up and try to take Michael’s body,” said Kyrah. “I did not invite them, and I not let them touch him. They would have taken him by force, I think, but when you showed up, Alephander, they were frightened and vanished. When they disappeared, they left some kind of oily, black smoke behind. It stank like rotten eggs.”

      “Fire and brimstone,” said the Magician. “Are you willing to repeat what you just told me while holding the Sword of Truth? It will determine for all to see whether you are speaking truth or lies.” He glanced sidelong at the Seraph. “For some people, it is the only form of proof they will accept.”

      Alephander pulled a sword out of the air. It was a cool trick if you could pull it off. He handed the sword to Kyrah. It was not nearly as heavy as it looked. This sword had a different energy than the one she had borrowed from Michael. It was colder and heavier.

      She repeated her statement and to her surprise her words became physical objects that floated in the air in front of her. Alephander instructed her to hit the words with the sword. She did and the sword bounced off the floating words. Confused, she looked at him questioningly.

      “That is proof that you spoke the truth.” He looked at Michael. “Satisfied, Seraph?”

      “Let her lay claim to the title you say she owns,” challenged Michael. Obviously, he was not at all satisfied. He looked extremely unhappy and the ugly colors in the aura around him confirmed that to Kyrah.

      “Oh,” said Bethany, “Let me tell you how to do it! I had to do this too. Just say these words. ‘I am the Seeress.’ No, wait. I know you. You won’t believe it until you deny it. I was the same way. So say this first: ‘I am not the Seeress.’”

      “I am NOT the Seeress!” Kyrah declared. The words looked solid. She lightly tapped the words, because she did not want to lose control of the sword. But to her shock, this time, despite her feeble tap, the words shattered and turned into dust.

      “That was a lie!” said Bethany gleefully.

      “I wasn’t trying to lie.”

      “It was an untruth,” corrected Alephander. “It’s not the same as a lie. The truth does not depend on whether you believe in it or not. A lie does. The Sword of Truth is not a lie detector. It is a truth detector. Now say the positive version of that statement and test it again so that everyone may believe who you really are—including you.”

      Kyrah only whispered the words. “I. Am. The. Seeress.”

      No matter how quietly she had tried to make the words, no matter how small and humble she had tried to keep them, they emerged like shining golden banners. And no matter how hard she hit them with the sword, they would not shatter. Finally, after she had tried multiple times to break the words, Michael put touched her shoulder, careful to keep her sweater between him and any contact with skin.

      “Kyrah,” he said softly. “Enough.”

      To her utter embarrassment, he lowered himself to one knee on the floor before her, as if he was about to propose marriage... But what he said was an apology.

      “Forgive me, Sarmati. I acknowledge you as the Holy Seeress, the Guardian of the Second Path, appointed by the Light.”
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      Michael felt ashamed of himself. He was also embarrassed, which was a similar but different shade disappointment in himself. He was supposed to be an upholder of the Light, an exemplar, and a knight for the side of Good. But so far, he had done nothing but fail, judge poorly and make an ass out of himself.

      All he wanted to do at this point with slink back to his church and help Mrs. Everett distribute casseroles to the sick. Apparently, that was the only level of good he could achieve. When he struggled to have higher ambitions, his pride betrayed him, and he made things worse.

      “Magician,” he said, “unless you are truly intent on keeping me prisoner here, I would like to go home now.”

      “Home?” Alephander queried archly.

      Michael flushed. As if he needed another reminder. “To my home here in Arcana Glen,” he clarified bitterly. “It’s the only home I have left. Unless you plan to drive me out of your town as well.”

      “As everyone keeps reminding me,” said Alephander. “I do not own the town.”

      “Are you well enough to go home?” Kyrah asked. “The demons who came for you before may try to attack you again.”

      “I am fine,” said Michael. “As a Seraph, I heal quickly.”

      “Go,” said Alephander. “Get out of here. The magical wards will not stop you from leaving.”

      “No, wait,” said Bethany. “Aren’t we going to take Kyrah into the Temple of the Guardians?” She tilted her head at Michael. “Maybe Michael wants to come too.”

      Alephander looked amused. “I think the Seraph has experienced enough failure in one day. He does not have enough power to ascend to the Temple of the Guardians. Not just any arcane can enter.”

      Michael knew that Alephander was trying to provoke him into demanding to go. And he had to admit the transparent ploy worked a little bit. Michael wanted to go just to prove himself to the arrogant Magician. On the other hand, Alephander was right that Michael had humiliated himself and the idea of demanding to enter the secret temple of the Guardians and failing to do so because he was not worthy made him shudder inside.

      “Thank you, Bethany,” Michael said, “But only Guardians can enter N’hara Sarmateem, the Temple of the Guardians. It is not part of the Mundane Sphere.”

      “What if I hold your hand?” asked Bethany. “If there’s a shield, I could Nullify it.”

      “Wait, what?” asked Kyrah.

      “Bethany’s power is to cancel out all other magic,” Michael explained to her. He frowned, as he pondered the suggestion. “I have no idea if it would work on the Temple’s defenses or not. When we were investigating the Massacre of the last Guardians, we assumed that the only suspects could be other Guardians, because only Guardians could enter the room. We didn’t ask if the Fool could use Nullification magic to bring in an outsider. That’s why Alephander, as the only suspect still alive, was accused of the murder.”

      Alephander’s eyes cut to Michael, who held the other man’s gaze for a moment. They both realized the significance of this. Alephander raised his eyebrow.

      “Interesting,” he mulled aloud. “It never occurred to me either. What if Olly Grey brought someone to the Temple before the rest of us met there, or after the rest of us arrived?” He nodded to Bethany. “We should try it, just to see if your power is stronger than that of the Temple.”

      “That’s not fair to Michael,” said Kyrah quietly. “You just said that he might not be able to go inside, but now you want to make him try. What happens to those who try to enter, but fail? Are they hurt or destroyed?”

      “Only his pride would be injured,” said Alephander.  “Pride, I believe, is a deadly sin, isn’t it, Pastor Mike?”

      Alephander was taunting him. Michael refused to rise to the bait. “You have a point. If the Fool could hold the hand of someone who did not belong in the Temple, it means that someone could have been in the Temple who was not supposed to be there at the time of the Massacre. We should try it, if only to eliminate that possibility.”

      Kyrah said, “You all keep talking about this Massacre as if I’m supposed to know what you’re talking about. With somebody please explain to me what is going on?”

      “Oo oo oo! Let me explain!” Bethany waved her hand in the air as if she were a grade-school girl in the front row. “I haven’t gotten to explain anything yet!”
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      Kyrah listened while Bethany tried to explain the Massacre. The others had to fill in details she skipped or babbled out of order. To understand what had happened and why it mattered, Kyrah had to expand her image of the universe to the size of the Multiverse, the Tree of Worlds. Yet, deep within her, ancient, half-remembered phrases resonated. It was as if she had known all of this once, in earlier lives. Words of a lost language appeared in her mind, both the lyrical sounds and the twenty-two letters of a primordial alphabet.

      None of the others told her the creation story, but a Vision—a Primeval Memory of her own past Spirit—unfolded in her psyche:

      Out of nothing, a Word is spoken. The Word is the Light, and the Light is a Seed, Baraqat kha Baltara. From the Seed, grows the Tree, the Tree of Worlds, Akulat Kh’adnateem. From the Tree, Ten Fruits blossom, called also the Burumu Betanu, the Tens Spheres, the Many Mansions. Each Fruit is a Universe, a self-contained Sphere with its own magic. Between the Spheres are branches but no way to pass into and out of one to another, until the twenty-two letters of the Light of the Word are cast into forms and Called to serve as the Gate Keepers, the Sarmateem. These are the Guardians. Souls ascend the Tree through many lives, as old Guardians pass into the Crowning Sphere, to sit in the Presence of the Light in the Last Home, while, in the Spheres below, new souls blossom and are Called.

      Across the Ages, at times, one to a handful of the Twenty-Two Guardian roles remained vacant for a month or two before the replacement finds his or her way to the Temple, but never all at once. Never for very long.

      Until ten years ago.

      Twenty-One of the Twenty-Two Guardians was slain in a single hour, on the consecrated ground of the Temple itself. The Temple defiled, the Gate Keepers slain, the Call lost in the Void between the Spheres....

      Chaos broke loose, and War erupted between the Spheres.

      After that, her Vision degenerated into horrific scenes of bloodshed and battles and bodies strewn across burning cities. Beautiful glens, forests, and citadels filled with Spring Elves, Autumn Elves, and Summer Elves as well as Faeries, Mermaids, Griffins, Dryads and other strange races, fell into rage and ruin as armies of Ice Giants and Goblins, of Dragons and Winter Elves, stormed from world to world. Fire was followed by Ice, conquest followed by occupation and slavery.

      She cried out, fell to her knees, and covered her face.

      “Stop!” she screamed. “Don’t show me anymore!”
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      In the middle of the rather muddled explanation Bethany was trying to give, Kyrah collapsed, covered her face, and started screaming.

      Alarmed, Michael caught her before she could fall. “She’s having a Vision.... She’s trapped in it... Bethany, you must touch her!”

      Bethany had been frozen in shock when Kyrah started screaming. The Fool hurried forward and touched Kyrah’s head.

      Kyrah’s screams ceased. She gasped for air. Michael helped her to her feet.

      “Are you okay, Kyrah?” Bethany said anxiously. “I know history can be boring, but I was just trying to explain what happened ten years ago... uh, do I need to start over...”

      “I think I grasp the essentials,” Kyrah said in a shaky voice. “For ten years, all the Guardians have been dead...” She glanced at Alephander, “Or disgraced. The Elves went to war. And the real killer has never been found.”

      “Correct,” clipped Alephander.

      “Alephander has been exonerated,” Michael said. “But without another suspect, many of my people still suspect he is somehow behind the Massacre.”

      “Your people?” Kyrah asked. “Angels?”

      Her pretty purple eyes were wide with awe and respect that Michael knew he didn’t deserve. How would she look at him if she knew he were locked out of his home realm, Dayhaven? Not that he should care what she thought of him, even if she was the Seeress. He was still adjusting to the idea that Kyrah had been Called by the Light to be a Guardian.

      “The Council of the Seven Virtues, ruling from the Sphere of Dayhaven, has parallel powers to the Council of Guardians,” Michael explained. “As the Guardians have kept peace between the Spheres, our kind have been charged with keeping peace within the Spheres.”

      “Do the angels still think I am guilty?” asked Alephander. “Or is that what you think, Michael?”

      Michael smiled tightly, not deigning to answer.
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      Kyrah traipsed after the others from one Tower to another. This time they reached a room lined with glass shelves and cabinets, filled with mysterious objects. A huge safe sat against one wall.

      “Your entrance to the secret Temple of the Guardians is inside a bank safe?” Michael asked Alephander incredulously. “Have you no sense of propriety and respect for the deep magic of the Spheres?”

      Alephander shot him a withering look. “I think it was a mistake to bring to the Seraph,” he announced. “I may have to kill him in order to keep my secrets.”

      “You missed your chance, Magician,” said Michael. The healing concoction was working faster than Michael anticipated. It wouldn’t take months to recover after all; he was almost fully healed.

      Alephander opened the safe in such a way that he hid the combination from all of them even Bethany.

      “Doesn’t your husband trust you with the combination?” Kyrah asked Bethany indignantly.

      “Oh, he’s told me lots of times,” said Bethany. “I keep forgetting. But once or twice I figured it out by accident.”

      “Fool’s luck,” grumbled the Magician. He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe that nonsense himself.

      Within the safe was a Portal very much like the one that Kyrah had seen Michael create: a swirling vortex of rainbow-hued light. The tunnel was so long and twisted that it was impossible to see where the multicolored whirligig ended.

      Alephander stepped in first and stood in the tunnel of light. His feet rested on nothing, yet he stood upright. He gestured for Bethany to step in as well. She hopped inside, unafraid—but she would have hopped into a vat of alligators unafraid. It looked strange.  Bethany had nothing but a maelstrom of light whirling around her, and yet she stood as if the floor were solid beneath her feet.

      Bethany held out her hand to Michael. “Are you still willing to try this?”

      Michael hesitated.

      Kyrah could tell he wasn’t certain what would happen if he tried to enter the Portal if he did not have the right. He was afraid but too proud to admit it.

      “Wait!” Kyrah said just before he stepped into swirling tunnel of light. “What if you are wrong? What if he can’t enter? Does he just bounce off an invisible wall or does something bad happened to him?”

      “He could be sent to another Sphere instead,” said Alephander.

      “You mean like the one the demons were trying to take him too?”

      “Darkpyre?” Alephander’s lips quirked into a wicked smile. “It is not impossible.”

      Michael blanched, but he said nothing.

      “I think it’s too risky,” said Kyrah.

      “It’s not your decision, Sarmati,” Michael said stiffly. “We need to know if this is possible, because if it is, it would expand the number of possible suspects involved in the murder. We already know that the Fool’s chair was possibly infiltrated into the chamber. But if an entire person could enter without permission, then that would be significant.”

      Bethany held out her hand one more time. Michael took it and stepped into the tunnel...

      Only to hit an invisible wall. He staggered back, rubbing his nose. “So much for that.”

      Alephander smirked.

      “Kyrah? Your turn.” Bethany held her hand out and gesture for Kyrah to join the two of them in the tunnel of light. Kyrah gathered that this was the real test. That thing with the sword hadn’t quite seemed real to her, more like a party trick. Or perhaps one of the Magician’s routines, involving illusions and stage magic. But she could feel the energies in the Portal. She knew with absolute certainty that the world is beyond this doorway was not anywhere on Earth or even in their physical universe. It was a completely separate dimension, an astral realm or another Sphere, or whatever they called it.

      She stepped into the Portal… And bounced off some Thing that felt like a rubber wall. Startled, she yelped.

      “What’s wrong?” squealed Bethany. “You have to be able to enter. Try again!”

      Kyrah shook her head. It hadn’t hurt, but she wasn’t about to try it again.

      The Magician did not want to take no for an answer. “Don’t try to leap through,” he commanded, “Walk slowly and confidently.”

      She was going to walk slowly all right. It had been bad enough when the Sword of Truth bounced off the truthful words and jerked her arm, but having her whole body smacked back by a psychic wall was not something she wanted to experience twice. This time she tried to simply put her hand through the Portal.

      On the other side, behind Alephander and Bethany, Kyrah saw a luminous figure floating in the tunnel. He had wings of fire and a flaming sword. He was an angel like Michael, and he radiated the blinding light of his full glory. He was so bright that she could not make out any of his individual features or even tell if he was wearing armor or robes. All she perceived was a silhouette of light.

      I will never allow another Massacre to occur in this place, a deep voice boomed in her mind.  Alephander and Bethany had their backs to the Angel of the Tunnel, and Kyrah was so used to being the only one who could hear people’s thoughts that she expected them to continue to ignore the angelic figure. However, when the Angel spoke, they both turned around. It was clear they had heard what it said.

      “But, sir,” protested Bethany, “We are trying to stop...”

      “No one may come in without the Key!”

      The angelic figure blazed into a brilliant nova of light and then winked away.

      “Well, this is pointless,” said the Magician. He returned to the tower room and Bethany followed him. He closed the bank safe.

      “I am not the Guardian after all.” Kyrah swallowed. For a moment, she had felt she might be special, not crazy. But... nope. She was nothing special, just a garden variety freak after all. She couldn’t bear to look at Michael. He’d thought this would be humiliating for him.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” said Bethany. “The Glowing Tunnel Bully didn’t tell you that you weren’t a Guardian. Just that you couldn’t enter without ‘the Key.’” She scratched her cheek. “That’s really weird, though, isn’t it?” She asked Alephander. “Why didn’t that guy try to stop us? Why did he only bully Kyrah?”

      “The result is the same,” Kyrah said bitterly. “I cannot enter that Temple, so I can’t be a Guardian of the Second Path.”

      “You are the High Seeress, Kyrah,” Alephander insisted. “The Sword of Truth doesn’t lie. You have received the Call.”

      “Hmm,” said Bethany, “Maybe the Key is that you have to use your powers before you can enter the Temple.”

      “It was using my powers that caused zombies to attack Michael,” Kyrah said.

      “Use your powers for something good,” Bethany amended.

      “We have to find another way for you to summon the spirits of the Guardians,” said Alephander.

      “What about a séance?” It was Michael who asked the question. He was leaning against the far wall, as far from the safe as he could, with his arms crossed and his legs crossed.

      “I thought you didn’t approve of séances, Pastor Mike?” asked Bethany, puzzled. “Didn’t you give a sermon about that one Sunday?”

      “You’ve been to his church?” asked Alephander, incredulous and disapproving at the same time.

      “Sure! Dad and I go whenever we can,” said Bethany. She teased, “Unlike you and Kyrah, we are not heathens, you know.” She added to Michael in a stage whisper, “We chose your church because you guys serve tacos after the service.”

      “Quality snacks are very important,” Michael agreed, a twinkle in his eyes. Then he sobered. “About séances, I am not a fan of them. I did warn my congregation against being pressured into doing some trendy ritual they think is only ‘for fun.’ In a town full of arcanes with real magic, it is very easy for humans to make themselves vulnerable to possession by evil ghost or demons. Since they don’t believe magic is dangerous, or since they want to please friends or show that they are not old-fashioned, they may agree to something they aren’t really comfortable with, a ritual that puts them in danger of losing their souls.

      “None of this applies to the Keeper of the Second Path,” he went on. “The Seeress has both the right and the power to perform a séance. In this situation, perhaps even an obligation.”

      “Well, despite being a so-called heathen, I’ve never done one,” said Kyrah.

      “Have you used Tarot cards before?” Alephander asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Think of this as an extra special Tarot reading.”

      “But not today,” said Michael, who had been watching Kyrah carefully. “And not tomorrow. She needs a few days’ rest. Outside of the Castle.”

      “That seems unwise,” Alephander said. Despite his mild words, steel edged his voice.

      “I will watch her,” said Michael.

      Alephander locked eyes with the Seraph. A silent argument took place between them telepathically. Kyrah could sense the masculine jockeying going on, though she could not detect the exact words.

      Michael won this round.

      Alephander shrugged. “Fine, if you want to play Guardian Angel, be my guest. It’s a step down from your previous station as Archangel of a Legion, I must say.”

      “There are no small jobs, only small souls,” retorted Michael. The jab appeared to be aimed at Alephander, not at Kyrah.

      The two men exchanged mutually disdainful smiles.

      “Hello, I’m standing right here,” said Kyrah. “You can’t just decide my fate and not include me!”

      “Yes, we can,” said Alephander. “Because the winged freak is right about one thing. It’s not safe to let you run around raising zombies. If you had been a necromancer, as the Seraph mistakenly thought, I would have let him banish you to Darkpyre. No one likes zombies.”

      “Why don’t we take her to Tia the Tarot Reader?” asked Bethany. “You met Tia at the dress fitting, Kyrah, remember? We will probably use Tia’s help in setting up the Tarot reading anyway, and Tia is an Auger. Her power might augment Kyrah’s abilities and help Kyrah unlock the missing Key she needs to enter the Temple and become a full-fledged Guardian.”

      “The last thing Kyrah needs is to augment her powers,” Michael objected. “She needs to learn to control the powers she has already first.”
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        February 20, 7:00 pm

        Sunday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Michael refused to attend a séance on a Sunday, and Bethany declared he should be present. That pushed the séance to Monday. However, on Sunday evening, Bethany dragged Kyrah to a store which was half bookstore, half bakery. Tia Norion, whom Kyrah had met briefly as a fellow bridesmaid, worked at the Tea & Tarot. However, Tia was doing more than tending the shop when Bethany and Kyrah arrived.

      The shop wasn’t large, but nonetheless, a dozen mismatched chairs had been arranged on the bakery side of the store to create a circle. A dozen women were setting up a table at the center of the circle with candles and chalices and crystals. They were chattering happily when the bell over the shop door announced the arrival of Bethany and Kyrah.

      All talking stopped.

      The women started to smile when they saw Bethany—then they noticed Kyrah, and the frowns appeared. It was like the awkward Peach Parlor moment all over again. Oh no, this is the coven meeting they didn’t want me to attend, Kyrah realized. Bethany had foisted Kyrah on them anyway. Kyrah felt trapped. Her heart started to pound, and her palms itched. Why do you do this to me, Bethany?!

      “Hi, everyone!” Bethany called out cheerfully. “This is Kyrah. Most of you already met her at my wedding. Kyrah, no one told you this before, but these women are all Witches. Most of them are also Elves.”

      “Not really,” said Tia, stepping forward. Tia Norian had strawberry blonde hair and a California tan. At least she looked genuinely happy to see Kyrah. “We’re mostly human with a bit of elven ancestry, that’s all. Full-blooded Elves would call us mutts.”

      “Arcanes can be very silly sometimes,” said Bethany. “Just like mundanes. The important thing is that they practice real magic. If you have any questions about magic, they can probably help you better than Alephander or Michael.”

      Xanthia, a brunette with a sharp tongue, was the woman in the Peach Parlor who had said that she didn’t want “wannabes” at their coven. She was setting up the table, but she glanced up slyly. “I hope you don’t mean Pastor Mike. You definitely can’t ask that stick-in-the mud for advice on the Craft. He hates Witches. He’d burn us all at the stake if he could.”

      “Too bad,” said the one called Claire. “He’s flaming hot. I’d let him put his stick in my mud anytime.”

      The young women giggled. Kyrah bristled. She didn’t like them hankering after Michael.

      Bethany clapped her mouth to stop from laughing. “Like I said. Arcanes have some strange preconceptions about each other. It’s our job as Guardians to work with everyone, though, so we can’t afford that kind of thing. Speaking of which...” She raised her voice. “Hey, everyone! As the Fool, Guardian of the Null Path, I have an Official Guardian Proclamation to make. As you all know, Alephander and I have pledged to help find the rest of the Guardians. And we are pleased to announce that we have found the High Seeress...”

      Claire shrieked. “Oh. My. Goddess! Tia, it’s you! I knew it! You’re the new High Seeress!”

      Tia’s face turned beat red. “Claire, stop! I told you, I did a Tarot reading on myself and had a Vision of my future. I’m not going to become a Guardian.”

      “But you said the future can be changed—”

      “I don’t want to be Seeress! The Seeress spends most of her time alone in a temple communing with the dead. That includes acting as a medium, which means she lets spirits possess her body! I tried that once, I hated it, and I have no wish whatsoever to be a Speaker for the Departed EVER AGAIN!”

      Tia ended on a shout.

      Bethany cleared her throat. Even she was having a hard time keeping a smile pasted to her face.

      Tia covered her face with her hands. “I am so sorry. You were about to make an announcement.”

      Kyrah could feel Tia’s embarrassment as keenly as Kyrah felt her own. It didn’t help her feel more at ease, it only increased Kyrah’s desire to run away. If she hadn’t been frozen with mortification, she would have fled.

      But Bethany plowed on. “May I introduce the new High Seeress, Guardian of the Second Path, the Path of Mystery, Wisdom and, something else I forgot... Kyrah Nestor!”

      Tia blinked. Claire gasped. Xanthia’s jaw dropped.

      Then, one by one, all of the women in the room dropped down to one knee and bowed their heads.

      “Bethany,” Kyrah hissed through clenched teeth. “What are they doing?”

      “Oh, it’s this thing they do when they first meet a Guardian.... Ladies, Kyrah doesn’t like that either. Same rule for her as for me, okay? Just treat her normal.” Bethany glanced at Kyrah. “Unless you want them to bow...?”

      “No!”

      “Oh, good, me neither.”

      The women stood up, but they were still shocked and wary of Kyrah. Under the surface, they were roiling with anger, confusion, suspicion, and jealousy. Their emotions crashed over Kyrah like waves on a stormy shore. Many of them, not just Claire, had expected this position to go to their friend Tia. Not some interloper. Tia was the only one genuinely relieved. Tia started saying something about Kyrah joining their meeting, but Kyrah couldn’t hear anything except her pounding heart. This was too much.

      “I can’t stay,” Kyrah blurted.

      As she scurried past the bookshelves to reach the exit, she could hear voices nattering behind her. Or was she only picking up their thoughts? Kyrah couldn’t tell the difference right now.

      “Why won’t she join us?”

      “Can you blame her? She probably hates us...”

      “She just thinks she’s better than us!”

      Kyrah made it outside before she curled up into a ball on the cold sidewalk, covering her ears with her hands, as if that would block out the voices, the emotions, the crazy swirl of energy.

      Bethany almost tripped over her. “Kyrah!”

      She sat down next to Kyrah and wrapped her arms around her. “Don’t complain if I hug you!”

      The voices stopped. The waves of hostile emotion evaporated. The sizzle of electric shocks ceased. Bethany wrapped her Nullness around Kyrah like a blanket of calm.

      “It helps.” Kyrah drew in a deep breath. Bethany’s hug didn’t hurt; it comforted her. Kyrah’s hands unclenched. “But I can’t go back in there, I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m sorry I pushed you.”

      “And you shouldn’t have told them I’m the Seeress. I can’t even enter the Temple. I could still turn out to be a big failure.”
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        February 21, 9:30 am

        Monday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Tia Norion arrived early Monday morning to set up a Tarot table for the séance. Alephander wanted the smallest number of people possible to hear evidence about the Massacre, and Michael still expressed doubts about the wisdom of augmenting Kyrah’s unstable powers, so Tia did not stay. However, she did place a deck of cards on the table. She patted the deck, telling Kyrah, “This is Grandma Bella’s hand-painted deck of cards, which we use in all our readings at the Tea & Tarot. They are fully attuned to the leylines of magic that run through the town. The cards are tapped into the Elemental and Psychic energies of the Spheres. You’re welcome to use it—or not, as you choose—but after you’re done, please cleanse it of residual energy and return it to the Tea & Tarot.”

      A round table in the Library was placed in front of the huge fireplace. A sparkly purple tablecloth, which reminded Kyrah of the bridesmaid dresses, covered the table. Michael arrived promptly at 9:30. Although tension remained between Seraph and the Magician, Alephander did not forbid Michael from joining. Bethany asked Kyrah if she was okay with Michael’s presence and Kyrah nodded.

      All four of them sat at cardinal directions around the table. But Kyrah was the one they all expected to perform. Her heart was beating too fast. She did not want to disappoint them a second time, but she did not have high hopes. If she couldn’t even make it through a magic doorway, how was she supposed to perform real magic with a simple deck of Tarot cards?

      The Magician offered Kyrah a choice of the many decks he had in a special display case in the Library. As much as she loved all of those cards, Kyrah decided to use the deck Tia had left for her. Kyrah didn’t know if the deck truly taped into “leylines of magic,” but she liked the color scheme and the illustrations. The deck seemed to call to her, and she shuffled the cards the way she would pet a cat.

      “What do you think I should do?” She left the question open to any of them.

      “You should focus on one card at a time,” said Alephander. “Only the Major Arcana. You can choose a specific card, or you can choose a random card.”

      Kyrah shuffled the deck. She picked a random card and turned up the High Seeress card. Kyrah stared at it, unbelieving. No one else looked surprised.

      “Summon the Spirit of the Guardian of the card you picked,” said Alephander. “Allow the Spirit of the Guardian to speak through you while we question it.”

      “I don’t know how to summon a spirit,” said Kyrah.

      Alephander crossed his arms and glowered at her. “Surely you have acted as a medium to ghosts before. This is the same thing, only the spirits are from a much higher Sphere, and Departed Spirits are not as troubled as a ghosts. It should be easy for you.”

      “Well, it’s not,” snapped Kyrah. “I’ve never acted as a medium before. I don’t know how. Am I supposed to let a ghost possess my body?”

      Tia’s warning about how unpleasant it was to be a medium reverberated in her mind. Then an even worse recollection hit Kyrah. It was not her own, but it was so traumatic that it might as well have been. It was one of Corazita’s memories after the strange man with white eyes had stolen young Corazita from her mother. She could still taste the awful liquid he forced her to ingest. The potion didn’t just get her addicted, it also made her a prisoner in her own body so that the spirits of other people could step into her body and use it like a meat puppet. Sometimes the spirits that used her body were ghosts, but sometimes they were spirits from other living people, or beings which traveled psychically from other Spheres. That sounded a lot like what the Magician was suggesting that Kyrah do now.

      “Oh, no, no, no!” Kyrah pushed away from the table and stumbled out of the chair, knocking it to the floor. “No way! I have seen what you are suggesting in the memories of Corazita. I can’t imagine anything more degrading or horrible. I cannot allow a spirit to use me like that!”

      A panic attack overwhelmed her. She walked in ellipses, pacing back-and-forth faster and faster, while her breath became rapid. She started to pant and then to hyperventilate. She clutched her head in her hands. A clanging sound like a wounded animal pounded in her chest. “I can’t do it, I can’t do this, I cannot allow one of those things to take me over and take control…”

      Michael rushed to her side. He placed his warm, comforting hands on her shoulders.

      “Kyrah,” he said gently, “No one is asking you to undergo what happened to Miss Valentino.”

      “What do you know about it?” Kyrah demanded. “You were one of those who used her body, you sick hypocrite!”

      Michael jerked backwards, shocked by the accusation.

      “Pastor Mike, you sly dog,” said Alephander sardonically.

      “It’s not true!” said Michael. “Miss Valentino is a lovely person, but I was never involved with her physically or romantically. She came to my Darkoholics Anonymous meetings. I am also her counselor for private therapy.”

      “Private therapy,” Kyrah repeated.

      Michael spread his hands. “Now you know what it feels like to suspect something terrible about a person with no real proof.”

      “I saw it in her mind!”

      “Did you? What exactly did you see?”

      “She remembered your face. She followed you into a basement…”

      More fragments of the memory flooded Kyrah now, in particular, the emotional component. At the time of the Vision, all that Kyrah had picked up was that Corazita dreaded being in the basement with Michael, but the subtleties of the memory had been lost in a cloud of pain. Now that Kyrah stopped trying to push the sensations away, she realized that Corazita’s reticence was not because she expected Michael to abuse her but because Corazita knew she would have to dredge up terrible childhood memories, including many of those that Kyrah had in advertently spied upon. Facing those memories was what Corazita feared, but she entered the basement to attend the meetings with the Darkoholics Anonymous group, or with Michael one-on-one, because she wanted to change her life for the better.

      Kyrah clapped her hand over her mouth. “You’re right. She trusted you because you helped her. I’m so sorry Michael. I was thinking the most terrible things about you...!”

      “It happens to the best of us,” he said with a wry smile. “Now, maybe you will be able to listen to me. What the Magician is asking you to do it is very difficult, but it is not at all the same as what happened to Miss Valentino. You will still be in control, because you will be the one inviting the spirit into your body. You will remember everything that the spirit says through your mouth, although you will not be the one speaking. And you will be the one who determines when the spirit leaves. Furthermore, the spirits you are inviting should be descending from the Three Blessed Immortal Spheres. They aren’t malicious ghosts and evil doers such as those who abused Miss Valentino.”

      “Unless one of them is the mass murderer,” Bethany chirped brightly.

      Michael turned white as a ghost himself. “Then again.... Maybe you shouldn’t do this, Kyrah.”

      She took a deep breath. “No, I’m calm now. I will try it.”

      Kyrah focused on the card of the Seeress. Kyrah did not speak out loud, but in her mind she imagined opening a door as she invited the Spirit of the Guardian to enter her the temple of Kyrah’s body to explain what happened. A moment later, Kyrah saw a glowing white sphere approaching her. It entered her heart, and she felt the new personality settle into her body, the way a guest would take a seat in one’s living room. Kyrah was still present, but she sat back and allowed her guest to speak through her.
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        February 21, 9:30 am

        Monday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Michael sensed the alteration in Kyrah immediately. Her body language changed from shy to sensual, from reticent to confident, from demure to sultry.

      She stood up, hands palm down on the table. A sexy shimmy undulated her body. She tossed her head back and surveyed the three people in front of her. Her eyes alighted on Michael and a flirty smile lit up her face. She walked right up to him and traced a single finger down his cheek then down his neck and his chest.

      “Yum yum!” she purred.

      Michael blushed beet red.

      “Who are you?” asked Bethany.

      “I am Sabriel, High Priestess and Seeress, Guardian of the Second Path, the Path of Mystery, Inner Wisdom, and Prophecy.”

      “You forgot to mention the Queen of Swords,” Alephander said dryly.

      There was a sharp barb in his voice. Michael studied Alephander, trying to decide if he sounded more dyspeptic than usual. Alephander had known Sabriel when she was alive. Not only had they both served on the Guardian Council at the same time, but they had known each other before either received the Call. A dark rumor had swirled around Alephander that he’d wanted to replace Sabriel on the Council with his then wife, Caerthynna. Sabriel was a Winter Elf Queen; Caerthynna was a Summer Elf Princess. The Winter Elves claimed that the Magician engineered the Massacre to help the Summer Elves, while the Summer Elves claimed the Magician secretly favored the Winter Elves.

      “Thank you, Alephander,” Sabriel said, pouring her words as smoothly as hot coffee. “I am also the Queen of Swords.”

      “You were,” corrected Bethany. “Now you’re dead.”

      Sabriel shrugged using Kyrah’s shoulders. “Once a Guardian, always a Guardian. But I am happy to pass the torch on to the younger generation and enjoy my rest in the Last Home. I descended to this mud rock only as a favor to you. Ask your questions and be quick about it.”
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      Kyrah could sense herself like one sitting in the backseat while Sabriel took the wheel. As Michael had promised, it didn’t feel like a rape, but it did feel very odd. Kyrah could hear Sabriel describe, using Kyrah’s voice with an exotic, sultry lilt, how she, Sabriel, had died. As several memories rushed up into Sabriel’s mind, Kyrah experienced them as her own memories. It was very much like when she had a Vision from touching someone but even more powerful and intimate.

      “We all entered the chamber from our usual Gates,” Sabriel said. “It was a tense occasion because we were negotiating between two Spheres. Specifically, the Elves of Summerland and the Elves of Winterdom were threatening war against one another. However, we knew that as long as we were in control of the Gates, all of their threats were just vainglory and bluster. Nonetheless, they could have cut off trade and stranded many travelers, if they had chosen, so we were under much pressure to resolve the dispute. Naturally, as I am Azir, born in Winterdom myself, I was the intermediary for the Winter Elves. Emperor Lunarian was the intermediary for the Summer Elves. But all of us were intent on maintaining peace.”

      Kyrah saw the Guardians in a beautiful basilica with a round, marble table under the central dome. Twenty-Two equal Thrones surrounded the table.

      “We had just finished greeting each other when we sat down at the table as usual. Before the Fool, Olly Grey, could even begin the meeting officially, he pitched forward. We saw blood spreading on his back and realized he had been murdered.

      “All at once everyone started shouting and asking questions. No one knew who had killed the Fool, and the accusations begin to fly. I was worried because with the death of the Fool, our defense against each other’s magic had ended. I admit I used one tiny little spell myself, purely defensive, however. I lowered my Veil of Darkness to hide myself. I  needed my Veil to shut out the mental cacophony that started up as soon as the Fool died. I could hear everyone’s thoughts and feel everyone’s emotions. It was overwhelming for me.”

      Sabriel paused. In her memory, Kyrah could feel the onrush of other people’s feelings, followed by the soothing safety that Sabriel felt after she lowered her Veil.

      Curious, Kyrah asked, Could you show me how to make something like that?

      Certainly, sister, said Sabriel. To anchor the spell, start with a physical veil, preferably dark but translucent material. If you don’t have a physical veil, another talisman will work—a necklace or a ring is also a fine choice. Then enchant your talisman like this...

      Inside the shared mind, Sabriel easily transferred the memory of how to manipulate psychic energies to create a reflective shield that bounced other people’s thoughts back at them, keeping them out of one’s own mind.

      Back in the real world, Alephander cleared his throat. “All very fascinating, but we knew all this already,” he said harshly. “What we need to know is who committed the murders—first of Olly Grey and then of everyone else in the room.”

      “If you know,” added Bethany.

      “I know who the murderer was,” Sabriel declared.

      “Who?” The Magician leaned forward intently.

      Sabriel cast a sly glance at the Michael. That’s one sexy Seraph, Sabriel remarked to Kyrah. Kyrah couldn’t deny that she agreed, since Sabriel could sense her desire directly. But what did Michael’s insane hotness have to do with the Massacre?

      “The murderer was my counterpart, Petros the High Priest,” declared Sabriel. “Or as he preferred to title himself, Petros the Hierophant.”

      Sabriel whispered inside Kyrah’s mind, Beware the angel. Beware least he destroy you the way my counterpart destroyed me. 

      And suddenly the full brunt of Sabriel’s memory of dying hit Kyrah.

      Sabriel sat at the round table in one of the twenty-two thrones. Across from her was the Hierophant: a tall, slender man of indeterminate age with no facial hair but an elaborate hat and robes of scarlet, gold, and silver. He looked at Sabriel and raised a staff that reminded Kyrah of a shepherd’s staff. This one had an actual crook. The Hierophant looked furious. He was arguing with Sabriel. Sabriel did not remember what the argument was, only the emotion involved. Each was blaming the other for not taking proper precautions to secure the Temple. Each was accusing the other side of favoring one side in the Elven dispute. The Hierophant thought that since Sabriel was a Winter Elf herself, she favored her own people. She accused him of having a bias for the Summer Elves because he was friends with Emperor Lunarian, who was a Kitsune, a Nine-Tailed Fox Shifter from Summerland.

      A beam of light flashed from the tip of the Hierophant’s staff and shot over Sabriel’s head. An instant later, Sabriel felt a bolt of lightning hit her in the back of the neck. Pain rocked her body; electricity shot through her veins. Pain exploded in every cell of her body. She thrashed in her throne, unable to escape the river of lightning circling her heart like water around a drain. Finally, the merciful coup of blackness released her from life itself, and she fell over dead. The visiting spirit rocketed out of Kyrah’s body...

      ...but the link between the Spirit of the Guardian and Kyrah herself was still so intertwined that Kyrah’s soul also blasted out of her own body.

      Ejected from her physical anchor, Kyrah felt herself lose her sense of gravity, sight, hearing, smell and touch... She felt herself dwindle into a speck of light floating in a black and endless void. She could not even cry for help, for she had no voice to scream.
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      Michael saw Kyrah thrash in pain and lose her balance. He and Bethany both rushed to her side. Each of them took one of her arms to prevent her from falling flat backwards and hitting the marble floor.

      “She connected to the spirit too deeply!” Michael cried. “She’s lost the tie to her own body!”

      “How do we get the spirit out of her?” asked Bethany.

      Alephander Guiscard rose to his full height. He was a physically imposing man. The aura of power that crackled around him was even more intimidating. Alephander raised his wand.

      “I will blast the spirit away back to Darkpyre if I have to!” he vowed grimly.

      “Wait!” cautioned Michael. “It’s not the spirit that’s the problem. The spirit has let go. The problem is that Kyrah also let go. She’s not in her body and neither is the other one. The body is empty. If we don’t get Kyrah back soon, her body will die, and her spirit will never be able to reclaim her life.”

      “Alephander, how do we help her?” cried Bethany.

      For once in his life, Alephander looked completely flummoxed. “I have no idea. I’ve never let go of my own body and become lost before.”

      “I have seen this many times,” said Michael. “It often happens to young angels when they first learn to walk through the Spheres by astral projection. To bring her back, I have to go after her.”

      “How are you going to do that?” asked Bethany.

      “Take her to a bed and lay her body down. I will lie down next to her—it helps if our hands touch—and I will astral-project from my body to search for her wandering spirit.”

      “That sounds so dumb that I should’ve suggested it,” said Bethany very dubiously. “What if we lose you too?”

      “I doubt that Alephander will consider that much of a loss,” said Michael.

      “That’s not funny,” said Bethany. “I don’t want to lose my friend or you either, Pastor Mike.”

      “I can do this,” he said. “For me it is like riding a bicycle… It’s something I have done often. It’s like Dream Walking. You’ve done that before, haven’t you, Fool?”

      “By accident,” Bethany said.

      “I have done it deliberately,” said the Magician. “I understand what Michael is talking about. Do what you have to do, Angel. Carry her body and follow me. I know a room which would be suitable.”

      Michael scooped Kyrah’s inert form into his arms. She felt so frail and helpless. He prayed for help as he carried her out of the Library.
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        February 21, Afternoon

        Monday, Waning Gibbous

      

      

      Michael traveled as a pure spirit in the void between the Spheres. He felt himself drawn in a “direction,“ although there was no true direction in the ether. Only other spirits could serve as anchor points, and he recognized the spirit that was calling out to him as Kyrah’s. He soon saw her light, looking like a lonely star. He joined his light to hers and together they kept moving toward the first Portal they saw. It was also a speck of light, until they were close enough to see a circle of gray mist on the other side. Michael recognized it as the Sphere of Dreams. It was not where he ultimately wanted to go, but it was better than the void.

      Kyrah’s spirit had already sensed the pull of the Portal and was racing toward it. Michael didn’t know if she knew he was following her or not. In the void, there was no sense of time, or space or any of the tactile senses. Any Portal would pull a spirit toward it like a magnet.

      They both tumbled through the Gate together. Once inside the Sphere of Dreams, they both appeared to have bodies again. Kyrah looked like herself, except she wore nothing but a gauzy white nightgown. Lithe and graceful, she glowed like a slender crescent moon. Her arms and feet were bare. Her black hair streamed down her back. As a woman of flesh and blood, Kyrah was beautiful, but here, revealed in her pure spiritual form, she was exquisite beyond words.

      Michael’s initial conjecture that Kyrah was a Sophina, or, what they called in the East, a Bodhisattva, he confirmed now that he saw her untrammeled spirit. The luminous, mystical core of her spirit was ageless and wise, a polished diamond that had endured many lifetimes of pain and pressure to become a jewel of rare clarity.

      Her soul, however, remained unawakened and afraid. She had no idea of her true power and she had not yet learned to trust her inner wisdom, the brilliant diamond spirit within her. She was shrouded in her own insecurities.

      Her eyes were widened with fright. They were pure milk, with no hint of her gorgeous violet irises. She did not have any control over what she was doing here. She was caught in the chaotic laws of Dreamland, as would be any ordinary sleeping human. She looked right at Michael, but she stared right through him; she could not see him.

      If she had been mundane. Michael could have taken control of the dream by gently guiding her, the way an adult would help a child across the street. But Kyrah was too powerful a psychic for him to do that. She shaped the dreamscape around them. However, this Sphere was not one of those on the Path that she was appointed to rule. And so, although she determined what dreamscape they would see, she was not in full control of it either.

      Not surprisingly, it was not a pleasant dreamscape that she chose. It was a nightmare. The dreamscape re-created the most recent traumatic events she had experienced. He saw her standing in the cold snowy alpine village of Silver Spike. All around her the zombies and ghosts were closing in. 

      She was feeding them energy, just like Michael had accused. But now that he was closer to the action, he could see that she was protesting the whole time. She was torn between wanting to help the ghosts and letting them bully her into giving up energy she did not want to give. She didn’t know her own power, and so she was letting them use her.

      It reminded him of Corazita Valentino.

      When Corazita first started coming to him for counseling, she hated herself. She called herself a slut and a whore and a junkie. But it had always been clear to Michael that she had never been given a choice about what to do with her body. That choice had been stolen from her when she was too young to defend herself. Most of their therapy was about enabling her to see herself clearly in order to take back the power that others had stolen from her.

      Why had Michael been so quick to judge Kyrah, even though in many ways her situation was parallel? It was not her body that others tried to steal from her without her permission, but her psychic energy. Her spiritual gifts were so powerful that supernatural beings were drawn to her like moths to a flame. And this had started happening to her when she was too young to defend herself. Her father loved her and tried to protect her, but he had no understanding of the psychic world and only protected her body. Her mother was worse. She herself was a psychic vampire, feeding on Kyrah’s energy to boost her own extremely meager talents in the same area.

      Michael watched the events to unfold to the point where he had arrived in Kyrah’s memory. The dreamscape showed an alternative Michael. What struck the real Michael was how the Dream Michael looked in her memory. When Dream Michael first arrived, he was on amazing creature of beauty and wonder to her. But then he started to shout at her, that she was a vile, unclean thing, filthy trash that deserved death and damnation.

      “I didn’t really say that, did I?” Michael question to himself. He definitely hadn’t used that gutter vocabulary, or called her a crazy, worthless b....

      Michael would have thought that the zombies would have been the scariest part of the dream, but he was horrified to discover that in Kyrah’s memory, he was actually the worst part of the dream. Dream Michael kept advancing on her, shoving himself into her space, calling her evil, calling her worse names too, ugly street names that the real Michael never used. But what about the emotions he had projected at her? He had deliberately let her see the contempt he held for her. That he had done. The words hadn’t mattered. Kyrah had seen straight into his ugly, bigoted intent.

      “Enough!” He shouted at his evil dream double. He forced himself in front of the Nightmare Michael and assumed his fully angelic form. “Kyrah, see me as I really am!” he commanded. Then he urged more tenderly, “See me as I really see you!”

      She blinked and the cloudy milky whiteness in her eyes faded. She looked up at him with her beautiful violet eyes. She looked between the real Seraph Michael and the Nightmare Michael, who was still sputtering insults at her.

      “None of that is true,” said the real Michael. “I can see you now. None of what he saying is true. I do not hate you. I do not despise you. I know that you are not evil. Please, come back to us. We are waiting for you on Earth. Your spirit, and mine, are in Dreamland, one of the Three Immortal Spheres. Mortals are only allowed to visit this place in dreams and visions. After we ascend to the Last Home, we can come back here to play anytime we want, because then we will have the power to control what we see. But right now, this place is not your home. Earth is your home.”

      “I don’t want to go back there,” Kyrah whispered. Her eyes began to glaze over again.

      “Please,” he said. He held out his hand. “Please trust me and let me lead you back to where you belong. You have a life there, Kyrah, an important life that you have just begun to accept and explore. Don’t give up on yourself now.”

      The milky white faded. Her intense purple eyes searched him. “How do I know you are the real Michael? How do I know you aren’t just saying what I wish to hear in my dreams?”

      “Touch him,” gestured Michael, pointing to the Nightmare, the Fake. “And then touch me and tell me which of us is real.”

      She didn’t even need to touch him. Nightmare Michael rushed at Kyrah, slapping her across the face.

      She looked at the real Michael in amazement. “He has no power over me. I felt nothing.”

      “Because he is only a fear given the form of a nightmare.”

      Michael held out his hand. Kyrah put her hand in his; he could feel her warm skin and knew that she could feel his. 

      “Take me home,” she said.

      Michael spread his wings.
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      Michael opened his eyes to the canopy over the guest bed in the Magician’s Castle. A soft hand rested inside his. He turned to look at Kyrah, hoping to see her beautiful amethyst eyes open,  but she still looked asleep.

      Bethany and Alephander stood on either side of the bed.

      “You failed, angel,” Alephander growled.

      Michael raised himself on his elbow. He studied Kyrah. “She’s almost home. She just needs to be grounded…”

      “How?” asked Bethany.

      Michale smiled. “The classics work best.”

      He pressed his lips to hers.
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      The sweetest kiss awakened Kyrah.

      She knew from the heady, masculine scent that it was Michael. At first, his lips were gentle, but then his tongue pressed into her mouth and his kiss became sensuous, carnal and demanding. She gasped and kissed him back.

      Her whole body came alive, tingling, aching with desire. She moaned into his mouth.

      She had never given a thought to how an angel might kiss. She wouldn’t have dreamed it could be so physical and lusty. Yet it made sense. His kiss delivered her into paradise.

      Too soon, he withdrew, although she still felt his body heat leaning over her.

      Her eyes flew open.

      Kyrah woke up in the guest bedroom. Michael leaned next to her on the bed. He was still holding her hand as he had been in the dream when they flew away together.

      “You saved me,” she said in wonderment.

      “As you save me from the zombies and demons before,” said Michael. “I saw what really happened in the Sphere of Dreams. I was unconscious the first time. I’m sorry. I didn’t understand what had really happened.”

      She felt something warm in her belly and her toes tingled. Michael was looking at her with his clear, blue eyes. The expression was something she couldn’t define. It was more subtle than simple happiness, and yet it illuminated him from within. It was the same way he had been looking at her in Dreamland, when she had feared his warmth was not real. But she was here now awake and on Earth and he was still looking at her with that light shining from his face, as if she were the most precious thing in the world to him.

      The moment was broken when Bethany and Alephander came into the room. Bethany threw her arms around Kyrah and hugged her. “We were afraid we had lost you! How are you feeling?”

      Karen forced herself to sit up. She returned Bethany’s hug. Now she finally understood why she never saw Visions when she touched her friend. Kyrah felt as though she owed her friend a lot of hugs that she had withheld over the years out of fear.

      “Tired, but I don’t think I will make the same mistake again,” Kyrah said. “I won’t try to follow the spirit back to where it is going, I will go back home to my anchor on Earth.” She pressed her lips together, staring at something inside herself.

      “Would you… She glanced up from under her dark lashes at Michael uncertainly. Perhaps what she was asking was too much. “If you would hold my hand when I accept that next spirit into my body, I think I could stay anchored.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I would be glad to be your anchor.”
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      The four of them discussed the accusation made by the Seeress Sabriel.

      “That’s it then, is it?” asked Bethany. “We know who the killer is? Could it really be that easy? Kyrah doesn’t have to do another séance.”

      “It doesn’t make sense to me,” said Alephander. “The Hierophant might have had a motive to murder Sabriel—they loathed each other, true enough—but to kill the rest of the Guardians, including his friend Lunarian? I knew Petros and I can’t believe he did that.”

      “Sabriel said that the Hierophant aimed his weapon at her and shot her,” Kyrah said slowly. “But in her memory, I saw clearly that the beam he shot went over her head. If he was trying to hit her, why aim over her head? Then she felt pain from the back in the back of her neck.”

      “That is odd,” said Michael. “What made her assume that a beam aimed over her head was the same blow that hit her in the back of the neck?”

      “If he wanted to kill her, why not just shoot her in her face?” asked Bethany.

      “She was wearing a Veil,” said Kyrah, “Which I gathered was a kind of magical shield.”

      “Sabriel’s Veil only stopped psychic energy,” said Alephander, “It wouldn’t stop a bolt of Light Magic from the Hierophant’s Staff.”

      “How well did you know Sabriel, Alephander?” Michael asked.

      Alephander looked at him askance. “Well enough.”

      “Would she lie?”

      “She wasn’t lying!” Kyrah said. “I could see her memories. I could feel them.”

      “A lie is not the same as an untruth,” said Alephander. “I have no doubt she described events as she perceived them. That doesn’t mean she understood what happened to her or what caused her death. Or who. I am a master of making people see one thing when in fact something else entirely is happening. But I am not the only one who knows how to use misdirection to fool people.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry but something doesn’t add up. We need to have the testimony of the others as well. We will have to do another séance.”

      Kyrah grimaced. She felt drained, body and soul. But they needed her. She sat up, trying to shove her limbs off the bed. “I will do better next time.”

      “I’m sure you will,” said Michael. “But not today.” He glared at Alephander. “And not tomorrow. She needs a few days’ rest.”
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        February 23, Early Morning

        Wednesday, Last Quarter Moon

      

      

      It was strange to be going back home to ordinary life after all the bizarre and traumatic events of the last few days.

      It was even stranger to have a new rapport with Michael. Kyrah had never thought she would be glad to have him hoovering around her all the time. But she could not see him in the same way any longer now that he had searched the Spheres for her soul and brought her spirit back from the Dreamworld to Earth. She would never forget the terror of being without any sensation, all alone in the void. And she could also not forget how Real Michael had stepped between her and the Nightmare version of him, which she imagined hated her. The real Michael took away all the power that fear held over her.

      She realized she had never had a disturbing Vision while touching him. On the contrary, when she had been trapped in a whole world of cruel illusions, the touch of his hand was what had drawn her out of the nightmare, back into reality.

      When Michael suggested that she accompany him on his rounds for his ministry, Kyrah surprised them both by taking him up on the invitation. She admitted to some curiosity about what a pastor did.

      “I don’t know about other pastors,” smiled Michael. “But I start my day making phone calls.”

      He meant it quite literally. All morning from 5:00 am to 7:30 am, the phone rang in his kitchen, and he answered it. He had one of those fancy, somewhat out-of-date, office phones that enabled him to put people on hold, so that he could take up five calls at once.  In front of him, on the kitchen table, he had an address book, an accounting book, and a cup of coffee. Kyrah sipped tea and watched him switch from one conversation to another; he discussed how much money had been set aside for the Easter Egg Hunt (four months away), he counseled a man who was feeling too depressed to go to work, he gave advice to Mrs. Beverly concerning her argument with Mrs. Grayhide about whether to serve tacos after the upcoming Sunday service. When his phone wasn’t ringing, it was only because he had already dialed someone himself and was talking.

      The only reason he stopped talking on the phone at 7:30 am was because that was when he unlocked the Sanctuary of the church for a Daily Prayer Warriors Group. A bunch of rowdy teenagers to showed up, including some big boys who looked more like they should be at football practice than at a little white church. A gaggle of girls also arrived, already dressed to kill. The teen girls immediately ran to the restroom to touch up their make-up. They giggled so much Kyrah couldn’t understand a word they said. One of the boys snapped one of the girl’s bra, and she dumped a glass of lemonade over his head. Great “prayer warriors.”

      “What are you going to do with them?” asked Kyrah. Teenagers intimidated her more than other humans. They felt like a different species. These looked like the kind of popular kids that Kyrah had always despised when she’d been stuck in teen-age mode herself. They looked more like they were here to flirt and goof off with each other than from any spiritual motive.

      “Sing, mostly,” grinned Michael.

      “Please don’t tell me you have a harp.”

      “Almost as bad.” He produced a guitar with a flourish.

      Pastor and kids sat in a circle on fold-out chairs and belted out a number of rock tunes with a pastiche of pious lyrics. Michael strummed the guitar and let the off-key teens drown out his voice. The singalong lasted half an hour. For the last number, he closed with a solo. His voice...well, was it any shock? Michael had the voice of an angel. He sang a canonical psalm that sounded ancient and deep, mournful and joyful, all at once, a song of sin and redemption, in a strange language that might have been Aramaic or something even older. Kyrah touched her face; tears had striped her cheeks. Even the football players and cheer squad looked introspective and awed.
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      No sooner had the teens left for school than the middle-to-late-middle-aged ladies started to arrive. They brought plastic trays filled with freshly baked dishes. Bread and casseroles and pies. The Ladies’ Charity Bake Club, that the Bridesmaid witches had mocked, was a real thing. It was run by Eleanor Everett, who ruled her flock like a battle hen.

      The foyer in the Sanctuary filled up with heaps of plastic and foil wrapped food. Michael introduced Kyrah to all of the ladies, and every one of them insisted shaking her hands or hugging her. A few even kissed her on the cheeks. She had to suffer through sparks of Vision each time, but Michael kept his hand on the small of her back, and that gentled the visions to brief flashes. Kyrah did learn that half of the women were ordinary humans, and the other half were arcane.

      Kyrah whisper to Michael, when she had a chance to be discreet, “Does Mrs. Everett know that Mrs. Bellwether can turn into a magical bighorn mountain sheep?”

      “Eleanor has no idea. All that matters is that Beverly Bellwether makes a delicious homemade loaf of raisin oat bread.”

      “And she hates tacos.”

      “Nobody’s perfect.”

      The ladies and Michael went over a list of sick parishioners, elderly shut-ins, and apparently a few isolated families or individuals who lived far out in the mountains.

      They divvied up names “in the usual way” and then Michael loaded the food into the cars for the ladies. Next, he added boxes of clothing, sweaters, dry goods, and canned goods.

      “Every Sunday we have a drive to collect things for the needy,” he explained to Kyrah. “And every Wednesday, we do deliveries.”

      “How many needy are there in Arcana Glen?” asked Kyrah. “It seems to be a fairly affluent town.”

      “We definitely have our super wealthy residents,” said Michael. “Not just the Magician, but the Dragon Princess comes to mind. Did you attend the Lantern Festival on the fifteenth?”

      “I didn’t go. She’s not really…?”

      “Oh yes,” he grinned. “She’s really. But the poor people are a lot harder to see. For one thing, many of the needy we have here in Arcana Glen are actually arcanes. They are refugees from other... places. Since the Elven War started, the numbers of those desperate to flee the Spheres devastated by the war have increased. They are afraid of being hunted by humans, or by arcanes from the ‘enemy’ side, so they try not to make too much of a splash. But I help them when they let me.”
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      Michael looked every inch the cowboy. He wore his cowboy hat, and climbed into a rusted, battered but sturdy 4x4 pick-up truck. The truck was packed with the plastic and foil wrapped trays of food and the boxes of supplies. Kyrah rode shotgun.

      “You could fly if you wanted to?” She ended the sentence with intonation that made it a question.

      “I could even snap my fingers and pop over there instantaneously,” said Michael. “Like Alephander does.”

      “Oh, I hate that,” said Kyrah.

      “So do I,” said Michael. “It makes my ears pop. Anyway, usually I’m not in a rush and I like to drive. I like the feel of the solid car, the wheels on the road, the curvy mountain. I like the smell of Beverly’s raisin oat bread that fills the car. People worry so much about trying to be spiritual, but it’s not that difficult. It’s really as simple as just being there, being solid and being true. Holding someone’s hand, baking the bread. Sitting with them when they’re sick or ready to go on to the Last Home. Simple things. It doesn’t have to be complicated.”

      “Like séances and Dreamland and spirits lost in the astral void,” she teased.

      “Things beyond the merely tangible exist as well,” he acknowledged. “And my parishioners do get a kick out of it when I describe my home to them in sermons. I don’t mean the Lost Home, as even I haven’t had the grace to go there yet, but the home Sphere of my people, Lighthaven. A lot of humans have confused Lighthaven for the Final Home, our Father’s Home. Humans like to hear about the fantastic mansions and beautiful gardens and the angels flying around singing.” He chuckled. “I guess the grass is always greener on the other side, even for angels. To me, the miracles here in the Mundane Sphere seem a lot more impressive. Look at Mrs. Everett. She can’t see a single magical thing. She’s never had a psychic experience or a vision. She has no proof whatsoever that angels are real. But she just does the right thing anyway. That’s why I like humans.”

      “I try to like humans.” Kyrah wrinkled her nose. “But it’s very difficult to be around them. Especially the stupid ones.”

      “I don’t mind stupid,” said Michael. “If it’s a good honest stupid. I don’t like people who are smart enough to know better but use that to take advantage of those who have fewer intellectual gifts.”

      “I can’t disagree with that,” said Kyrah.

      They entered into a long discussion about spirituality. Michael defended the very things that Kyrah had never liked: tradition, community, liturgy. She was able to see them from a new light through his perspective. But she defended her own idea of a spiritual path. An authentic path could not follow any authority, hierarchy, or dogma. Each soul had to search for truth independently, inwardly, creatively.

      “No one can hand you truth from the outside if you aren’t looking inside,” she said.

      “Man doesn’t live by bread alone,” granted Michael. “But without bread, he doesn’t live at all.”

      They arrived at a trailer park that Kyrah had not even known existed. As soon as they arrived a whole gaggle of children almost mobbed Michael. They squealed, “Pastor Mike! Pastor Mike!” He pretended not to know what they were after until suddenly he whipped out a bucket and handed out toys and candy like a regular Santa Claus. Then he unpacked the truck and handed over boxes of food and more substantial goodies to the older kids. These teens did not look like the socialites at the Prayer Warrior singalong. They looked like they had already been punched in the face by the rougher side of life.

      Kyrah could not tell if they were human or arcane until she handed a box to lanky teenage boy and accidentally brushed his hand. Instantaneously, Kyrah had a vision of a wolf. The teen’s nostrils flared, startled by a change he sniffed in her, but then the boy’s eyes cut to Pastor Mike.

      Does she suspect I’m a Shifter? Nah, how could she?—she smells human. Besides, anyone with Pastor Mike must be okay, he thought, loudly enough that Kyrah was able to hear it.

      Kyrah realized that, in the past, when she had received Visions from arcanes, especially shape Shifters like this Wolf Shifter, she had reacted with fear because she didn’t understand why she was seeing wild beasts in someone’s memories. And, as arcanes, the Shifters had sensed her reaction and therefore also become hostile and defensive. She remembered the tiger she had encountered at the Magician’s show back in Las Vegas. Of course the Magician employed arcanes in his act! Now she understood why she had seen what she saw. She’d crossed paths with a Tiger Shifter.

      “Most of them are Shifters,” Kyrah said after she and Michael returned to the truck.

      “Yeah, mostly.”

      “But they have no idea who you are. The ones I touched thought that you are human.”

      “Shifters can smell different Elemental magics, but not psychic powers. I bet they didn’t know what you are.”

      “...no...”

      “They can’t detect demons either. It’s another reason I do my rounds. The Alpha of the Grayhide Pack can tell a Winter Elf from a Summer Elf, a Bear Shifter from a Bunny Shifter, and even a Hedge Witch from a Crystal Witch, but he can’t detect demons, angels, or um...” Abruptly, Michael broke off.

      “Or what?”

      He grimaced. “Necromancers. Mediums. Seers. People like you. You have incredible power, Kyrah. Given time and practice, I expect you to become as powerful as the Magician himself.”
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      The final delivery was the most isolated of all. Kyrah began to feel nervous as they drove higher and higher into the mountains. The roads had been plowed but Michael still had to stop to put chains on his tires. Fortunately, he used magic, so that didn’t take him long. Michael handled the four-wheel-drive like a pro so she couldn’t understand why she was nervous until he mentioned casually, “We are near Silver Spike. I can still sense the negative energy—can you? I’m sorry, but this guy works at the Weather Station near the peak. I have no idea if he actually lives at the Weather Station itself or if he has a hidden cabin around here somewhere.”

      When they reached the Weather Station, Michael left the boxes on the porch. He picked up a piece of paper under the welcome mat, glanced at it, and placed it in his pocket. He jogged back to the truck. They headed back down the mountain while Michael told her about the mystery guy.

      “He’s a real hermit, an even worse introvert than you,” Michael teased.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “He hides whenever I come by. I don’t even know if he eats the food I leave for him. He’s not poor, I know he gets a salary from the Weather Station, but I never see him in town, so I have no idea how he would get food if I didn’t bring it. I think he hunts his own meat, so I try to bring him fresh greens and grains. I also bring canned food and freeze-dried foods because when the snows are high, even I can’t drive up here.”

      Michael tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I could fly, but I have no idea who this guy really is, if he's mundane or arcane. He, um, might be a daemon, which could be why he avoids me. If I were to fly into his secret hideout, he might bolt.”

      “You bring food to a demon?”

      “Daemon, DAY-man, not DEE-mun. A demon or a devil is a daemon who has rejected the Light and decided to seek power for its own sake. Daemons were meant to serve the Light as much as Seraphs. There are some daemons who...have abused the trust placed in them. They had a choice; they chose evil. Anyway, I don’t know that the hermit is a daemon, only that it’s possible. This hermit, he’s never hurt anybody. He could just be a very shy man.”

      “He could be a serial killer who doesn’t want you to find out where he buries the bodies.”

      “He helps in his own way. Notes like this.” Michael handed Kyrah the paper he’d picked up from the porch.

      First, she took the psychic “temperature” of the note. She could sense an intense intellect behind the note, one which was autogenous in the extreme, and as convoluted as it was introverted, yet essentially good. Then she read the note. The font had been printed by a dot matrix.

      FOUND A ZOMBIE IN THE WOODS. BURNED IT. COULD BE MORE.

      At the bottom of the note were a series of incomprehensible numbers. “What’s this code?”

      “GPS coordinates. One set is probably where he first spotted the zombie and the other is where he finally killed and burned it. He’s meticulous like that.”

      “And I thought I was a weirdo.”

      “It takes all types.”
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        February 23, Late Morning, Afternoon

        Wednesday, Last Quarter Moon

      

      

      Kyrah’s hopes for a quiet lunch were dashed when Michael didn’t return home right way but took her to lunch at the Senior Center. The silverheads greeted him with cries of, “Pastor Mike! Pastor Mike!” just like the kids at the trailer park. He handed out letters to them like he had handed out candy to the kids.

      “Where did you get those?” asked Kyrah.

      “Oh, sometimes I pick up mail from the post office for them. If their families don’t write, sometimes I fly over to their houses and prod them to send a card at least. If they have no family, I ask Melody Brooks to have her class write letters. She teaches fifth grade and thinks the kids need practice writing letters, so it works out.”

      “You are exhausting me just describing that. Do you have lunch at the Senior Center every day?”

      “No, I wish I could, but just on Wednesdays. On Mondays, I dine at the Hospice, on Tuesdays at the Shelter down at River Rest, on Thursdays with the Town Activities Committee, on Fridays I try to hang out at the Casino because that’s when the buses bring in tourists and I like to see who’s arriving. On Saturdays...”

      “My brain already exploded. Please stop.”

      “I play ball with the Prayer Warriors. You met them already.”

      They rolled back into the gravel parking lot behind the church at 1 pm on the dot.

      “Are we done for the day?” Kyrah asked hopefully. “Didn’t you say that you that you spend the hours between 1 and 4 in quiet contemplative prayer? That sounds great. You go pray and I’ll go collapse.”

      “Actually, in the afternoon, I usually spend several hours at the hospital.”

      “Oh, no, I hate hospitals. Do you know how many ghosts are at the hospital?”

      “I do. I see them too, you know.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Half my conversations at the hospital are with ghosts.”

      “Of course they are.”

      “Then, between five and nine in the evenings, I do personal counseling, one-on-one or with couples. I eat dinner sometime in there, depending on the week’s schedule. I eat dinner alone, so sometimes I skip it. I don’t really need human food, it’s more a social pleasure. Starting at nine and going to eleven, I lead group counseling in the church basement. There’s an Alcoholics Anonymous, a Narcotics Anonymous, and a Darkholics Anonymous for recovering addicts of Dark Magic. That last group is all arcanes, naturally. From eleven to one in the morning, I’m on call for emergencies—for suicide prevention, for grief counseling, to break up a fight at the Casino, whatever comes up. Sometimes the Sheriff’s Office asks me to drop in on victims of crimes they’ve investigated and that often happens in the late evening for some reason.

      “And then,” Michael finished, “Between 1 and 4 am, I spend three hours in meditation, reading scripture and contemplative prayer.”

      “That would mean you only sleep between 4 and 5 am.”

      “No, that’s when I write my sermons. I also paint, although I’m not any good.”

      “That’s a twenty-four-hour day, Michael. That’s not humanly possible.”

      He lifted his brows.

      “What?!” Kyrah threw up her hands. “Are you kidding me? Angels don’t need sleep?”

      “I come from a sphere of existence where it’s never night...we evolved no need to sleep. And I hate being bored. That was the hardest thing to adjust to when I first came to live on Earth. All my friends would fall asleep and leave me still bursting with energy. I’ve learned to deal.”

      Kyrah snorted. “I hate you.”

      Michael responded to her joke with a deep and searching look. She froze under the study of those crystal blue eyes.

      “I hope not,” he said softly.

      Her cheeks heated and she stared at her lap. “Michael, I can’t keep up with you. I can’t face an afternoon in a hospital full of sick people and ghosts. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I was supposed to be letting you rest and instead I’ve dragged you all over Arcana Glen. Let me think...I have an idea. Let me take you one more place. I think you’ll like it.”

      Dubious, she hauled herself back in the truck for another drive up curling mountain roads. Snow and trees followed snow and trees. About half an hour drive from the church, they arrived at a cute, rustic style cabin in the woods.

      “This was actually the house assigned to me by the Angelic Council when I arrived on Earth,” he said. “I felt it was too far from town, so I bought the house next door to the church. But I still own this property.”

      Inside, Kyrah could see he hadn’t used the place in a while. She had to pull white sheets off all the furniture. It was a small, even smaller than the ranch style next to the church, but it had a lot more charm. The whole thing was one room, with a loft bedroom overhead and a bathroom next to the kitchenette. Three walls were lined with bookshelves; the fourth had a big window. There was also a huge porch, which was probably pleasant in the summer. Also, the bathroom was surprisingly large, and it had a jacuzzi. Nice.

      She found a stack of canvasses, paints, and brushes. Most of the canvasses were still blank, and those that weren’t were...well.

      “Are those...emojis?”

      “I was trying to paint the faces of the Prayer Warriors.” He laughed with her, not offended. “I love art, but I’m terrible at it.”

      “You’re a good singer, though.”

      “Comes with the wings,” he shrugged. “And by Seraph standards, believe me, I’m completely middling at music. I have no strong talents, I’m afraid.”

      He believed that; Kyrah could see it in the dejected slump of his shoulders. “It’s strange, isn’t it?” she said slowly, “How blind we each are to our own strengths?”

      “Please. My paintings are terrible, and you know it. It’s not just me being modest.”

      “No, you’re right, your paintings are awful. Three-years-olds paint better. A bird who spilled a paint can and accidently stepped in it paints better. A drunken bear—”

      “Okay, okay, I get the idea!”

      “But I wouldn’t say you have no talents,” she added seriously.

      “I couldn’t even handle the one job I was sent to Earth to do.” Now he not only hunched but clenched his fists and stared at the wall, seeing something else. “I was supposed to arrest the Magician. He was stronger and cleverer than I. And he was born human! Every power he has, he learned on his own. I was born with every advantage, but how have I used it? He eluded me because I was inadequate.”

      “But he turned out to be innocent.”

      “Which I should have figured out on my own,” said Michael. “Just as I should have known.... Everything I do is wrong. I’ve been betrayed by people I trusted but I’ve laid false accusations against those who didn’t deserve it, like you.”

      “Who betrayed you?”

      He grimaced. “The point is that I should have seen it coming. Anyway, I didn’t bring you here to listen to me throw myself a pity party. I hope you will find this retreat a place you can find solitude and rest. I won’t tell you what to do, but feel free to use the paint and canvas. I also have a few books, not as many as the Magician, but a slightly different collection. Also, you might consider weaving yourself a Veil. Sabriel mentioned that and it reminded me to ask if you knew how to make one.”

      “...maybe...” It had felt crystal clear when Sabriel conveyed the spell, but now Kyrah wasn’t sure she had to ingenuity to recreate the elaborate magic.

      “It’s like a mental shield, but softer and more subtle. It’s a permeable psychic barrier between yourself and others so that you can do things like shake hands without Visions from other people’s memories flooding you and overwhelming you. The Veil helps you set boundaries between your mind and other people’s thoughts and emotions. It also prevents ghosts or dark spirits from jumping into your body without your permission.”

      “That sounds great, where I can I buy one?”

      “You have to make it yourself. I can’t help you with that, I’m afraid. I was literally born wearing armor made of pure Light. Later, I learned to make a shield and sword as well for more active defense. But the Veil of a Seeress is made of, um, shadow... it’s technically Dark Magic.”

      “Like the Dark Magic you treat addicts for?”

      “I told you, this is not something I can help you with.”

      “Well, what do you tell the addicts?”

      “Just say no.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Ask for help from a Higher Power.”

      “That’s not really my style.”

      He spread his arms. “We may be trying to get to the same destination, Kyrah, but we follow very different paths. I’m trying to respect that, and believe me, even that much is hard for me. I don’t trust Dark Magic. But I do respect hierarchies and tradition. You know, the things you say have no value. Those are the reasons I have to trust you. Your power has a place in the traditional hierarchy of the Council of Guardians and that’s what I respect.”

      “Why can’t you just respect me?”

      “I have to go,” he said. “They’re expecting me at the hospital. In fact...” He checked his watch. “Shoot. I’m running late. I have to fly.”

      A moment later, Kyrah watched the Seraph turn into a marvel of light and wings and launch from the porch like a shooting star.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She did find it restful to be alone. She explored the shelves of books and found that Michael’s collection was extensive and different from the Magician’s. Michael had many more pragmatic titles such as “56 Ways to Cook Eggs,” and he also had titles related to his job as a counselor, such “Counseling the Bereaved Werewolf,” and “The Guide to Shape Shifters, Type Shifters and Zodians (577th Edition).” Then she found two shelves of books all written in the same mystic alphabet that she had seen in her Vision of the creation of the Metaverse.

      Up until now, she had been careful not to touch any of Michael’s objects.

      This time, she extended her finger and traced it along the edges of the spines until she felt a flash of warmth. She paused and pulled out the book that had warmed for her.

      It was a slender volume, blue like Michael’s eyes, with the beautiful, gold glyphs embossed on the cover. She opened it and saw rows of the same mysterious and exquisite alphabet arranged like beads on a necklace.

      A Vision unfolded gently around her. It wasn’t painful, as her Visions so often were, but warm and flowing with liquid light. She saw a mansion of marble in a garden filled with fountains and flowers, streams, and waterfalls. Kittens with butterfly wings flew in the air alongside doll-sized ponies with dragonfly wings. A fat, happy puppy, also winged chased a winged deer, but didn’t hurt it. All the animals had wings, in fact.

      Then a family alighted from the sky into the garden, and they had wings too. Kyrah saw Michael, looking like a little cherub, fluttering next to a girl cherub who looked so much like him she must be his sister. The cherubs had only two wings each, not seven like their parents. The two cherubs rolled around in the air, squealing and giggling. A fond mother and father flew down more decorously. The mother picked fruit. The children settled around the father, who read to them from the book Kyrah was holding. Michael’s father read to him about his namesake, the most famous Archangel Michael, and Kyrah felt the young cherub’s desire to live up to his grandfather’s legacy.

      The Vision ended as gently as it had begun. It was so strange to think of angels growing up in families, the same as ordinary people—except in a realm of eternal daylight, where garden palaces floated in the clouds and even the kittens had wings. And Michael was related to that Michael. Talk about a legacy to live up to... Yes, he had been showered with gifts, but also with expectations.

      Kyrah placed the book back on the shelf, but she sensed she was supposed to see more. She continued to trace her finger along the shelf until another book tingled. She pulled this one down.

      This book was in the same alphabet, with white letters written on black paper. The writing was more compact. As she read it, she felt a wave of dizziness and the letters blurred then returned to being crisp and clear...

      But now she understood them.

      How was that possible? It felt as if she had always known this language, the language of angels, but somehow forgotten what she knew. She read the text, which was a manual for battle-angels, but also admonished: Be not afraid of your enemies, for in the sight of the Light you are brothers... Be not afraid of the Dark, when you seem to be surrounded by darkness, it is not the Light which has died, but your sight...

      Another Vision surrounded her, of two young angels, who had four wings now, fighting each other with angelfire swords. They laughed and teased each other as they fought; it was obviously a practice bout between friends, not a battle. One of the young warriors was Michael. Again, beneath the play, she sensed Michael’s drive to serve others at the expense of himself. Always, he pushed himself to do more. Long after the other young warriors stopped practicing, he still drove himself, worried that he might let someone down if he wasn’t good enough. The only warrior who could keep up with him, even among angels, was his friend and rival.

      His dark-haired, white-winged young friend was Raziel.

      That Vision ended too, but she immediately felt the tug of another book.

      I should stop, she thought. Every object in this room is going to carry Michael’s memories, and it’s none of my business.

      She found the painting materials and set up a canvas. She had no idea what she was painting until she was done, and then saw that it was a black feather. That was strange.

      The tug was like a wiggly tooth. Something in the room still wanted to communicate with her. Reluctantly, she returned to the bookshelf with the books she now understood had come from Dayhaven, the realm of the angels. She traced her finger along the spines of the book until one of them flashed warm and bright.

      When Kyrah pulled out the book, it opened immediately because something had been pressed between the pages.

      A black feather.

      Instantly, she knew that this time, she would see something awful. She hesitated; she almost slammed the book shut. Michael had a blessed childhood and a happy youth, but no one’s life was without pain. Did she want to know? It’s not my business, she thought.

      He needs you, a deeper voice seemed to tell her.

      She touched the black feather.

      Everything that unfolded in this Vision was recent... it had happened only last month. Yet Michael was completely different. He was the Commander of a Legion of Battle Angels, and Raziel, his best friend since childhood, was his Second in Command. Michael and the Legion surrounded Alephander, who was on trial. The entire trial took place in a snowy forest on the slopes in the vicinity of Arcana Glen. Bethany was there too, for some reason, along with a gang of white-haired Elves. Winter Elves, she somehow knew. Using the Sword of Truth, Alephander proved that he was not responsible for the Massacre.

      But the leader of the Winter Elves refused to accept the verdict. He tried to kill Bethany. Alephander stopped him, and the Elf was arrested by the Seraphs.

      “Now,” said Michael, “You will come with us back to…”

      “Like hell I will!” shouted the Winter Elf. “Raziel, I call upon your debt and demand you pay it now!”

      After a brief, internal struggle that contorted Raziel’s face into an expression of agony, he spread seven wings of fire, wrapped his arms around the elven king, and leapt into the air, carrying the Elf with him.

      “Raziel, what are you doing!” bellowed Michael. “Raziel, you’re betraying your people and your oath! If you help him, you will be exiled yourself! If you betray your vow as a Warrior of the Light, you are choosing damnation!”

      “I chose damnation long ago, Michael,” Raziel called back, his voice thick with pain and resignation. “See me as I really am!”

      To punctuate his words, he snapped his wings rapidly—and they changed from white fire to black fire. A single spark flew off his wings. It fluttered down to the ground, solidifying into a black feather.

      Stunned, Michael caught it before it could fall all the way. He stared up at the black-winged angel in anguish. “Raziel! You were my friend!”

      “I was always your enemy, Michael!” Raziel shouted down at him. “You just never knew the truth about me until now!”

      Raziel and the Elf disappeared into a ball of black and scarlet fire.

      The Vision ended. Michael had not shown anyone the depth of his anguish on that day, but Kyrah had felt it. Tears streaked down her cheeks.
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      Michael showed up again at dinner time take-out bags from three different restaurants. The plan was to eat a simple meal the cabin, but Michael seemed to be catering a banquet.

      “What’s all this?” Kyrah asked, as he set out enough delicious meals for twelve people.

      “I wasn’t certain what you wanted tonight, I bought a bit of everything,” he confessed.

      She laughed softly. As they ate, guilt robbed her of her appetite. Finally, she blurted, “Michael, I saw a Vision from your past.”

      He paused in mid-bite. He lowered his fork. “What did you see?”

      “Raziel.”

      Michael bent his head. “I let him down.”

      “You let him down? He betrayed you!”

      “It was my fault,” Michael said mulishly.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know!” he said, anguished. “That’s what eats me alive. I don’t know what I did wrong!”

      “His decision wasn’t your fault.”

      He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I have to go. Tobias Grayhide ambushed Brock Bellwether, and then, in revenge, three Bellwether boys caused a rockslide to trap Julia Grayhide in a canyon... I arranged a meeting with both families to mediate a truce.”

      After he left, even the caffeine could not keep her awake. While Michael presumably worked the night away, she slept like the dead.
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        February 24,

        Thursday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      The next morning, she decided that although the Magician had given her the week off to rest, she preferred to go to work. She ordered a ride because Michael had already left to begin his morning routine. Once at the Castle, she tidied up in the Library, and then she went down to the basement to do her work as an archivist.

      She briefly looked through all of the boxes to get an idea of what was in each one. She found numerous papers in the Ancient tongue, the language of angels. The Elven dialects used the same alphabet. How would she have been able to sort through any of these documents if she hadn’t mysteriously ‘remembered’ a language she never knew through a Vision?

      Kyrah at last understood the connection between her official title as Archivist for Arcana Castle and her secret, esoteric role as Seeress. The boxes of papers were all the belongings of the twenty-one murdered Guardians. Sorting through them might be a critical part of solving the mystery of what had happened to them, as well as a requirement for setting up a long-term memorial to honor the men and women who had died in the line of duty.

      In the box belonging to the Emperor Lunarian, she found the last photograph taken of the Old Guardians. It was a formal, yet perfectly ordinary photograph, taken, according to the English inscription: Winter Solstice, December 21, 2011. If she had seen it before she discovered magic was real, she would have thought it was of a Fantasy Convention, because of the pointed ears and exotic costumes, but otherwise it was like any publicity shot of high-ranking ambassadors and diplomats. Everyone stood ramrod straight and wore solemn expressions or chilly, closed-lip smiles. She recognized the background; it was the grand hall of Arcana Castle. Because the Guardians had posed for the photograph right before attending some grand fete, many of them stood with their spouses.

      Kyrah had hosted the spirit of Sabriel, but never seen the woman. Kyrah studied the photo and immediately identified the Seeress by her veil, which she wore lifted away from her face in the picture.

      Sabriel was exquisite. She had the same basic coloring as Kyrah herself, dark hair and pale skin, but the Elf Queen was more ethereal, more feminine, and more graceful. The man beside her, presumably the King of Swords, her husband, looked familiar. But where had she seen him before?

      Out of curiosity, she tried to find the boxes with Sabriel’s papers, but she couldn’t find it.

      “Yan,” she asked when the old arcane wandered by, “Are all of the former Guardian’s papers included in this collection?”

      “Far as I know.”

      “I can’t find the papers of the Seeress.”

      “They might be mixed in with the others.” He scratched his beard. “Or the House of Izbognir might have taken her things.”

      “The House of Izbognir?” Kyrah struggled with the strange name.

      “Royal Court of Swords, rulers of the Azir. The royal family of the Elves of Winterdom,” Yan said impatiently. “She was the Queen of Winterdom.”

      “...the Queen of Swords... ah, of course...” Kyrah glanced at the photo. Abruptly, she recalled where she had seen the King of Swords before. He was the Winter Elf who had tried to kill Bethany. He was the one who had commanded Raziel to betray Michael.

      She still wasn’t sure entirely what the duties of a Seeress were. Something about Paths. Something about Gates. Intuitively, she had experienced the importance of doors into other realms when her spirit had been wandering between Spheres. She had flown toward the nearest Portal she sensed.

      Was her job just to be a cosmic border guard? That didn’t sound very pleasant. At least in terms of her own position, she could understand the need to be able to invite certain spirits onto the earthly plane while keeping others out. She wouldn’t want anyone to be possessed against their will. When she thought of her job like that, as a protective role, it felt like a better fit.
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        February 25,

        Friday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      The next day, Alephander called for a meeting of the three Guardians. Kyrah also invited Michael. She felt guilty for imposing on him, now that she knew what a busy schedule he had. But he assured Kyrah that he would make the time to help her solve the murder because that was a priority.

      They used the same set up they had the last time. A table with a spangled cosmic tablecloth and Tia’s hand-painted Tarot deck. Bethany distracted Kyrah briefly when she showed up to the séance with a zipper where her lips should have been. It looked ghastly, like something out of a horror show, and Kyrah and Michael both responded by crying out and asking her what was wrong and if they could help.

      Bethany unzipped her lips and laughed. “Nothing’s wrong. I asked Alephander to try to give me zipper lips so that I could be sure to keep my mouth shut during the séance. I’m always tempted to say something inappropriate, and I didn’t want to mess things up. So he did this spell... Watch!” Then she zipped her lips shut again. Her eyes bugged and then she zipped it back open. “Did you see that?” she asked excitedly, “Did you see how I zipped my mouth shut? See how that works? Now I can be really quiet. Quiet as a mouse. Although, mice actually make a lot of squeaking noises... which is not relevant. I’m going to zip my mouth shut again and just watch.” She zipped her mouth shut and open again. “Isn’t it cool?”

      “No, it’s not cool,” said Kyrah. “It’s very distracting. I cannot concentrate if you have that thing where your mouth should be.”

      Bethany zipped the zipper shut and open again. “But Kyrah this is the only thing that is keeping me from talking.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be working then,” remarked Michael.

      “Well, it only stops me when it’s actually zipped shut,” admitted Bethany.

      She continued playing with the zipper until suddenly she yanked it so hard that it pulled right off her face. For a moment, she had nothing between her nose and her chin but smooth seamless skin. Kyrah screamed.

      A moment later Bethany’s mouth popped right back into existence exactly where it should have been. It looked much better.

      Bethany looked at her hand where she still had an ordinary zipper. It was limp and wrinkled like a used band-aide. “I think I broke the spell.”

      “Bethany,” Kyrah said, rubbing her temples. “Could you please stop distracting me.”

      “That was what I was trying to do!”

      They started over. This time Michael led all of them in a small prayer seemed to calm even Bethany down. Kyrah shot him an appreciative glance. Perhaps there was some use to all his tradition and liturgy after all. She focused inwardly and issued the invitation to the Spirit of whichever Guardian wanted to speak through her. Then she turned over a card.

      The Hermit.

      Kyrah closed her eyes.
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      Michael watched Kyrah fall into a trance once more. This time she seemed to shrink down into herself as if she were used to being a much shorter person. She glared at the three of them with beady little eyes full of suspicion. After the first few questions confirmed that they were speaking to Francis the Gnome, Hermit and Guardian of the Ninth Path, the Path of Genius, Invention and Illumination, the Hermit came straight to the point.

      “I know exactly who done me in!” declared the creature inside Kyrah, presumably Francis the Gnome. “Twas Thomas the Strongman who killed me! Don’t fall for his dumb muscle man act. He’s not as stupid as he looks. He stole an invention of mine, the Elemental Punch, and used it against me! It’s a brilliant spell, if I do say so myself. I should know! It combines kinetic energy with elemental magic. He takes a little bit of mist from the air, condenses it into rock-hard ice, then he wraps it in rings of fire by sucking heat out of his own body. He adds a little bit of earth and builds it up into the Elemental power of Stone. Finally, he blows on it to add the Element of Wind. Then he uses his immense strength and focuses his psychic power on that rock, which by then is the size of a fist, and includes all the forces of Elemental magic into one orb. He punches it forward, and it goes through whatever it hits like a cannonball made it out of diamond and shot by a locomotive. That’s what he hit me with!”

      “Did this cannonball hit you in the chest?” Alephander asked.

      “It was a little strange now that you mention it. For some reason he initially shot the cannonball over my head. But it came back and hit me at the back of the neck.”

      “If he shot the cannonball over your head, how did it hit you in the back of your neck?”

      “How should I know?” asked Francis. He wheezed and coughed like an old man. Michael was fascinated to realize he had almost forgotten that it was Kyrah who was wheezing and not the actual Gnome. She looked so completely different although nothing in her physical appearance had changed.

      “I’m telling you, he murdered me. Oi, I can remember every detail! It’s happening again…”

      “Kyrah!” cried Michael. “Ask your guest to leave!”

      Kyrah sank forward onto the table.
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      Kyrah wanted to finish for the day. But the Magician pressed her to try one more time. “We’ve heard two accusations and no defense. We have heard Sabriel accuse Petros, the Hierophant, but we did not give him a chance to give his side of the story. I would like to hear from him now. Then, we should give Thomas the Strongman the same opportunity to answer the accusation of Francis the Gnome.”

      Michael objected, “I’m not sure it’s wise to invite that many different spirits during one session. I think Kyrah is getting tired. Having another soul inhabit your body, even if both parties are good-natured and willing, it is one of the most draining experiences for a psychic.”

      “I think she can handle it,” said Alephander. He gave Michael a look of contempt. “Maybe you’re the one who can’t handle this. You’re the only one who doesn’t need to be here. You could leave. Really, this business should be confined to Guardians.”

      Michael sat back as if he had been slapped.

      Kyrah felt protective of him. “Leave him alone,” she snapped. “I will do it.”

      Satisfied that he had gotten his way as usual, Alephander did not wait for her to give her consent a second time. He leaned forward and plucked the card of the Hierophant from of the middle of the stacked, scrambled deck without looking at the cards.

      “Let’s see what Petros has to say for himself.”

      Before Kyrah could even issue the invitation, she heard a quiet, authoritative male voice speak inside her mind. I’m already here, child. Petros, the Hierophant, added dryly, “I see that Alephander has not learned any humility in the time since my death.”

      Alephander smirked arrogantly. “Glad to see you haven’t changed either, Petros. Sabriel said you killed her.”

      “She is mistaken.”

      Kyrah knew that if she looked physically the way her soul felt, she would be a tall, lean man with a bald head, long white beard, ornate robes, and a funny hat. She put her hand on top of her head as if to adjust her hat and realized there was nothing on top of her dark hair. She was briefly distracted rubbing the top of her head

      “Strange to have hair again,” Petros remarked through her. “I have been bald for many centuries.”  Next, Petros tried to stroke his nonexistent beard. “I miss that though. I had a very nice beard.”

      “It would’ve been nicer if you had combed it once in a while, “said Alephander. “Stay focused, Petros. Who killed you?”

      “It was Sabriel. Don’t you understand? That’s why she accused me first. To throw you off the scent. She always hated me.”

      “You weren’t fond of her either as I recall.”

      “She was a Winter Witch with an ice-cold heart who literally slept with demons. No, I didn’t like her. But I have taken a vow of nonviolence to all living things. I would not have violated my vow to kill her or any witch. However, she was under no such vow. After the Fool was killed, Sabriel lowered her Veil of Shadows. I knew then that she was trying to hide her plans for me. Next, she lifted her fingers and touched her necklace. Arrows of darkness came toward me.”

      “Did they go over your head?” asked Bethany.

      Kyrah-as-Petros frowned at Bethany. “You have a girl as your Fool? Isn’t that redundant?”

      Kyrah began to feel annoyed. Hey, keep your sexist remarks out of my mouth.

      Petros chuckled. Using her mouth. It was starting to annoy her.

      “Careful,” Michael cautioned. “Don’t start struggling over control of the body or both of you might lose control.”

      “As a matter fact,” said Petros. “The arrows did shoot over my head but only swing around and hit me in the back of the neck.”
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      “Imagine that,” drawled the Magician. “I’m beginning to see a pattern here.”

      “I am beginning to see a pattern too,” said Petros. “You have no more respect for the new Hierophant then you did for me. You are an arrogant little whippersnapper.”

      Kyrah, still speaking for Petros, turned to face Michael. “Listen, son, I can see that you are very young and haven’t grown your beard out yet. No doubt you have proper respect for your elders, and you think that means you should defer to the Magician. But let me tell you, I was his age when he was your age, and he didn’t show me the least bit of respect even then. You certainly don’t owe him any more than he gave me. You need to stand up for yourself and demand that he honor your position, no matter what he feels for you personally. Do you hear me?”

      Michael looked confused. “Sir, there must be some misunderstanding. I am not…”

      “Don’t tell me what you’re not,” said Petros petulantly. “Do you know who I am, son? I am the Summit of the Fifth Path, the Hierophant, the Guardian of the Beloved Community. Do you think I don’t recognize my own successor when I see him in the flesh and spirit right in front of me? Do you think I don’t recognize the Calling to the Path I walked for centuries? Of course, I do.”

      Michael gaped at him with an open mouth, completely speechless.
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        February 25,

        Friday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      “Why should we believe anything you say, Petros?” demanded Alephander. “You loathed Sabriel and longed to kill her. But, as you say, you couldn’t kill her yourself. So you found a way to trick someone else into doing it: Francis the Gnome. The only Guardian with no friends on the Council. Or at all. He was a mechanical genius, and he found a way to set up a spell that would hide your murder within a massacre.

      “You are insane,” spat Petros. “Why would I do that? Why would Francis do that?”

      “Francis was convinced he’d only make it into the Last Home with your help. And you encouraged him to believe that. I think the reason we have heard about the two of you is that you were both in on it.”

      “And I still think that the angels were too quick to dismiss you as a suspect, Alephander. You were always the clever one, always the ambitious one.  How do we know you didn’t sabotage the Sword of Truth itself? If anyone could have found a way it would be you, Alephander!”

      “Thank you for the compliment, but I didn’t.”

      “And we should take your words on faith? That’s rich, coming from an infidel like you.”

      Petros turned back to Michael. “As soon as you assume your role as Hierophant, the first thing you should do is open the investigation into Alephander again. He fooled you before when you were merely a legionnaire, but now you’re going to have all the resources of a Sarmat. Did you think that commanding a squad of angels was a lot of power? Son, you have no idea. You have to investigate this man for the murder of me and all of my companions…”

      “I think it’s time for you to leave!” Alephander stood up. Kyrah stood up because Petros forced her to. Michael stood up because he could see that Kyrah was struggling to take back control of her body, but Petros was not letting go.

      Bethany also hoped to her feet, chirping, “Are we all standing up now?”

      Please leave now, Kyrah begged Petros. But the spirit was so focused on Alephander and Michael that he didn’t hear her from within her own body. You have to go now! She shouted at him. But he was still struggling to say something. Neither of them had enough control to make anything except incomprehensible gurgling noises.

      “Kyrah!” shouted Michael.

      Get out! Get out! Kyrah screamed at Petros. I think you were the murderer! You are probably the one who killed all of them!

      No, I didn’t do it! protested Petros. Experience everything that happened to me. I was trying to stop any more deaths. I didn’t want anyone do die, not even the Winter Witch. But she murdered me! Just look!

      Kyrah could feel memory of his death coming on. He remembered sitting across from Sabriel the day the Fool died. He saw Sabriel lick her lips, glower at him and lowered her veil. She touched the black opal in the necklace she wore. Light shone from the gleaming murky stone and suddenly beamed over a flashing spark that soared over Petros’ head. And then something that brought a sharp pain hit him at the back of his neck and Kyrah could feel the horrible death...veins on fire...skin peeling off...eyeballs melting...

      No, no! she screamed.

      Daughter, I am sorry! What have I done? But you must believe that I didn’t kill anyone! shouted Petros. He leapt out of her body, but at the very same moment that she felt the blessed relief from the pressure of the alien spirit, Something Else jumped in.

      A new spirit took her body by force and Kyrah responded with force, using all of her psychic power to expel whatever was trying to take control of her. Michael rushed to her side and clutched her arm, and the dark spirit leaped out of her body.
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      “Michael! Are you all right?”

      Michael jolted back. For a moment, he looked very startled, but then he shook himself, like a wet dog shaking away a soapy bath. Finally, he smiled at her. “I’m fine. The question is, are you all right?”

      Kyrah clutched him, trying to answer, but her whole body had been drained of every kind of energy both spiritual and physical. She sank to her knees on the carpet in front of the fireplace, and buried her head in her knees, trying to breathe. The crackle and pop of the fire, the flicker of light and warmth, soothed her.

      “I’m sorry, Kyrah,” Bethany said. “We pushed you too hard. Petros sounds like a big jerk. Are you okay?”

      Kyrah concentrated on her breathing until she felt her heartbeat slow down to something resembling normal. Then she nodded and allowed Bethany to help her to her feet.

      “Well, that was amusing,” said Michael.

      Kyrah stared at him incredulously. Amusing? She might expect that sort of dumb statement from Bethany and forgive her for it because Bethany thought hurricanes were “fun,” and sharks were “cute.” But it hurt to hear that from Michael.

      He glanced at his watch. “No offense, folks, but I took a lot of time out to be here, and I should be getting back to my sheep.”

      “Don’t you want to assume your alleged role as Hierophant, so you can try to arrest me again?” Alephander asked coldly.

      Michael placed his hand on Alephander’s shoulder. “Chill, Al. Didn’t we decide that was just a joke?”

      “A joke?” Alephander flicked his gaze at Michael’s hand as if it were a dollop of bird poop. “Remove your appendage from my vicinity.”

      “Like I said: chill,” said Michael. He pulled back his lips into the resemblance of a smile. “I have no interest in being a Guardian. I don’t care what Petros, that old gasbag, thinks about it. But I do have a job to do, and I am not going to get it done wasting time here at your make-believe kiddie castle.”

      “Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.”

      Michael snapped open his wings so fast that Alephander had to step out of the way or be smacked across the face with radiant white feathers. The angel winked out of the room.

      “Gosh,” said Bethany, “You think he would have actually liked the idea of being a Guardian. Especially Hierophant and everything since he’s already a pastor. It’s kind of the same thing to the magic, right?”

      “Let’s not encourage stupid ideas in this case,” said Alephander.

      Kyrah said, “I also wish to go home.”

      “Don’t you live with Michael?” asked Bethany. “I don’t mean with him, with him, but just ‘with him.’ You know what I mean. Why didn’t he just take you home with him?

      “I don’t know,” said Kyrah. “I’m too tired right now to care.”

      “I’ll send you home,” said Alephander. He readied his hand to snap his fingers. “To the house next to the church, right?”

      “No,” said Kyrah, “Actually, there’s a cabin…I don’t know if you know it…”

      “The angels tried to keep that cabin a secret from me,” scoffed Alephander. “So of course, I know it.”

      He snapped his hands. Kyrah appeared in the cabin. Her ears popped.

      She was too tired to care. She was too tired to climb the stairs to the loft to reach the bed. She was too tired to change clothes. She collapsed on the couch and fell asleep instantly.
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        February 27, Night

        Sunday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      There was something strange about the light when Kyrah woke up. She went to the window and found that it was still dark outside. Apparently, she had only slept a few hours. But then when she looked at her phone, she found a gazillion messages from Bethany asking if she was okay.

      Kyrah checked the calendar on her phone and realized that she had slept for 36 hours straight.

      The thing of it was—she was still tired. She called Bethany back and told her what had happened. When she admitted that she didn’t feel like she had even gotten a full night’s rest, never mind that she had slept for 36 hours, Bethany advised her to eat and go back to sleep.

      “I’m sure Michael has brought over a ton of food and left it in the fridge for you,” said Bethany. “That’s just how he is. But he might not have wanted to wake you up.” After a pause she added, “I’m not even sure if he could’ve woken you up. You really exhausted yourself. We can’t let you overextend yourself like that anymore. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Kyrah yawned. She took the time to change into her pajamas and climb into the bed in the loft. But checking the fridge for food, that was too much work. She fell back asleep.
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        February 28, Morning

        Monday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      The next morning, Kyrah woke up at her usual time, quarter after seven. Her body had figured out how to return to its normal rhythm. Her tummy growled. She checked the fridge.

      It was empty. So much for the idea that Michael had showered her with meals while she slept.

      Oh, well. She could eat at the Castle. She pulled out her phone to order a ride.

      No signal.

      Great. She would have to walk through the snowy woods on an empty stomach. She was beginning to see why Michael had decided to move into town. There were drawbacks to hiding from everyone in an isolated cabin in the woods. She opened the front door to the cabin.

      It wouldn’t open.

      What?

      It was then she noticed a note had been slipped under the door. Kyrah picked it up and read the handwritten scrawl: I knew you would try to do too much too soon, so I locked up the house. Rest at least three days, then I’ll let you out.

      WHAT?!

      Kyrah steamed up like a teapot. She tore the note into pieces.

      Then she pounded on the door, shouting, “Michael if you are there, you better open this door!”

      Then she tried to force open the door.

      Then she tried the back door.

      Then she tried the windows.

      Then she tried the window over the loft.

      Then she tried to break the windows.

      The doors were locked, the windows were locked, and the glass wouldn’t break. She paced and fumed and cursed Michael.

      “Oh, Mr. Perfect Angel!” she shouted to the empty cabin. Maybe with his supernatural hearing he would hear her. Good! Let him! “I should have known you were just a patronizing, arrogant, controlling piece of—” After that she trailed off into the dirtiest cuss words she could summon.

      Then she cried.

      The problem with having psychic powers was that they were of very little use when it came blasting open locked doors. Anyway, the fiasco with the windows proved (probably) that the Seraph had fortified the house with magic. I was born wearing armor of Light. He knew how to fortify things.

      Most of the day passed and she was still trapped inside, with no way to communicate her distress to the outside world. She had water but nothing to eat. If that stuck-up, self-righteous prick thinks this is restful...!  She practiced everything she would say to him when he finally came to release her. No doubt he would be proud of “taking care” of her, and she would tell him exactly how much she hated being controlled by those who insisted it was to “take care” of her, that her father anad mother had done that, but if Michael really loved her the way she loved him, he would never....

      Kyrah stopped dead in her tracks. She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      I love him. That’s why his betrayal hurt so much. She loved him and she had dared to hope he loved her. And the worst of it was that maybe he thought he did, but this wasn’t the kind of love she wanted. She wasn’t going to re-create her dysfunctional childhood through dysfunctional dependency her husband. No way. And yet...hadn’t she done just that?

      I hate you, Michael. She clenched her teeth. How dare you make me trust you and then turn around and instantly betray my trust.

      She should have seen it coming. He’d as much as admitted he didn’t respect her as an individual. Only her title. Even that claim was a farce, though, otherwise he wouldn’t have tried to lock her up to force her to rest for her own good...

      A knock pounded on the front door.

      Kyrah ran to the door. “Michael?” No, he wouldn’t knock on his own door. “Bethany?”

      “Stand away from the door,” commanded an unfamiliar male voice.

      She scooted back just as a blast of fire and rocks knocked the door off its hinges. The heavy wood landed flat with a crash. The shockwave raised dust that stank of rotten eggs.

      The man who stood in the door was not Michael. He had a shock of black hair, raven-dark wings of black, feathery, fire and burning bronze eyes. He was the Fallen Angel who had tried to help demons capture Michael during the zombie attack at Silver Strike. He might as well have been a demon himself.

      It was Raziel.
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        February 28, Night

        Monday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      “I’m not a demon,” said the Dark Angel.

      “I didn’t say you were,” said Kyrah.

      “You were thinking it.”

      “Stay out of my mind!”

      The handsome devil smirked at her. “Pot meets kettle, eh, Seeress?”

      “Look, Mr Demon or Angel, or whatever you are...”

      “The technical term is Fallen Angel. I was born a Seraph, like Michael. These wings are a mark of my...defection, shall we say, to the other side.”

      “What about your two friends?”

      “Chet and Vass were born demons.”

      “I meant, where are they now?”

      “With Michael.”

      Kyrah backed away. “Were you the one who trapped me in here?”

      “Did you not just see me break down the door to break you out of here?”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Michael came to us—to me, and the daemons you saw me with—claiming he wanted to join our side.”

      “I refuse to believe he would do that.”

      “I refused to believe it either.” The Fallen Angel strolled over the refrigerator. He opened it and shook his head. “He wouldn’t have trapped you in here either. Especially not without food. The man once lectured me for hours about all the ways to cook an egg. That crazy Seraph loves human food. The only thing he loves more than eating it is serving meals to other people. But it was Michael’s magic that was used to locked you in here. There’s only one explanation.”

      “He confused love with control?” Kyrah asked bitterly.

      “I’d say his problem has always been trusting others too much, not too little. Admittedly, if it’s not one extreme, it’s the other.”

      Kyrah swallowed hard. The Fallen Angel knew Michael well.

      “Did he ever talk to you about me?” Raziel asked.

      “Not much.”

      “Ah. Just as well.”

      “But I know who you are and what you did to him,” added Kyrah. “You’re Raziel. You the one he trusted too much, the one who betrayed him.”

      A little vein throbbed in Raziel’s temple, but otherwise his expression did not change, and his voice was absolutely flat. “Yes.”

      “And then you and your new buddies showed up when he was down to kick him some more and drag him to Darkpyre?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are you doing here, Raziel? What do you want with me?”

      “I need your help. Michael is out of control and only you can stop him.”

      “You just admitted you betrayed Michael. Why would I trust you?”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if I made a mistake trusting you, Seeress. It was my judgment that Michael loved you and you loved him, but maybe you don’t know him at all. I will ask you one more time. Michael wouldn’t lock up the woman he loves, and yet he did. What is the only explanation?”

      Kyrah staggered to the couch and clutched the back of it for support. “By the Light... He’s possessed. At the end of the séance, something jumped from me to him. That’s when he started acting weird. I was so tired I forgot about it and then I was so angry I didn’t remember it....”

      “He’s possessed.” Raziel nodded. “That’s what I concluded as well. If a dark spirit leaped into his body, of course it would try to keep the Seeress out of the way—because you are the only one who can exorcise it.”

      “That makes sense, but I still don’t understand why you would tell me any of this.” Kyrah studied him. “Do you regret switching sides? Are you trying to redeem yourself?”

      Raziel shook his head. A sad, knowing smile edged his lip. “That’s not possible for me, Seeress. However, hard as this may be for you to believe, there are some creatures so vile and mindless that demons and angels will join forces to fight them. Among those monsters are the brain-eating pestilential scum called zombies.”
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      A prisoner in his own mind, Michael could only scream in inarticulate horror at what the Intruder was doing with his body. The Intruder had rounded up all the zombies wandering the mountains, and like a pied piper of the undead, aimed them at the heart of Arcana Glen. Apparently, the Intruder planned to storm the Magician’s Castle.

      An army of zombies sloughed down Main Street. The combined putrescence of the pustulating corpses made the pavement itself seem to exuviate puss and decay. The stench alone caused snow to seep into slush, and the few stout pines along the sidewalks to droop and weep.

      Mundane humans fled the smell of rot. They explained it away to one another as a gas pipe leak or a dead stag in the street. The ordinary human mind recoiled away from accepting the existence of walking corpses.

      Arcanes without the ability or will to fight also fled the mob of zombies. Though slow and idiotic, zombies were implacable because once animated they just kept on going, even hacked into bits. Only a Necromancer—or a Seeress—could de-escalate zombies back into ghosts. But where was Kyrah? Michael kept expecting to see her. Hours passed, then more than a day, and still, she did not show up to confront the Intruder and stop the zombie horde.

      Now it might be too late. The Intruder had used Michael to aggregate of hundreds of the things. The more of them there were, the more difficult it would be to disperse them.
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      Raziel flew Kyrah from the cottage to Main Street in the center of town. From the air, Kyrah could already see that he had not exaggerated the scope of the disaster. A long snake-like parade of zombies filled the street.

      And the man leading them, like a drum baton major leading a parade, was a Seraph in the full blaze of his angelic glory. It was Michael. The Pure white angelfire in his aura was recognizably his signature, although already it was starting to darken and crinkle at the edges, as if he were undergoing the first stages of the transformation that had turned Raziel into a Fallen Angel.

      Kyrah felt the jolt of recognition. This—this!—this is it! This was the third Prophecy she had foreseen. A man with the radiant glory of an angel leading an army of mindless undead flesh-eaters...

      “Please drop me off right in front of him,” said Kyrah.

      “If you’re sure…” Raziel said, sounding worried.

      However, Raziel did as she asked, landing in front of the possessed Seraph.

      The thing wearing Michael’s body smirked at them. Kyrah remembered his bizarre behavior the other day and kicked herself internally for not recognizing at once that Michael had changed. If only she hadn’t been so exhausted herself, she was certain she would have noticed the alteration to his personality and mannerisms immediately. It was unmistakable right now. Even aside from the army of zombies following him.

      “Why did you reject my offer, Fallen Angel?” demanded Michael. “I thought you wanted me to work for your side.”

      Raziel shook his head. “You’re not working for anybody’s side right now,” he snapped. “And you are not Michael.”

      “Tell us who you really are,” commanded Kyrah.

      He laughed and twirled around and put his hands on his hips. “Well, looks like the girl has figured me out. I knew she would. But it’s too late now. You’re the one who let me out, girlie.”

      “Why would you leave the Last Home to possess Michael against his will? It is against his will, isn’t it?”

      She wished she did not sound uncertain. Of course, it was against his will! If she had paused to really think about it, and not given in so quickly to her own fears of being controlled or rejected, she would have recognized for herself that it could not have possibly been Michael who locked her in the cabin. Her own insecurity was getting in the way of her discernment of the true nature of those around her, with disastrous consequences. She had to get her own ego out of the way and focus on reading the spirits as they truly were. Michael would never allow a dark power to take control of him willingly, just as he would never assemble zombies and terrorize the town that he loved so much.

      “I wasn’t in the Last Home for one thing,” said the one speaking through Michael. Kyrah had guessed as much by now.

      “You were in Darkpyre.”

      “That’s right, but you don’t have to look at me with pity. I wasn’t some mortal fool to sell my soul and end up there as a slave forced to pay my debt. It was the demons who owed me, and I was living like a king. I would have been happy to stay there, but as soon as I was back on Earth, I remembered something more important I had to do. And that is to get revenge on the bastard who murdered me. Now it happens that back when I was a Guardian, I died many times, sometimes at my own hand and sometimes killed by others. I always popped back to life right here on earth. That was my special power, get it?”

      “You are the Hanged Man.”

      He bowed ironically. “Nicholas Pitt at your service. Guardian of the Twelfth Path, the Path of Perspective, Reversal and Resurrection. Only one Guardian in the room that day had the power to kill me and make me stay dead. And that was the Guardian of Death himself, the Grim Reaper, who was sitting right across from me. Came to straight at me and let loose a blast that went right over my head bounced off of something and hit me in the back of the neck. I don’t know what that bastard used against me or why he decided to take me out for good. But I know how to get revenge. That is to deny him souls to escort to the other Spheres.

      “As my zombie army spreads over all the Mundane Sphere, no humans are going to be released from their bodies after they die. They will all be contaminated with the power that you planted, girlie. The whole Earth will fill with zombies! No more spirits trying to escape to the Last Home. No more work for Master Reaper Death or his little minion Reapers. That will rile him up like nothing else.”

      “That’s madness!” Raziel muttered to Kyrah. “This spirit, Nicholas Pitt, is jacked up on Dark Magic. He’s not thinking any better than someone on a cocktail of hallucinatory drugs. His plan can’t work, but he can cause a lot of damage and grow his zombie army to pandemic proportions if we don’t stop him. We have to keep him from escaping Arcana Glen.”

      “That’s exactly what I was about to say,” said a new voice. The Magician had popped into existence next to them. Bethany was by his side.

      “Bethany,” said Kyrah, “It isn’t safe for someone with no magic.”

      “Actually, I’m probably the only one here who is completely safe,” said Bethany. “But I can’t stop the whole army. Only you can do that, Kyrah.”

      “Even she can’t do that alone,” said Alephander. “Kyrah, I was hasty to dismiss Petros’ revelation. Michael must embrace his power as a Guardian. You will need the Seraph’s help to stop the zombies. The two of you have complementary powers. We must all work together.”

      “That’s going to be difficult,” smirked the thing wearing Michael’s flesh. “Seeing as how Pastor Mike’s not available right now. I’m afraid I have more need of his body than he does. I’m delighted to hear that he’s needed to help stop me though. Thanks for that tip, Magician.”

      “Kyrah,” said Bethany. “You know what to do.”

      What was she talking about? Kyrah had no freaking idea what to do!

      “Just do whatever comes to mind by instinct.”

      “Bethany, I don’t work that way!”

      “Intuition,” corrected Alephander. “Use your intuition. You know more than you think you know. You must access that knowledge now.”

      “No,” said Nicholas Pitt. “You must die now.” He held out Michael’s sword. A pulse of white fire blasted from the sword. The blazing fireball hit Kyrah so hard that she went flying through the air. And then Nicholas Pitt gave the signals to the zombies to attack.
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        February 28, Night

        Monday, Waning Crescent

      

      

      The mindless monsters rushed forward, turning from slow-moving slugs to fast-moving fiends. The huge over-muscled olive-gray things with pestilential faces took the lead; these were very fast zombies.

      Kyrah fell to the ground, but Raziel the Fallen Angel, Alephander the Magician, and Bethany the Fool stood in front of Kyrah and protected her. Raziel chucked balls of scarlet lightning at the zombies. Alephander blasted them with various spells. Bethany simply touched the zombies and they collapsed into dust. But each of the defenders could only fight one or two zombies at a time. The numbers of zombies were overwhelming.

      Raziel went under first. Zombies rushed him faster than he could burn them, burying him under a pile of putrid flesh dozens of bodies deep.

      The zombies learned to avoid touching Bethany, but she was forced to resort to chasing them down. She wasn’t fast enough.

      “I was always terrible at tag!” she shouted in frustration. “Stand still so I can disintegrate you!”

      The zombies tried to pile on to Alephander, but he apparated away and reappeared behind those who try to corner him. Still, for all his magic, he was just one man.

      More arcanes from the town showed up to fight the zombies. The two demons that Raziel had called Chet and Vass appeared in clouds of oily dark smoke and started fighting zombies. Vass used a sword; Chet used a rocket launcher. Several of the shopkeepers from the boutiques along the street ran out of their building waving strange weapons like swords and wands. They tried to defend their shops from the zombies which were smashing in the windows and breaking the gifts. Kyrah even saw Corazita Valentino throwing potions at the zombies, but it was obvious from her cries of frustration that the potions had no effect. The zombies try to claw her and to crack open her skull.

      “You can’t help here,” the Magician shouted at her. He grabbed her and disappeared then reappeared without her. Probably he had placed her somewhere safe, and she was fuming about it, if Kyrah knew anything about her from their earlier encounter.

      Kyrah crawled on her hands and knees underneath the fray.  The others were distracted fighting the zombies, but Nicholas Pitt was also distracted. The zombies were brainless. They were not able to strategize or even move quickly without Nicolas weaving his magic around like a puppet master. They danced to his tune but if he lost concentration, the zombies would return to slow moving slugs.

      Kyrah waited until his back was turned to her to crawl the final span between them. She grabbed his ankle.

      At first, he thought she was a zombie.

      He tried to kick her off. “Dammit you stupid undead monster, I told you to attack them not me.”

      Kyrah ignored the voice of Nicolas Pitt. She focused on the connection she had made with the skin, the bare skin, between Michael’s sock and his pant leg.

      “Michael! I know you are still in there! You must fight him. If you make him struggle for control of the body, I can throw him out!”

      Nicolas Pitt kicked her in the face.

      “You’re too late, I told you!” he shouted. “Michael is gone. I threw him out of the body and cast him into the pit of fire that had been prepared for me.”

      He stomped on her stomach, and she curled up in pain, sobbing. Despite the pain, she kept her grip on Michael’s ankle.

      “Michael! Michael, please! You’re stronger than he is. You are a Guardian! You have the power! Take back control!”
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      Michael had never felt more helpless in his life. Kyrah was begging him to take control, but he was nothing but a powerless echo in his own mind. He was horrified and disgusted with himself to see his own body kicking her and hurting her. All he wanted to do was let go and escape the guilt and pain.

      Light of Life, he prayed in the dark place he found himself. You are in control, not me. But help me to be who You want me to be. Let Your will, not mine, be done.

      Hold the door for her, a deep yet gentle voice rang in his heart. There were no actual words and yet Michael understood the message clearly. Hold the door for her and help her send my children home.

      Michael knew what he needed to do.
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      Kyrah cringed and curled into a little ball while Nicolas Pitt lifted Michael’s burning sword over his head and prepared to bring it down on her skull in what would be a killing blow. But suddenly he began to thrash around, as if he had decided at the last minute to try a 70s boogie dance instead of killing her. It was so bizarre, it took Kyrah a moment to recognize what was happening.

      “Michael!” she cried. “Fight him!”

      Michael’s body threw the sword down next to Kyrah. He struggled to mouth the words: “Grab it! Open a Portal and push this body into it!”

      Kyrah scrambled to her feet grabbing the sword before Nicholas Pitt, who recovered control of Michael, could snatch it back from her. She drew a circle in the air. It looked like the Portal to Dreamland that she had seen when she left her body, filled with a strange pearly light. The sight of it appeared to terrify Nicholas Pitt.

      “I can’t go there, you Witch! You can’t make me go there!”

      He tried to wrestle the sword from her, but at the same time, Michael was fighting Pitt from inside, struggling for control of the body. Michael was still fighting for her.

      Pitt yanked on the sword hard, but in the struggle he twisted his torso around. He now had his back to the Portal.

      “You want the sword so much?” Kyrah cried. “Take it!”

      She let go of the sword and Nicholas Pitt stumbled backwards. Momentum carried him along according to the ordinary physics of earth, and he fell into the circle of pearly light.

      Kyrah stretched forward, hoping to grab Michael’s body out but let Nicholas Pitt’s spirit fall in, but it was impossible. The body was snatched away by whatever power lay beyond the Portal. And then the circle snapped shut.

      “No!” she screamed. “No, Michael, you didn’t need to sacrifice yourself!”

      “He did,” said Alephander, zapping into the space next to her. Bethany also came to stand next to her. The zombies were shuffling around uncertainly. “It was the only way to make Nicholas Pitt go through the Gate.”

      “I hate to break up the party early, but we still have an army of zombies to fight!” shouted Bethany. The ashes of dozens of zombies surrounded her.

      Now that they had no master directing them, the zombies lost their augmented speed. They returned to slow-shuffling, mindless murder machines. They were wandering all over town, wrecking shops and trying to attack any humans who were still foolish enough to be nearby. A few big ugly muscular ones were still providing direction to little gangs of slower, more rotted corpses.

      One such gang surrounded Raziel. They had piled onto him and many of them had already started to tear into his body with their sharp teeth. Apparently, they found Fallen Angel as much to their taste as Angel. More and more of them were converging on Raziel. The zombies feasting on his energy were getting stronger.

      Abruptly, zombie heads started exploding. Then several more. Raziel shoved his way free of the pile and used his powers to set them on fire. He saluted upward as if acknowledging someone.

      “What spell was that?” asked Bethany. “It kind of looked like bullets to me.”

      “Those were bullets,” said Alephander. “There’s a sniper on the rooftop. Do you think your father sent someone?”

      “I don’t think the military’s area of operations includes the town,” said Bethany. “It must be a lone gunman.”

      “What do I do now?” Kyrah asked. “There’s too many of them. I can try to open another Portal, but I can’t hold it open long enough to drive all of these through before it snaps shut again...”

      At that very moment, a circle of light dialed open. Bethany congratulated Kyrah, but Kyrah shook her head. “I didn’t open it.”

      A Seraph with seven wings of white fire burst through the circle.

      “I opened it,” said Michael. “And I will hold it open while you send the rest of the spirits home.”

      He landed on the street next to them with a shepherd staff in his hand instead of a sword. He aimed his staff at the Portal, keeping the Portal strong and wide. Beyond was the shinning celestial realm of Dayhaven. He smiled at Kyrah. “Thank you for freeing me. Now let me help you. You can help the spirits pass through the door. But you aren’t going to do it using weapons and force. Just call them.”

      Kyrah hesitated but she made the decision to trust him. He was himself again, not at war or imprisoned in his own body. His body and his soul and his spirit radiated healthy, pure Light, unified and whole.
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      Please, Source of Light, she whispered inside her mind. You, whoever You are, who sent this to angel to Earth, tell me what to do to help him. I will do whatever it takes but I just don’t know how to help. Help me help him.

      An answering softness settled inside her. It wasn’t exactly a voice, and yet she understood clear words imprint directly on her heart.

      Call the Dead.

      She lifted her arms and silently sent out the invitation to the undead. Come to me and I will send you home.

      The effect on the ghosts was stunning. Whereas they had been a ravenous mob, now they started to line up humbly before Kyrah.

      Please let us go home, they begged. Please let us go home.

      She looked at the monsters who had fed off of her energy and off of Michael’s. She understood intuitively that they would never be able to pass through the Portal to the world of beauty and light beyond if they did not surrender the energy they had stolen.

      “You must let go of your darkness to pass into the light,” she told them. “Only then can you step through the Portal.”

      One of the scabby ghouls bowed his head. In a growl, he said, “I am ready. Help me let go of my burden.”

      Kyrah paused. She searched her intuition once more. She touched the ghost right over his heart. He placed his own claws into the spot of light that blossomed there. Then he ripped the infested muscles. He tore open his flesh like an old coat and stepped out of it, once again a spirit of pure Light.

      The spirit had no form or shape except a perfect glowing sphere. This tiny light past easily through the Portal into the realm beyond.

      One by one, the zombies which had waited patiently in line tore of the stolen carcass of energy and returned to their pure form as spheres of light. One by one, they passed through the Portal.

      Not all of the undead were willing to cooperate. One of the biggest, most muscular monsters, whose snout had become so inhuman it looked more insectoid then mammalian, came up to the Portal as if it would surrender its stolen energy and pass like the others. But at the last moment it roared with a nasty grin and tried to tackle Kyrah.

      At once, Michael stepped between her and the ghoul. His staff became a flaming sword. He slashed the zombie. The zombie exploded into a million gory pieces. The spirit left hoovered in the air, a naked ball of weak light. The Portal flashed from pearly light to the utter blackness of the voice, and sucked the weak light inside, like the hose of a vacuum cleaner would suck up a gnarly hairball.

      The other recalcitrant zombies suffered a similar fate at the hands of the Battle Angel. The rest of the zombies welcomed Kyrah’s help shedding their burden of dark scabs and passed willingly, eagerly, into the light.
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        March 1,

        Tuesday, New Moon (Minus One)

      

      

      “Let’s try this again.” Kyrah took a deep breath. Once again, the four of them stood in the room with the bank vault.

      This time, Michael stood beside Kyrah’s side. The vault door swung open, and they saw the swirl of the tunnel of light. Hand in hand, they stepped through.

      A shinning angel blocked their path.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” shouted Kyrah. “What do you want from us?”

      May I explain, Seeress? The luminous form asked her.

      Kyrah realized what the spirit wanted. “Oh...yes.”

      The angel turned into a ball of light and merged into her body. She felt the guest enter her home gently, and she made him welcome. Speak to them through me, she invited.

      “All of you, enter the Temple,” said the spirit, through Kyrah’s body. “I wish to tell you who really killed the Guardians.”
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      “I am Raphael... I was... the Guardian of the Sixth Path, the Guardian of Love,” the guest spirit inside Kyrah explained.

      Michael found it strange hearing a Lighthaven accent come from Kyrah. Raphael continued, lyrically, “At the Round Table, I sat across from my compliment, the Charioteer, the Guardian of War. It was he who killed me.”

      “Why?” demanded Alephander.

      “I don’t know why,” admitted Raphael. “I then killed him—in response to his attack, I defended myself. I did not mean my defense to kill him, but in my panic, I must have underestimated my own strength.”

      Michael raised his eyebrows. Michael remembered Corazita trying to stop zombies by pelting them with love potions. Although Raphael had been an Angel of Love, a Keruv, and much stronger than Corazita, the previous Guardian of War had probably been much stronger than a zombie. It was easy to imagine the Charioteer killing the kind-hearted angel, but the reverse was hard to picture.

      Apparently, Michael wasn’t the only one who was skeptical.

      “What offensive spells do you possess, Lover Boy?” demanded Alephander.

      But Raphael was lost in his own train of guilt and confession. “I realized my mistake as I watched him die at the same time I felt myself dying. I realized my mistake, but I also realized that we were not the only Guardians who had destroyed one another. After the Fool’s death, angry accusations flew around the room. Soon anger, fear, suspicion and hate overwhelmed all of our feelings of trust and goodwill. Every Guardian was a victim—but every Guardian killed his or opposite power. Every Guardian gave in to hate and committed murder. Every single one... except you, Alephander.”

      Michael appraised the Magician.

      “Your opposite was the Fool,” said Raphael, “But no matter the provocation, you would kill him. Not even if you thought he was going to kill you.”

      “To be fair,” drawled Alephander, “He had a thousand good reasons to kill me. I had none to kill him. I’m a selfish ass and I know it. He didn’t have a cruel hair on his head. Everyone loved him.”

      “You loved him, and he loved you, with philos, the pure love of friendship. You would have given up your life before you took his. In my dying moments, I realized that was what was missing from the Temple on that day, the one power that could have saved all of us from our own paranoia. Philos. I cast one more spell before I died, in an attempt to atone for my failure to save us. I ensured that from now on, no one may answer the Call to Guardianship without first answering my call. The Call of Love.”

      “You mean if I had tried to enter this Temple without Bethany...” began Alephander.

      “I would have stopped you.”

      “What right do you have to play matchmaker!” snapped Alephander.

      “Raphael,” asked Michael sternly, “Are you saying your magic has been playing games with all of us? Everything we’ve felt...” He glanced at Kyrah. “...was nothing more than a glorified love spell?”

      “Not even I could force philos on someone, winged brother, you must know that. All I could do was to draw those with the potential for a true soul bond to Arcana Glen to meet. The final choice and the final step has to be yours... But I will never allow another Guardian who rejects philos into this Temple.”

      “What if you’ve made it impossible to reassemble to full Council of Guardians?” growled Alephander. “Not everyone has a magic soulmate just ready to pop up in Arcana Glen! You may have guaranteed victory for the very forces of hatred and war you decry!”

      “I admit, I never expected you to be the first to fall to my arrow, Alephander!” Raphael laughed deeply. “It brings me great amusement.”

      “Raphael, you manipulative little bastard...!”

      Kyrah staggered and Michael caught her before she fell. “He’s gone, Alephander.”

      “If he weren’t already dead, I would kill him!” fumed Alephander.

      “What if he’s right?” asked Michael.

      “Of course, he’s not right!” Alephander sneered. “Do you really think that sentimental bird-winged pansy killed the Charioteer by throwing flowers and love bombs at him? Impossible.”

      Alephander paced the around the room, scrutinizing the Thrones on either side of the curved table. “And yet, he did resolve one mystery for us. Why did every Guardian that Kyrah channeled accuse her or his own opposite of murder? How could they all be responsible? And yet, Raphael confirms that they were. The question is: what really triggered the explosion of mass mutual murder?”

      “The Fool’s death...” said Michael.

      “Michael, you aren’t listening! Get out of here if you’re just going to waste my time.”

      “Alephander!” Michael said sharply.

      Alephander stopped pacing and looked at Michael.

      “I am here now, whether you like it or not,” said Michael. “I am a Guardian.”

      Kyrah came to his side and placed her hand against the small of his back. She didn’t need to speak. Her silent support made him glow inside.

      Alephander titled his head. He advanced on Michael like a panther stalking his prey. Michael forced himself to hold his ground and hold the wizard’s gaze.

      “Yes, how exactly did you qualify for such a promotion?” purred Alephander. “You failed to capture me. You screwed up my trial. You almost let the King of Swords kill my wife. You were blindsided by a traitor in your ranks. You were demoted and exiled from Lighthaven.”

      Strangely, hearing Alephander recite the same litany of faults that Michael had been using to castigate himself took away the sting. Michael could have pointed out that Alephander had wasted almost a hundred years of his life making everyone around him miserable trying to pursue a spell that proved ultimately futile. He could have pointed out that Alephander’s blind ambition had probably contributed to the death of his own best friend. Until now, Michael would have thought that Alephander knew all this and didn’t care because he didn’t care about anyone.

      But Raphael had exposed that lie. Alephander had cared deeply for his friend, Olly Grey, the previous Fool. Alephander was too smart not to understand how his own obsession with power had hurt Olly. The pain must be tremendous, but Alephander hid it behind a façade—and projected it onto others.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” Michael said without rancor. “If it becomes your business, I’ll let you know.”

      Alephander snorted. But he backed off. “Okay, then, Hierophant, why don’t you tell me which Guardian we’re going to recruit next.”

      “It should be the Empress, followed by the Emperor. That would give us the material base to extend the search... You already know this.”

      Alephander crossed his arms. “That’s why I say that Raphael has cursed us. I’ve already identified the best candidates for Empress and Emperor, and I can tell you; these two will never become friends, never mind fall in love. We will be lucky if we can keep them from killing each other. They haven’t met yet, but I guarantee they are already enemies. They have good reason to hate one another.”

      “Why?” asked Michael.

      “I hate to say it,” Bethany piped up. She’d been unusually silent up to now. “But Alephander isn’t exaggerating.”

      Michael glanced at Kyrah. She grimaced. “If even Bethany thinks so...”

      “We’ll find a way,” Michael said firmly. “But today, you’ve already done enough. Let’s go home.”
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        March 1, 10:28

        Tuesday, New Moon (Minus One)

      

      

      Michael knocked on the door of Tea & Tarot. Although the shop would have normally been open at half past ten in the morning, today a handwritten sign said: CLOSED FOR REPAIRS.

      Tia Norian let him inside, but she looked surprised and then a tad wary. “Pastor Mike...? Can I help you? I’m afraid things are a mess since, um, hooligans attacked yesterday...”

      “I know, I’m sorry to bother you. I came to shop for a gift, but maybe I can help you clean up.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary...!”

      Michael glanced around. The once-dainty shop had been trashed. Bookshelves had fallen over, porcelain figurines had been smashed, glass vials of herbs had shattered. Michael knew that he should help sweep and reshelve in the mundane way, but occasionally...

      He snapped his fingers and his staff appeared in his hand. He tapped it on the floor. Instantly, the shelves stood upright, the books flew from the floor to reshelve themselves, the porcelain figures stuck back together, the shards of glass and herbs reconfigured into medicines in glass jars. When everything returned to its spot, Michael put the staff away.

      Thank You for small miracles, he sent his gratitude.

      Tia stared at him. “You’re a wizard! Like Alephander!”

      “No, just a Seraph.”

      “You... you’re an angel?”

      “And nothing like Alephander.” Michael stroked his short beard. He felt oddly nervous. “Ahem, I was wondering if you could help me select a gift for a friend. She needs it by tonight.”
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        March 2, 7:00 pm

        Wednesday, New Moon

      

      

      Kyrah told Michael it wasn’t necessary, but he opened the passenger door before she could.

      “My lady.” He bowed, though he wore a mischievous grin.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re going to start calling me ‘your ladyship’ like Janet.”

      “I should say Sarmati.” He kept grinning.

      “Sarmat right back at you.”

      “Nah, I’ll stick with Pastor Mike. I don’t think Mrs Everett would be able to pronounce Sarmat.”

      “We wouldn’t want to upset Mrs Everett.”

      He had parked his pickup truck more than a block from Tea & Tarot because all the closer spaces were taken. Kyrah quailed. That meant there would be a lot of women at the ritual for the New Moon being held by Tia’s coven tonight.

      “Are you sure you won’t come in with me? At the Full and New Moons, men and women meet together.”

      “No,” he said. “I’ll stick to my path and you to yours. As long as we’re headed to the same goal, we can walk side by side.”

      “I wasn’t trying to suborn you, ‘Pastor Mike,’ I just don’t know if I can face all those strangers. My path is more of a lone journey.”

      “You spend all day alone with your books and papers. Community is important. Plus, you know many of the ladies there already. They would be honored to have you join them.”

      “It’s even harder for me to block out the energies from arcanes than mundanes. I’m working on my Veil spell, but it’s still fragile.”

      “I know. That’s why I have something for you. A gift.”

      He whipped out a small jewelry box.

      “Please tell me that’s not a ring,” Kyrah said uneasily.

      Michael looked shocked, then hurt.

      “Oh, no, it is a ring?!” Kyrah cried.

      “No...” he said slowly, “But I thought...” He stared into her eyes. “I love you, Kyrah Nestor. If you don’t feel the same way about me, tell me now. Don’t give me false hope.”

      Her heart almost stopped. She caught her galloping breath. She wanted to say the words, but for a moment, she feared she wouldn’t be able to speak at all. Finally, she peered up at him and whispered. “I do. I love you, Michael.”

      A brilliant smile transformed his face. “Thank heaven. Now open the box. I didn’t get you a ring. Not yet.”

      Kyrah opened the box. A beautiful cameo pendant lay there, carved of a deep blue stone. The caving showed a seal swimming in the sea.

      “Flip it over,” urged Michael.

      On the other side, a glittering black stone had been carved with a narwhal.

      “One side is blue kyanite, and the other is black kyanite. The pendant is enchanted to enhance your Veil spell, and help you control how much psychic energy you allow yourself to absorb. According to Tia, the blue kyanite will help open you open yourself psychic flows, while the black kyanite will help shield you from psychic energy. I had an angel colleague who makes jewelry carve the stones and set the pendant. You can swim to the surface when you want, or hide in the depths, in a shielded sanctuary. You don’t have to feel overwhelmed, even in a crowd.”

      “Michael... I... I don’t know what to say.” This is perfect.

      His blue eyes sparkled as he heard both her voiced and unvoiced words. He pulled the chain out of the box and fastened it around her neck. His hands brushed her hair back into place. His body heat warmed her. Then he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her.

      A Vision flared in her mind. It was a Vision of the future. Normally, that would have frightened her into pulling back, breaking contact, but this time, Kyrah refused to let a Vision intimidate her. She deepened the kiss.

      Michael pulled back first, teasing, “I’ve already made you late for your magic meeting.”

      “It was worth it. I’m ready to try this now.”

      And she was. She entered the store and greeted those of the women she already knew. She didn’t hug them or shake hands, but they respected that when she explained her reason. There were also women and men there that she hadn’t met yet. She knew she wouldn’t remember their names or faces right away, but she also knew that this wouldn’t be her last time meeting everyone. Arcana Glen was her community now.
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      That evening, Kyrah watched Michael build a fire in the cabin fireplace. He probably could have used magic, but he liked to do it conventionally. He wasn’t afraid to get soot on his hands. When he had a crackling flame on the log, he washed his hands and snuggled next to Kyrah on the couch.

      “You never were exiled, were you, Michael? You were the one who judged yourself unworthy to go back.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “You see right through me.”

      Kyrah wrapped her arms around him. She tilted her face up to his. “That’s right. I’ve figured out your terrible secret, Michael. You are so busy taking care of other people that you never take care of yourself. But I will do what you won’t. If demons come for you, I will stand between you and those demons, and I Will Not Let Them Take You.”

      Michael kissed her and although he didn’t shift form, she experienced an explosion of light and heat deep within.

      “Let’s go into the bedroom, Pastor Mike,” she whispered in his ear. “I want to see you naked.”

      “We will get naked,” he promised when their mouths parted for breath. “I love you, Kyrah Nestor.” He leaned back far enough that he could search her face. “But you know I’m an old-fashioned boy. I won’t accept just a night or two from you. I want eternity. I want you to be by my side when we leave the lower spheres behind and fly through the final gate to the Last Home together. And I want to declare that I love you in front of everyone I know. Tradition, community, liturgy, I want a ceremony with all of that. Will you marry me?”

      “I don’t care about any of that, Michael.”

      His face fell like a little boy denied Christmas.

      “But,” she added, “I care that you care, so what the heck. Let’s do it.” Should she tell him that she had already had a Vision of their wedding? The future could be changed, but this was one Vision Kyrah decided to embrace. “Let’s get married in your cute little church and invite everyone, the teenage Prayer Warriors, the Shifters from the trailer park, the Bellwethers and the Grayhides, Tia Norian and the bridesmaid Witches, Corazita Valentino and the hermit from the Weather Station. Everyone.”

      “I doubt the hermit from the Weather Station will show up,” laughed Michael. “Unless we need a sniper at our wedding. Then he might hide out in the balcony.”

      “Oh—is that who that was?”

      “I’m pretty certain it was, yeah.”

      “Okay, we’ll send him an invitation too. We’ll even invite Mrs. Everett.”

      “I love that you would place yourself between me and the minions of Darkpyre itself,” Michael said seriously. Then his blue eyes twinkled. “But if you are willing to put up with Eleanor Everett for me, I know you really love me.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          WHAT I LOVED ABOUT WRITING THE SEERESS & THE SERAPH

        

      

    

    
      When I wrote this book, I realized that this series wasn’t just about the heroines finding love with a good man. As important as that is, in each book, and especially in this one, there’s another theme that’s equally important. The heroine also finds friendship and community.

      I relate so much to Kyrah because she’s such an extreme introvert. As a highly sensitive person, an empath who’s been emotionally abused by her narcissistic mother during her childhood, Kyrah finds it hard to make even a single friend, never mind a community of them. Yet that makes it all the more important for her to have a circle of friends she can trust to accept her as she really is.

      It’s probably not a surprise that the friendship between Bethany and Kyrah is inspired by friends in my life. In most cases, I’m in the role of the introvert drawn out by the happy extrovert; but since I am secretly quite the optimistic Fool, I’ve also played that role with friends who are more introverted (or somber) than I am.

      The idea for Zippy and Flippy came out of Bethany’s ramblings but built up into an important symbol of how introverts and extroverts need each other and compliment each other. Although, as I note above, the same person can sometimes play a different role in a different relationship—a role shouldn’t be an iron manacle.

      I had so much fun translating the real psychic strengths of empaths into the magical talents of the Seeress. First of all, an empath is going to be highly sensitive to the psychic energy of everyone around her, to the point of feeling overwhelmed by crowds or emotional vampires. Second, that means touch can result in Visions. Third, of course, empaths can see ghosts and act as a medium for spirits! Likely, the empath has all these powers, not because of her bloodline or physical heritage (even if she may have some Elvish or Fairy ancestry) but because she is an Old Soul… reborn through many lifetimes.

      The Hierophant is the perfect foil for the highly introverted and individualistic Seeress. He’s just as spiritual as she is, but in a completely different way. His focus is on serving the physical needs of the community. I’ve also known people like this—their levels of energy and commitment are so over the top, they seem as if they must be supernatural beings to fit so much into their schedule!

      Yet like the introverted Seeress types, these Hierophants are in danger of putting everyone else’s need above their own. They might not need a psychic shield to protect them from crowds, but they also have to make sure they don’t sacrifice themselves to endlessly ravenous zombie hordes. And they have to learn not to take the blame for every bad thing that happens.

      What about you? Do you see yourself in either of these archetypes? How about your friends, family or spouse? How do you stay true to your desire for a spiritually meaningful life, including helping others, without becoming prey to psychic vampires or hungry zombie hordes? Write to me and let me know.

      If you want to share your own thoughts on this story or any ideas it stirred up for you, please email me and join Tara’s Tribe of Readers! I share pictures of my bunny, puppy and kitties, books I love, free books available nowhere else, and the latest updates on new books when they come out! I love to hear from fans. Join a community of kindred souls, those who love the same kinds of fantasy love stories that you do!

      

      Thank you for reading this,

      

      Tara Maya

      tara@taramayastales.com

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Please write a review on the site where you bought it. Even a line or two helps indie authors like me continue to bring you more novels to enjoy.

      

      You can also write to me if you would like to tell me which character in this novella you would like to know more about! Several characters who appeared here are certain they will never fall in love, but the Light may have other plans.... Whose story would you love to read?!

      

      If you liked this book, you will also enjoy the other novels and novellas set in Arcana Glen. These are all stand-alone Happily-Ever-After romances set in the Arcana universe, with recurring characters and an ongoing alternate history. Each series has an interconnected overarching story, but still has its own Heroine and Hero and happy, complete ending. Each book, even within a series, can be read and enjoyed independently.

      

      Next up in the Major Arcana series is The Seeress & the Seraph. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Seeress & the Seraph is a complete love story, but related to the ongoing quest to find all the new Guardians and the murderer who framed the Magician for the Massacre of the old Guardians.

      

      Also check out The Tarot Reader’s New Year, a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Griffin’s Fake Valentine Bride
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      ALWAYS AN EX-WIFE, NEVER A BRIDE...

      Dominique Snowclaw doesn’t regret that her first marriage to the Magician, a powerful arcane wizard, has ended. It was never a real marriage anyway. She does regret the decades she spent trapped in a curse thanks to that ill-fated marriage.

      But she’s not bitter. She’s happy to join the private security group, Delson’s Rangers, that is providing magical protection for the Magician’s wedding to his latest bride. However, when she learns that the only way to avert a threat from an unknown enemy may be to enter another fake marriage... to her biggest rival on the team, Hype, a sexy Griffin Shifter, she fears that the only thing worse than a curse might be a broken heart.

      

      THE PRIDE OF THE GRIFFIN CLAN...

      Hyperion Quetz, known as “Hype,” to his buddies in Delson’s Rangers, is proud to have fought by his prince’s side for years, both in their native realm of Summerland and here on Earth. Now his prince wants the arcane rangers to protect the wedding his ally, the Magician.

      The rangers receive clues that whoever is married in the chapel will be cursed. The only way to stop the curse is to fake another wedding there first. Hype loves his job, but pretend to marry sexy but infuriating Snow Leopard Shifter, Dominque Snowclaw? That’s asking too much!

      Without a choice, he agrees to the marriage of convenience—but only until the culprit is caught. After that, he intends to walk away from Dominique... never anticipating he may be caught in a trap of the heart.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise

          

          AN ARCANA GLEN SWEET PARANORMAL HOLIDAY NOVELLA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She accidentally bound an Elf Prince—turned Killer Mercenary—to her side.
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      THE TAROT READER

      Tia Chamas moved to Arcana Glen to help her grandmother run her shop, Tea & Tarot. When a handsome stranger turns on New Year Day for a Tarot reading, Tia doesn’t expect her weak magic to be good enough to receive a real prophecy. To her shock, she has a terrible vision that warns her that her mystery guest is an Elf Prince, and his life is in danger. She vows to do whatever she must to save him.

      She didn’t intend to magically bind him to her side!

      

      THE ELF PRINCE

      Delson Norion has been in exile and hiding among mundanes for ten years. He’s come to the small mountain town of Arcana Glen for one reason: To assassinate the murderous Magician who killed Delson’s aunt and helped kill his parents. When Tia, a beautiful witch, traps him with her spell, at first all he wants is to break the binding. Even if he survives his dangerous mission, he is obligated to marry an Elf Princess, not a human Tarot reader.

      But when he realizes that enemies are trying to kill Tia, Delson’s priorities change. Now he has more reason than ever to slay the evil wizard...to protect the woman he can never have.

      

      The Arcana Glen novels and novellas are light, funny, paranormal romances that feature different couples with HEA in every book!

      

      Click here to join Tara’s Tribe of Readers to and receive the latest news on more romantic fantasy stories and read a prequel novella The Genie and the Gymnast for free.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Magician & the Fool
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      THE FOOL

      Bethany Dilly was a fool, and she knew it. What woman would agree to an arranged marriage to a man she’d never met? Even if he was gorgeous, sexy, talented, and mysterious, a famous Las Vegas Magician, and a billionaire who lived in an honest-to-gosh castle in the remote mountain town of Arcana Glen in the Rocky Mountains. Rumors swirled around him that his previous six wives had all vanished under mysterious circumstances.

      But Bethany agreed to become Wife Seven to save the life of her best friend.

      

      THE MAGICIAN

      Alephander Guiscard’s secret to success as a Magician is simple—his magic is real. He is, in fact, the most powerful wizard, not only on Earth, but in all the Seven Mortal Spheres. He is the last of the twenty-two Guardians who once warded the Gates between the Elven, Angel, and Demon realms and the Mundane Human world.

      After keeping a vow of silence for nearly a century, Alephander is on the verge of his greatest triumph. The only catch is that to complete his most magnificent spell yet, he must find a wife who can go an entire year without speaking. This is his last chance. He needs a woman who is somber, quiet, and above all, obedient.

      Bethany, his latest bride, is NOT that woman.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Unfinished Song

          

          AN EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES
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      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Download the first book for FREE.

      

      A BUMBLING GIRL...

      

      Dindi can't do anything right, maybe because she spends more time dancing with pixies than doing her chores. Her clan hopes to marry her off and settle her down, but she dreams of becoming a Tavaedi, one of the powerful warrior-dancers whose secret magics are revealed only to those who pass a mysterious Test during the Initiation ceremony. The problem? No-one in Dindi's clan has ever passed the Test. Her grandmother died trying.

      

      AN EXILED WARRIOR...

      

      Kavio is the most powerful warrior-dancer in Faearth, but when he is exiled from the tribehold for a crime he didn't commit, he decides to shed his old life. If roving cannibals and hexers don't kill him first, this is his chance to escape the shadow of his father's wars and his mother's curse. But when he rescues a young Initiate girl, he finds himself drawn into as deadly a plot as any he left behind. He must decide whether to walk away or fight for her... assuming she would even accept the help of an exile.
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        "I was enchanted by Initiate, drawn into a world that felt as comfortably recognizable and uniquely untried as Narnia, Hogwarts or Middle Earth."

        CASEE MARIE, THE GIRL WHO STOLE THE EIFFEL TOWER

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "Wow. Holy smoking wow. This is one of the few books I've read that I can honestly say was totally, 100% original.... However, as unique as it is, it was insanely easy to slip into the story..."

        EMI LONDON, OCTOPUS INK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I recommend this [series] ...to fantasy and epic saga lovers and readers who liked reading Lord of the Rings, but found the length of the book overwhelming....This book series has a unique concept - breaking down the traditionally long Epic Fantasy tale into shorter more manageable books."

        GINA, MY PRECIOUS: RAMBLINGS OF A KINDLE ADDICT

      

        

      

      Start reading Initiate right now!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Hot Dog Detective
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      Betrayed by his wife, mocked by the man who murdered her, fired from the police department, MacFarland remakes himself as a hot dog vendor. But then a murder draws him back into the justice business…
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      Betrayed by his wife and the system, former Denver Police Detective Mark MacFarland dropped out of the system…all the way. But now he has put drinking and homelessness behind him, bought a hot dog stand, and started a new life.

      

      Then a noted defense lawyer asks MacFarland to prove that his client was wrongly accused of murdering her husband. Suddenly, MacFarland’s past catches up with him.

      

      Aided by his former partner, Cynthia Pierson, and his longtime homeless friend, Vietnam Vet Rufus, MacFarland discovers the husband’s murder is actually part of a larger web of conspiracy…and may even tie in to the death of his wife.

      

      Read the first book in this “cozy noir” mystery series for free.

      

      Click here to read.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast

          

          FOR THE SEERESS & THE SERA

        

      

    

    
      Hero & Heroine:

      
        	Kyrah Nestor – a human whose mother tried to sell her into marriage to pay off her gambling addiction. Kyrah has always had the ability to see ghosts and have Visions about the past and future when she touches other people, or sometimes, objects.

        	Michael Lamb, “Pastor Mike” – in his human guise, he is Pastor Mike, minister at Mainstreet Mountain Church in Arcana Glen; but he is also a thousand-year-old Seraph from Dayhaven.

      

      *

      Guardians Who Appear in This Tale:

      
        	Alephander Guiscard – The Magician

        	Bethany Dilly Guiscard – The Fool, and also Kyrah’s “bestie,” i.e. best friend. Bethany has a magical white puppy named Happy Go Lucky, who was created from a snowball.

      

      *

      Kyrah’s Parents:

      
        	Irene Nestor – Bethany’s mother, a narcissistic psychic.

        	Stanley “Stan” Nestor – Kyrah’s father, a human without magic.

      

      *

      Members of the Mainstreet Mountain Church:

      
        	Beverly Bellwether – a Sheep Maiden Kachina, or Sheep Shifter, a clan of Spiritwalkers whose ancestors originally came from Springvale. Part of the Bellwether feud against the Grayhides.

        	Brock Bellwether – a young Sheep Shifter.

        	Eleanor Everett  – a Church Deacon and organizer of pretty much everything at Mainstreet Mountain Church

        	Margaret Grayhide – a Lycan, or Grey Wolf Shifter, of the Grayhide Pack, whose ancestors originally came from Winterdom. Part of the Grayhide feud against the Bellwethers.

        	Tobias Grayhide – a young Wolf Shifter.

        	Julia Grayhide – a young Wolf Shifter.

        	Frank Wright – An outspoken human member of the congregation at Mainstreet Mountain Church.

      

      *

      Demons and Angels:

      
        	Chetheviel “Chet” Skollbrayk – a lower-level “mutt” or mixed-breed demon, half Superbian (Pride Demon) and half Iráger (Wrtah Demon), who owns a car dealership in Arcana Glen.

        	Ezliel Godwin – a Seraph who was once third in command in Michael’s legion. After Raziel (second in command) betrayed the angels, and Michael (the commander) stepped down, Ezliel assumed command of the legion.

        	Raziel Ranaci– a Seraph who betrayed Michael and is now a Fallen Angel. Formally, Michael’s second in command, whom Michael regarded as his closest friend.

        	Vassilis “Vass” Glug'ulgros – a Gulik, or Gluttony Demon, of high rank, son of the Prince/King Xin Glug’ulgros of the Principality of Gluttony in Darkpyre.

      

      *

      Castle Employees & Denizens:

      
        	Eldra – a older woman who works at the Castle

        	Janet Zhareshez – a younger woman who works at the Castle

        	Jehibiah Zhareshez “JZ” – a pilot and driver for the Magician

        	Yan – an extremely elderly Librarian at the Castle

      

      *

      Other Persons Appearing in This Tale:

      
        	Brinda Lorel – the manager of The Golden Thread and a skilled seamstress.

        	Tia Chamas – a young woman who works at the magic shop and bakery, Tea & Tarot. A Tarot Reader and one of Bethany’s bridesmaids.

        	Claire Linden – a young witch and one of Bethany’s bridesmaids.

        	Xanthia Ulthandol – a young witch and one of Bethany’s bridesmaids.

        	Corazita Valentino – a Love Witch, owner of the Ice Rose Wedding & Event Planning and the Ice Park.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Tara Maya:

          

        

      

    

    
      The Unfinished Song (Epic Fantasy):

      
        	Initiate

        	Taboo

        	Sacrifice

        	Root

        	Wing

        	Blood

        	Mask

        	Mirror (April 2022)

        	Maze (Coming)

        	Sworn (Coming)

        	Flute (Coming)

        	Wheel (Final Book - Coming)

      

      

      Arcana Glen Sweet Paranormal Romance Novels:

      
        	The Magician & the Fool

        	The Seeress & the Seraph (Feb 2022)

        	The Dragon & the Slayer (Mar 2022)

      

      

      Arcana Glen Sweet Paranormal Holiday Novellas:

      
        	The Genie & the Gymnast (available only here)

        	The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise

        	The Griffin’s Fake Valentine Bride (Feb 2022)

        	The Leprechaun’s St Patrick Day Heist (Mar 2022)

      

      

      Science Fiction:

      
        	Conmergence (short story collection)

        	STRAT (Military Science Fiction)

        	CIVIS (Strat Book 2 - Coming)

      

      

      Books on Writing:

      
        	30 Day Novel: No Fail Formulas to Finish Your Novel

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.

    

  





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Tara Maya publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
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            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-ZPYUB
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            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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