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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.
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      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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      Lyra Izarra is thrilled when her singing audition results in an invitation to record a record label. After years of performing in small town dives, this could be her chance to become a star.

      Instead of a dream come true, her nightmare begins. The whole thing was a demonic trap. Lyra is kidnapped and sold as an exotic slave in the magical kingdom of the Ice Giants, Jotunheim in Winterdom.

      

      John Helwall is half Ice Giant and half Storm Dragon. He is also one of the heirs to the throne of Jotunheim—a throne that can only be won by brutal battle to the death against all other contenders.

      He doesn’t want the throne. But he vows to win or die trying when he sees that the winner will also be given the beautiful singer Lyra… the girl he met back on Earth and thought he would never have.
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        October 1, Saturday

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Lyra Izarra stood at the edge of a cliff overlooking a magnificent vista in the Colorado Rockies. But in her mind‘s eye, she saw a different world, one that few humans even knew existed except as a legend from ancient fairytales. It was a world ruled by the Spring Elves of the Court of Cups, although Elves were not the only denizens. Her own people, the Laangfa, had lived there too, in peace and harmony with the other creatures of the realm.

      Eight years ago, at the age of seventeen, Lyra had lived with her family in Aerie, a spire of ivory branches reaching for the sky like intertwined vines. It had been the tallest building in the city of Ang’mae, a graceful citadel full of other slender, lovely towers, all dripping waterfalls like crystal necklaces above a lace of waterways and gardens. In ancient times, Ang’mae had been a citadel in more than name, a genuine stronghold from which winged Laangfa warriors had defended against Dragons, Elves, Pucks, and other arcane enemies. But a conurbation had overflowed the graceful sandstone walls centuries ago. Modern Ang’mae had no perimeter walls, no defenses, for the realm of Springdale had known many centuries of peace within its borders.

      Beyond the city lay picturesque mountains filled with lakes, rivers and valleys, a region much like this wild area of Colorado. It was one reason Lyra had settled here.

      Nostalgia pricked her, yet the memories also tormented her. Centuries of peace had come to an abrupt end when the Elf War started. That terrible day replayed over in her mind. She couldn’t stop it.

      She had stayed home in the Aerie the day of the invasion because she had refused to go with the rest of her Laangfa classmates to the mountains to learn to fly. Between the ages of twelve and twenty, her people learned to take their other form, a Demihuman form, bird-winged like an angel. Laangfa were closer to fairies than angels, however, descended from a group of Vanir, Spring Elves, who had wanted so much to fly they integrated their own forms with the magic of the birds.

      But at seventeen, Lyra had been too timid to spread her wings. And so she had made a fatal mistake. She had stayed home that day, the day that her realm and her city were attacked. It was the day that the War Between the Elves had come to Springvale.

      A portal had opened in the sky, and the Winter Elves had sailed in on their Wind Ships. Beside them in the sky also flew formations of Storm Dragons. Lightning spat from the ship’s cannons, and hurricanes of ice bullets, hail as sharp as razors, rained down upon the city. Tornadic winds whirled in the wake of the Wind Ships, wreaking havoc, and toppling the spires of Ang’mae. The water in the canals rose into the air and pelted back down upon the land and people as ice boulders as deadly as cannon balls.

      Lyra ran to the balcony of her home and looked out over the devastation with shock and horror.

      And then out of the raging winter storm that deformed the spring blue sky and turned everything white and gray, a bolt of silver lightning hit the Aerie. The tower cracked and fell. And Lyra, born to fly, fell as well. Her wings would not spread for her. Still trapped in her human form, trapped in her fear, she tumbled from the air. For a moment she experienced no gravity at all, and her stomach wanted to expel her last meal. The ground rushed up to meet her and she knew this was her last chance to save herself.

      Finally, her wings had snapped out of her back as she magically transformed into her alternate shape, her arcane incarnation. But she had found her wings too late. The ground still rushed up to meet her, although she braked just enough to gentle her fall from something fatal into something merely brutal. She rolled on the ground, on the stone pavement between the canals, tumbling in a tucked ball until she came to a stop. She was bruised everywhere, her fragile new wings broken. The pain was agonizing. It shot through the limbs of her body like the lightning bolt that had hit the tower.

      She was alive. She had survived. Her wings had barely worked but they had saved her life.

      But then the pieces of the tower came tumbling down, burying her underneath the rubble.

      The memory made her heart race faster and her breath catch in her throat. Every time she revisited that day, the terror was as fresh as when it happened. Every time she revisited that day, she re-experienced not only the shock of seeing her realm invaded and her home destroyed, and the panic of the fall and the pain of her broken wings and hard landing, but the guilt and despair that followed.

      Trapped for hours in the dark, paralyzed and bleeding, Lyra had felt herself dying. The temperature dropped hour by hour as the Winter Elves plunged the city they had attacked into icy winter, although it was the middle of spring. Their huge, brutal allies, the Jotun–Ice Giants–smashed apart the buildings and tossed blocks of masonry about like toys. The thunder of their steps amplified the earthquakes that reverberated whenever they tore down a building and threw huge pieces of marble and glass to the ground. Every crash sent new shudders of terror through her. She knew that if one of the falling pieces of rock or building landed on the rubble where she was buried, she would be crushed underneath.

      She stared upward because she could not move, not with any hope of seeing the sky.

      Then she saw it: a single star. The tiny, twinkling light looked tinier than the glint in an eye, but it sang to her that she wasn't completely buried in darkness after all. A patch of night sky beckoned between the rubble that covered her. If she could see the star, maybe there was hope that someone would find her, and she might live…

      Someone had found her, but the horror of that day in the tower and that night in the rubble remained coiled around her life like a snake that would not let go.

      And even now, a world away and eight years later, when she remembered that day, her strength failed her again. She began to pant and started to back away from the edge of the cliff.

      Never again, she had vowed, would she fail her people like that, fail her family. And yet every day, every time she came up to the cliffs to try to recover her wings, she failed all over again. She had never been able to fly since that day. The fear always overwhelmed her.
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      John Helwall had come to the cliff to be alone. He knew of the theory that you shouldn’t base jump without someone to spot you, but he didn’t give a damn. He was a tough bastard, and frankly, the world would not miss him even if he crashed his skull against the ground. He liked his work, but his heart wasn’t in this current project. Ever since he had been disowned by his grandfather, the intellectual challenge wasn’t there anymore. It was more than that, though. Too often lately, he had been called upon to engage in tasks he found... questionable.

      John didn’t like asking questions. He didn’t like that niggling feeling of doubt. He couldn’t afford it. It wasn’t his place to question the orders he was given, so why did that small voice in the back of his mind not shut up already?

      These days, he mostly did manual labor. It helped to lose himself in sweat and strain, it silenced the doubts. But it wasn’t enough. He needed activity a little more edgy than raising iron beams and operating an arc welder. He needed more to take his mind off the current project and the voice at the back of his mind asking where it was headed.

      Fortunately, there were plenty of opportunities for distraction in the mountains around Arcana Glen. This was his fourth- or fifth-time base jumping, and he liked the sensation of almost smashing your head against the ground until, at the last minute, you didn’t.

      He was a little annoyed to find his favorite cliff already occupied. He wondered if he should back off and come later or even another day. But then he noticed two things: one, the person on the cliff was a beautiful young woman; two, she was backing away from the cliff as if suddenly afraid of what she was about to do.

      “Hey there,” he called out, offering her a friendly smile as he approached. He held his hands open and out to his side and cocked his head to demonstrate he wasn’t as dangerous as his bulk and height made him look.

      As an arcane with both Ice Giant and Storm Dragon blood in his veins, John Helwall couldn’t hide his mass, even in human form. Humans took one look at his wall-to-wall stack of muscle and told themselves that was why they backed away and ducked their heads when he was around. Actually, their caution stemmed from a deeper instinct than that. Mundanes had no idea he was a Jotun, who could transform into a forty-foot tall, hyper-muscular colossus with flesh as hard as granite; yet even mundanes sensed the reptilian coldness and the ruthlessness in him.

      But he also had human blood in his veins, legacy of a human grandmother. John’s father, who resented being a shrimp among the other giants, cursed John’s grandfather for the human slave girl with whom he had begot offspring. But John considered it a blessing in disguise. It meant he was not even considered a threat by the other giants who wanted to inherit the throne of the Black Fortress in Winterdom. He could live here on Earth, in the Mundane Sphere, where no one would bother him. He didn’t care that he didn’t live in a palace. A split ranch cottage in the woods sufficed him. He had a good life here and he wouldn’t trade it for all the ice castles in the cursed kingdom of Winterdom.

      The young woman was startled by his appearance. She had been so fixated staring out over the cliff she hadn’t even noticed John climbing up the other side of the slope toward her position.

      “Did you come up here to base jump?” he asked. “Or were you just here to admire the view?”

      “Oh… I came to jump,” she admitted timidly. “I come up almost every day. To jump.”

      She said it in such a forlorn way that he automatically checked her back for a parachute. He wanted to make sure she didn’t mean she came to contemplate suicide. But no, she wore a wind suit with a parachute and a little sack against her pretty back. She was dainty compared to him, although probably tall compared to most human women. Her extremely slender fingers and neck gave her the air of an elegant bird. She looked as if she were born for flight. So light that she could almost float to the earth even without a parachute.

      “If you come here every day,” he said, “you must be pretty good by now. Do you want to jump together? I’ve never done it holding hands with somebody.”

      “I don’t think you understand,” she said quietly. “I come here every day, but every day I fail. I can’t go through with it.”

      “Do you mean you come here, and you never jump?”

      He couldn’t understand that. If he made up his mind to do something, he did it.

      “It’s complicated,” she said staring back out over the cliff. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I understand fear.”

      She whipped her head back around to look at him. Something in his demeanor made her eyes soften. She didn’t ask what he meant, which was good. He wouldn’t have told her how he learned about fear.

      “The only way to overcome it is to face it,” John continued. “Take my hand and we’ll jump together. If you’re afraid you won’t know when to pull the parachute, I will cry out to you and we’ll both do it at the same time.”

      “All right,” she said shyly. “I’ve never tried that before.”

      He grinned. “Neither have I.”

      Then he took her hand and before she could change her mind again, shouted, “Three... two... one!” and he jumped with her off the cliff.
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      Lyra didn’t know how to explain to the kind human man that it wasn’t base jumping itself she had trouble with. As she said, she came to the cliffs every day and she had jumped off every day. But her goal wasn’t to land using the parachute. It was to rely only on her wings. She was never able to bring herself to trust her own wings, however, and so she always used the parachute, just as a human would.

      But if he was a human, trying to explain that would make her sound crazy to him. And if he was arcane… Then he would understand but look at her with contempt for being a winged being afraid to fly.

      Yet for the first time in a long time, she enjoyed herself on the way down, that restful feeling of no gravity, the gorgeous view of the mountain throwing its red and gold October arms up to meet them. Without the pressure to use her wings, Lyra could enjoy the sport the way that humans did, on its own terms. When John shouted, “Pull your parachute!” she did so for the first time without a feeling of guilt that she was doing it wrong. It was okay to pull her parachute like a human when she was jumping with a human.

      She landed on the ground lightly, skipping to make up for her momentum. John landed not far away, and he rolled beside her, like a huge boulder coming to rest. They were both laughing and raced back together.

      “Thank you,” she said. “That was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

      “Was that your first time jumping off the cliff?”

      “No, not exactly. But I had a bad fall once and the fear always returns. You helped me enjoy the leap without worrying about the landing. I haven’t been able to do that in a long time.”

      He nodded and brushed off his pants. “I’m glad I was able to help.”

      She waited a moment, wondering if he would ask her out or want to see her again. He continued to brush jerk off his clothes as if he wasn’t quite sure what to say. Suddenly she lost her nerve and squeaked, “Well, maybe if you come here again, we’ll meet again.”

      Then she dashed away, almost running away from him.
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      Dammit, John thought, watching her leave. He should have asked for her phone number. Or asked her out for coffee. Or said something charming and witty.

      He could jump off a cliff with no problem, but when it came to asking a woman out, he became tongue-tied and quiet, like a pika facing an Ice Weasel. His friend Miles had told him many times, ‘Just make a joke, just say something stupid and then comment on how stupid it was. It doesn’t matter what you say, if she’s looking at you in a certain way, it could mean she wants you to ask her. Is it a sure thing? No, but so what? It's a leap of faith. Be willing to fail if you want to succeed. You have to take a chance on hope, John.’

      But that was easy for Miles Malone. The detective was handsome and charming, and fully human, not big and awkward and cursed with an arcane heritage that had spread terror across the Tree of Worlds. John trudged up the trail back to where he had parked his SUV.
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        October 3, Monday

        Devil’s Peak outside Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      At 5 am sharp, John arrived at the construction site on Devil’s Peak. The construction site was a bald spot close to the peak, above the treeline, though a few scraggly, dwarf pines braved the bitter wind and cold of the mountain arctic weather to cling to the slopes at the edge of the site. Excavators, loaders, bulldozers, graders, and cranes crawled like yellow monsters over the peeled layers of earth and rock. Construction vehicles and forklifts rumbled about under the shadow of the large conveyor which had transported soil and rubble from the huge foundation pit.

      From that foundation now rose a steel and cement skeleton that would brace the rising tower against the shear forces from the typical high velocity winds. The structure also had to be resistant to landslides, avalanches, and lightning strikes.

      The deadline for completion advanced like a raptor swooping down on a vole. John knew that they had only until the Lunar Cross-Quarter Convergence to finish. The humans knew the day as Samhain or Halloween. The Elves called it the Apex of Autumn. As with several other significant days in Autumn, the Gates to Autumndelle opened on that evening, after sunset and before dawn. For powerful mages, two more Gates beyond Autumndelle were also easier to access on that day: the Gate to Darkpyre, the abode of demons and unquiet spirits; and the Gate to Memoria, the abode of blessed ancestors and archangels. Therefore, it was often in the autumn that the spirits of the dead could filter into Mundania and visit their descendants.

      It was also the ideal time to plan an invasion of Goblins, Winter Elves (the Azir), and their demonic overseers. John pushed that knowledge out of his thoughts, since there wasn’t anything he could do to stop what was coming. Look what had happened to Vamenor. Prince Vamenor was the second born son of the King of Swords, not only Azir, but a leading inventor and engineer in the war, but he had been arrested and condemned for treason. He hadn’t been executed, but only because that was considered too kind a fate for a traitor. No one knew exactly what had been done to him, only that he had been cursed and disappeared.

      If even a son of the King of Swords himself could not stand up to the juggernaut of the Dark Triad, who could?

      No, John would do best to simply focus on his job, which at least he enjoyed: building the Tower.

      Despite the unfinished look of the Tower, the majority of the work was done. Long before a shovelful of earth had been dug, the design team of architects and civil, structural, mechanical, and electrical engineers had created the plans for the Tower. Lawyers handled acquiring the permits, which was no mean feat since the mountain had previously been federal protected wilderness. Naturally, the demons on the legal team hadn’t told the human government agencies what the true purpose of the Tower would be: the lightning rod to draw Dark energy from the Infernal Machine in Darkpyre and channel it into the Mundane Sphere.

      At that point, John’s grandfather’s company had come in as general contractors, along with many other subcontractors. John himself could have had a job in management, but after he’d fought with his grandfather over several assignments (most of which weren’t even related to the construction itself), John had been demoted to regular worker.

      And that suited him fine. He didn’t want favors. He didn’t even want to work for his grandfather, but quitting was not allowed, another fact of life that John had resigned himself to.

      The only thing that irked him was that his manager was now a useless piece of fecal matter without a smidgeon of construction experience, and the idiot was delaying the Tower at a time they could little afford more delays. As it was, the whole project had almost ground to a halt because of a lack of access to Elemental magic. They couldn’t tap the leylines around Arcana Glen because they hadn’t acquired the land where the leylines were located.

      Instead, the demons had brought in a huge “generator,” which was actually a foul Dark magic machine whose internal workings John didn’t even want to know. It wasn’t human technology. The “generator” was a huge black rock inscribed with glowing, scarlet runes. When John walked to close to it, his skin itched as if hundreds of spiders crawled all over him, and he heard a sound halfway between a rusty scrapping of a piece of metal and strangled shrieks of pain. Fortunately, the demons buried the generator under the foundation, and the sensation wasn’t as strong anymore, but he still tried to avoid the area where the unpleasant sensations were strongest.
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      Toward the closing of the shift, one of the other guys, Ygir Coldfield, also a Jotun in human form, warned John that the manager, Dod Rockhead, was waiting to speak with him, “and be careful, he’s with that bastard from Corporate.”

      John cussed under his breath. Larry Flash, the asshole from Corporate was a demon straight out of hell. Literally.

      But much worse than that, he was a moron.

      The offices of the construction company were housed in several trailers set up near the construction site. One of them was Rockhead’s office. Why was Larry even here? No one explained what his real job was. Larry Flash had parked his expensive Beamer next to the trailer instead of in the parking lot. John didn’t know enough about demons to know what kind of demon he was. Demon species came flavored by their favored vices, supposedly, but Larry seemed to practice every sin and vice known to man, so it wasn’t easy to pin him down by what was supposed to be the most obvious tell. John didn’t like that the demon had an office so close to the office of the construction company, as if they were working closely together, although he supposed that they were.

      It was another one of those things John tried to keep his nose out of. Mind your own business, he reminded himself. You might not like the way things are, but you can’t change anything. John removed his hard-hat, entered the trailer, and let his eyes adjust to the dim light and cigarette smoke.

      Dod Rockhead looked exactly like what he was, a Jotun, an Ice Giant, vast even in human form, who had come up through the ranks of the workers and floundered at lower middle management once the paperwork exceeded his mental acuity. He had a bald head shaped like a boulder. Once endowed with the body of a wrestler, now his beer belly spread wider than his massive shoulders, resulting in a thick, blubbery but dense core, like a pork roast.

      Next to him, the demon looked like a long-limbed, restless ferret. In his human form, Larry had a triangular, shark-like head: pointy, balding forehead, ill-hidden by a comb-over, beady eyes that never seemed to open fully, a chin as broad as his neck, and a wide, toothy mouth that gnashed constantly. He wore a jacket and tie the color of liverwurst over a black-checkered shirt. A cigarette dangled from his fingers and his breath smelled like ash and chillies. The anti-smoking trend among humans had never caught on in Darkpyre. Larry smoked like a fiend.

      Ignoring Larry and addressing Rockhead, John said flatly, “You asked to see me.”

      Dod Rockhead grunted and jerked his thumb at the demon. “He has instructions for you. From Corporate.”

      “I don’t think we’ve officially met but I’ve seen you around the construction site.” Larry Flash grabbed John’s hand and shook it vigorously, applying too much pressure to be polite. John didn’t like the power play, but he squeezed back until the demon winced. If the guy wanted to play games, John could play games. He might not be a demon, but Jotuns were unusually immune to both demonic mind manipulation and hellfire. Some people claimed that Ice Giants had originally come from Darkpyre themselves, that they were a form of Ice Demons who had migrated to Winterdom at the time of the Shattering. Maybe that was true and maybe it wasn’t, but John wasn’t going to let anyone intimidate him, not even a demon.

      “Larry Flash,” said the demon. “Procurement.”

      “John Helwall,” said John. “Construction.”

      “Hey, John.” Larry Flash displayed two bright rows of teeth, a pretend smile to insinuate that they were now friends. “How’s it going, buddy?”

      “You called me in,” said John. He crossed his arms.  “You tell me.”

      “Fine, fine, I know you giants prefer bluntness.” Larry’s condescension left no doubt he thought that was because Ice Giants were too stupid to understand subtlety. “I’ll get right to the point. I heard that you like to go jogging in the morning.”

      John didn’t like other people butting into his business. What he did with the rest of his life outside of working hours was his own affair.

      “I told you guys to stop spying on me,” he said. “My life is my own.”

      Larry spread his lips into another predatory smile. Such white teeth he had. “But it’s really not, is it John? If you like your job here… And by here, I mean being allowed to stay in this Sphere… You have to toe the line. We heard that, on your early morning jogs, you made a friend. A fellow named Miles Malone.”

      John said cautiously, “I wouldn’t call him a friend.” He hadn’t liked this conversation from the start, and he liked it even less now that he saw where it was going.

      “I have to ask you to stop socializing with him.”

      “Why?”

      “You have no idea? He’s been Called to become a Guardian.” For the first time, the demon’s fake smile slipped into a scowl. “He’s the enemy.”

      “Miles? But he is just an ordinary human…”

      “Not anymore. He’s a powerful wizard now, and he works for the enemy. He might not have had any idea what you truly were before, but he has the ability now to tell just by looking at you.”

      John was silent. He was remembering a conversation he’d had with Miles shortly after the Fourth of July. They had been discussing something normal—women, probably, though John couldn’t remember exactly—when out of the blue, Miles asked, “Hey, John, I was wondering, what kind of arcane are you?”

      At first, John had been horrified, because Miles had never seemed aware of arcanes before. John had replied, “Ice Giant,” and waited to see if Miles would recoil. However, although Miles now knew about arcanes, he still didn’t seem to know anything about the War Between the Spheres or which arcanes were on which side. Miles had simply accepted John’s answer with an innocuous smile and never brought it up again.

      Maybe John was the one who had been naive; Miles had not said anything about becoming a Guardian. But of course, John hadn’t told him anything more about being a Jotun, who his grandfather was, or what the Tower was really for.

      “We aren’t friends,” John told Larry Flash now, “We just jog on the same path together sometimes.”

      “You have been seen together in a bar after hours.”

      “Sometimes we share a beer during happy hour. It’s not a big deal.”

      “It’s a big deal to upper management. And to the Board.” On site, that was a euphemism for the Dark Triad. The Dark Triad were three powerful wizards whose identity was secret, but who were known to be in charge of the entire alliance of Azir, Jotuns, Goblins and others fighting in the War on the side of Winterdom. It was widely believed by the rank-and-file soldiers that at least one, possibly all three, of the Dark Triad was a Demon King.

      John scowled at this reminder that the demons were really running the show. They had probably instigated the war in the first place, he thought darkly, a war in which his people had spent ten years fighting and dying on the front lines. John himself had spent three years in the military, fighting for his kingdom and his Sphere. Thanks to the efforts of Ice Giants, and other Winterdom soldiers like him, the Azir Court of Swords had successfully conquered the four Elven Realms. If they had any sense, they would be satisfied with their victories and seek a cease-fire. But no one consulted him about how to run the war.

      There’s nothing I can do, he reminded himself. It is what it is.

      “I don’t have to remind you how important it is to maintain discretion while we are operating here on Earth,” continued Larry Flash. “If the Guardians were to find out how many Ice Giants work for this company, if they were to understand what we were doing here, they would destroy all of us. Merely by spending time with a Guardian, you give him an opportunity to discover what you really are, and therefore what all of us are. From now on, stay away from him.”

      Feeling heavy but resigned, John inclined his head. He didn’t answer, he just left the trailer. He was still holding his hardhat in his hands. Time to hit the showers.
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        October 4, Tuesday

      

      

      The next morning, John Helwall started out his jog an hour earlier than usual to avoid Miles, as instructed. By coincidence, however, Miles also started early that day and they ran into each other on the trail. It was a nature trail with different spots beneath the trees where exercise equipment had been provided for guests. Miles and John usually met near the bench press. The park did not provide weights; so John had a set, which he pretended to keep stashed behind a tree, but which he actually kept in the ether.

      “Hey there,” said Miles. “Will you spot me?”

      “I can’t today,” John said stiffly. “Because…”

      He realized he had not bothered to think of an excuse ahead of time.

      “No problem,” Miles said generously after John floundered. “I’ll just skip weights today. I have a busy schedule anyway, I probably need to get at it,” added Miles. “But hey, do you want to catch a beer after work? We can meet at the bar like usual.”

      “No,” said John. “I’m going to be very busy after work too. I’m going to be very busy for a long time.”

      Even to his own ears that sounded stupid and forced.

      Miles shot him a weird look, and then studied him in silence for a long awkward moment.

      John itched with unease. He already knows I’m an Ice Giant. Can he tell about my other abilities? If he can, he can easily guess who I am. That will lead him to ask why someone like me is working in construction in Mundania. Will he ask me if I came here through a secret portal without permission from the Guardians?

      “Got to go now,” John said quickly. He jogged away, while Miles continued to stare at his back as he disappeared down the trail.
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        October 7, Friday

      

      

      Lyra arrived for her shift at the Woodland Grill. After years of serving in similar places as a waitress just so she could sing for free during karaoke hour, in the last month she had finally landed a real singing gig. True, it didn’t pay much, and she only worked a few hours each evening. She didn’t use any of the classical instruments she had trained to play as a child; human patrons didn’t expect to hear exotic Elven or Laangfa instruments. However, it wasn’t hard to learn the human instruments since she already knew her own. The guitar, for instance, was easy and fun to play. On the weekends, she sang at weddings, and then her selection of music was more elevated; she had a chance to play her standing harp.

      I’m getting paid to sing and make music, she reminded herself. That makes me a professional musician, no matter how humble the gigs. Maybe it’s just at a local bar or at a Saturday wedding, but I’m doing what I love for a living. Nothing beats that.

      Okay, she had to admit to herself what she would really love was to be “discovered” by an agent and given an audition that would lead to her recording her own record label. That would rock. But she knew that would be a long and difficult journey. She was still pretty far from the time when she might hear her own music coming out of the radio.

      The only thing she didn’t like about being a “professional” musician was having to hustle her own gigs. She had to advertise her services to couples who wanted to be married. And she had to get bars to agree to let her sing for them. It was a little easier now that she had a long-term agreement with the Woodland Grill, but her gig there varied based on how much business they were doing. Now it was October, and they anticipated a heavy tourist season coming up in the autumn and winter. But by spring, they might not be able to retain her, and they probably would not hire this summer. On the other hand, there would be more weddings during the summer. She would have to wing it.

      “Hello, Lyra!” “There you are, Lyra!” “Hey, Lyra!” As she entered the Woodland Grill the different waiters and waitresses greeted her. They were very happy whenever she came to sing. They told her that it led to happier customers. Happier customers meant better tips and less complaints.

      Lyra didn’t exactly have a costume, just a country western checkered shirt with leather fringes and some sequins, and tight form-fitting jeans. She wore high heels instead of cowboy boots because she didn’t like heavy things weighing her feet down. The fringes on the shirt went all the way down the full sleeves of her long-sleeved shirt, dangling somewhat like wings. It was cheesy, especially when she put on the white cowboy hat to go with it, but the customers ate it up. She played a mix of country and pop songs, plus a few songs from Springvale and Autumndelle that only her arcane listeners would recognize. Since the Woodland Grill was run by a Faun, a grumpy old goat-legged grandfather, and catered to Shifters and Woodland fae, the number of customers that were arcane was very high. There were enough humans, though, that everyone usually remained discreet.

      A Dryad who ran the local Timber Mill approached Lyra. Lyra felt a little shy, because Naya Fairchild was a big deal around here. She employed all of the lumberjacks, and there were rumors that recently she had also been given some important position in the wizard community. Lyra didn’t have a lot of witch or wizard friends, so she wasn’t certain what that was about. But she did know that Naya was a very important person although also a very kind woman.

      “I heard that you are going to be singing here permanently from now on,” said Naya. “I think it’s wonderful. Your voice is truly magical.”

      “Thank you,” said Lyra. “It’s not literally magical, but I appreciate the compliment.”

      Naya tilted her head to the side. The Dryad had beautiful eyes, one green and one brown. She seemed to look right into Lyra’s soul. “I think it is literally magic. If you are not careful, it could be used for evil as well as for good. But I’ve only ever seen you use it to help and inspire others. You’re a beautiful spirit, Lyra, and not just because you are pretty and have a beautiful voice. You truly care about other people and when you’re singing to them, they feel something. They realize they can do things they never thought they could do before. It’s a unique talent. Cherish it and protect yourself.”

      “Protect myself?” Everything in the speech surprised Lyra, but that most of all. Lyra felt a little shiver of cold that had nothing to do with the crisp October breeze. “But we are safe here, aren’t we?”

      She didn’t specify what she meant by here. The Mundane Sphere? The United States? Arcana Glen? The Woodland Grill?

      “We are safe,” said Naya. “But dangerous creatures have infiltrated this world without permission, with evil intentions in their hearts. The war elsewhere may eventually reach us here, I fear. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to come to me for help. Okay? I’m here for you.”

      “Thank you,” stammered Lyra again. As if she would dare bother the Dryad for her sad, little problems! But she appreciated the offer.

      Naya smiled warmly and rejoined her friends at a table. Lyra headed to the stool in the spotlight that served as her only stage during her shift. She lifted her guitar out of its case and began to tune it in preparation for her first set.
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        October 7, Friday

        Devil’s Peak outside Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      John had almost forgotten about his pledge to avoid Miles when the end of his shift came around. He found himself headed to his usual bar for drinks, already groaning in anticipation of the terrible puns that Miles liked to throw out. The guy wasn’t even a dad yet and he was already telling the worst dad jokes ever. John found himself laughing just thinking about it.

      Then his laughter died in his throat. John wouldn’t hear those jokes again because he was supposed to avoid the guy.

      What difference does it make? He had told his boss the truth. John and Miles weren’t friends. Sure, Miles had invited John to his wedding, but that wasn’t a mark of special closeness. It wasn’t like John has been his best man. He was just another guest at the wedding between the detective and a pretty nurse from the local veteran’s hospital. There were at least twenty other people there.

      It wasn’t a big deal that John wouldn’t see him much anymore. The main problem was that now John had to find a new bar to drink at. He was a creature of habit, and he didn’t like change.

      Finally, he decided to go to the Woodland Grill. It was further out than the bar he usually went to, but not too far from the construction site. It was supposedly frequented by a lot of Shifters, so he had always avoided it in the past, but it was better to be around other arcanes than around humans. Actually, he wasn’t sure about that. Maybe being around other arcanes was more dangerous because they were more likely to see through the spell that disguised his power. If other arcanes recognized him as Ice Giant, that wouldn’t make him popular. But by the time the thought occurred to him, John had already arrived in the parking lot of the Woodland Grill, so he shrugged and went in. One night wasn’t going to hurt.

      Then he noticed the demon’s Beamer in the parking lot as well. His boss, Larry Flash, was here. John groaned and almost turned around and left just so he wouldn’t run into the guy. But that made him angry. It felt like running away. John had as much right to be here as some stupid fiend from Corporate. John squared his shoulders and went into the restaurant.
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        October 7, Friday

        Woodland Grill, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      The restaurant had a bar section and a section with tables for families to eat a regular meal. John headed to the bar and ordered a draft. The stools on either side of him emptied out as people shifted away, probably not consciously aware of why they didn’t want to be close to him. Although Ice Giants weren’t exactly considered cuddly and friendly either, John had a tattoo, a spell, that was supposed to hide his nature. In close proximity, it didn’t work fully on him. It was the damn dragon in his blood, he supposed. Something about him intimidated those around him.

      It was rare to find a guy like Miles, who wasn’t as tall or as muscular as John, yet who never showed an ounce of fear or envy around him. Nothing bothered Miles; he caught every curve ball with a smile; he faced every obstacle with a good attitude and a bad pun. He helped John see things from a new perspective. Right now, for instance, Miles would probably be able to take this situation and turn it on its head and enable John to see some silver lining in the gray clouds that he felt broiling around like a storm in his head.

      But John was alone, and he felt unaccountably depressed.

      I like being alone, he reminded himself. I’ll drink my beer and I’ll go home. Tomorrow I’ll go to work again, and everything will continue as it has before. That reassured him. He liked a routine. He didn’t like being told he had to do something new. In time, he could get used to this bar and it would become part of his routine, and everything would be fine again. He would get used to drinking alone and that would be fine too.

      So why did the storm inside his head continue to broil darker and more bleak? He took a long gulp of beer. It was lukewarm, and he considered asking for something colder, but he didn’t.

      Somewhere in the bar a guitar started, and then, a few moments later, a beautiful voice filled the room.

      
        
        
        Clipped wings... I was a broken thing...

        Had a voice, had a voice, but I could not sing...

      

        

      

      The song began on a note of poignant melancholy, but then began to soar. Something in him shifted. It was like the feeling he sometimes got talking to Miles; inexplicably, he just saw everything from a new perspective, and the situation didn’t strike him as bleak or as hopeless as before. It was as though he had been standing under a storm that covered the night sky, and then suddenly the clouds parted, and he saw the night filled with stars, crystal clear and beautiful; as if something he'd thought was threatening turned out to be, instead, awe inspiring.

      John glanced across the room and saw the singer. The first thing he noticed was that she was as beautiful as her voice.

      The second thing he realized was that he had met her before. It was a girl he jumped with from the cliff.

      His heart started pounding hard. He didn’t know if it was the strange beauty of her music or something deep inside him, but the fact that he had run into her when he had no hope of ever meeting her again seemed significant. It felt like fate. You are meant to be mine, he told her silently. And I already belong to you. We were meant to meet like this. Nothing can keep us apart.

      Then he kicked himself for his stupid sentimentality. He didn’t believe in love at first sight. He wasn’t some crazy idealist who believed that everything would work out for the best. For guys like him, if he had any destiny at all, it was probably a tragedy. Or maybe a comedy, and he was the guy who lived the life that was meant to be a warning to everyone else. Jotun did not have fated mates the way Shifters did. Ice Giants picked their mates like old-fashioned barbarians, which fit everything else about their society. Jotun tribes arranged brawls to the death to determine who would lead them. When a Jotun wanted to find a sturdy Ice Giantess to bear him young, he joined his brothers and other kinsmen on a raid against another Giant tribe, killed the men and stole the women. Women were kept as chattel, not only forced to serve their captors in bed and as breeders but forced to serve them in the kitchen and keep their rooms clean as well.

      John imagined the expression a human woman would make if he explained this custom to her. Just another reason he wasn’t great at picking up women. His people’s customs didn’t exactly give him any tips for the modern dating scene.

      A gorgeous girl like this singer must have a dozen guys propositioning her and courting her. There was no way she would be interested in a big clumsy oaf of a construction worker like him.

      But that didn’t change how he felt about her.

      The singer’s golden voice floated over the bar:

      
        
        
        So I don’t care if I sing off-key,

        I found myself in this melody.

        I sing for love, I sing for me,

        I shout it out like a bird set free...

      

        

      

      He could sit here and watch her every night for the rest of his life, he realized. As long as she was singing here, this would definitely be his new bar. He wouldn’t miss a single one of her performances. He hoped she wouldn’t fear him for semi-stalking her. He would restrain himself to only being her fan in public places, where it was appropriate and wouldn’t intimidate her. All he wanted was to let her music wash over him, to touch the dark places inside with the promise that light still existed somewhere in the universe. All he wanted to do was gaze at her and marvel at how beautiful she was. He knew she was forever out of reach. She was as far above him as a star.
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      Another guy took the stool next to John. John looked at him wondering who had the audacity. Then he growled deep in his throat. It was Larry Flash.

      Larry started talking, as sly and smarmy as always, asking about other guys on the construction site, but John only answered in grunts and monosyllables. John had a feeling the demon wanted him to snitch on the other guys, tell the demon about anybody who wasn’t enthusiastic about the war or who was a little too friendly with the local humans or the enemy arcanes. John wasn’t a snitch, and the sooner the demon found that out, the sooner he would hopefully go away and let John drink in peace.

      The words of the singer’s solo reached out to him as if she were giving voice to his unvoiced feelings:

      
        
        
        But there’s this scream inside,

        We all try to hide...

      

        

      

      Bored with the non-conversation, Larry Flash started staring at the singer. John didn’t like the naked lust in the demon’s face, although it was understandable given how beautiful she was. But there was something else in the demon’s expression as well, something more dangerous than mere lust. The demon looked… Greedy.

      “There’s something about that singer,” said Larry. “She’s not human. I think she is a siren, but an unusually powerful one…”

      John didn’t like the way the demon was speculating about her magic. He wanted to tell the demon to leave her alone, but knowing how demons worked, that would only guarantee the asshole would go after her and harass her. John decided to distract him with a different topic.

      “So,” said John, venturing a guess. “Greed?”

      The demon snapped his head to look at John, eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “You demons are all divided up into seven kingdoms by the kind of vice you use to lure souls into Darkpyre, aren’t you? I have been trying to put my finger on what your vice is. It’s Greed, isn’t it?”

      Larry smiled. “Money makes the world go around, kid. Greed works. On everyone.”

      Inadvertently, John glanced at the singer, thinking, It wouldn’t work on her.

      The demon heard his thought as if he had said it out loud.

      “Oh yes,” smirked the demon, “I assure you greed would work on her too.”

      “Stay out of my mind,” snapped John.

      Larry just laughed. He clapped John on the back in an overly familiar gesture. “Hey, relax. We’re on the same side. We’re pals.”

      He winked at John.

      John kept his retort to himself. They weren’t pals. The demon didn’t have the least interest in anyone he considered beneath him. It was clear to the entire construction crew that, to Larry, they were little better than the slaves who had dragged the bricks to the pyramids for the Egyptian Pharaohs. The workers might be Ice Giants, but to their demons and Elf allies, they were little people, disposable minions.
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        October 7, Friday

        Woodland Grill, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Lyra’s manager—actually just her best friend, a Vanir (Spring Elf), Amilyssa “Amy” Merivar —arrived at the Woodland Grill late. It wasn’t her fault. Amy had a real job. She only acted as Lyra’s manager to help her friend because she insisted that Lyra was the best singer she had ever heard, and it would be a waste for the rest of the world not to get a chance to hear her too.

      When Amy arrived, Lyra was already in the middle of her set, so Amy just waved at her friend without saying anything to her. Amy waited until Lyra was on break and brought her a bottle of water. Lyra found that drinking bottled water from Springvale helped her voice. Since the Guardians had been coming back, it was now possible to get such things. The friends hoped that meant the fortunes of the war would eventually change and Springdale would be liberated.

      They caught up on the day’s events, and also what they had done over the weekend. Lyra told Amy she would go on base jumping again.

      “Were you able to do it this time?” Amy asked.

      “I didn’t get a chance,” Lyra admitted. “There was someone there. He was human, I think. Anyway, I’m quite certain he wasn’t a flier or a winged shifter. Or any kind of shifter. I would’ve been able to sense that, unless he’s hiding it for some reason.”

      “Did he know what you were?”

      “Of course not. The point is, he saw me hesitating, and he thought I was afraid to jump because… I don’t know, whatever the reason humans have for being afraid to jump. So he jumped with me. It was sweet actually.” She couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “And fun.”

      Amy clapped her hands together. Elves were very excitable, especially the Vanir.

      “Oh my gosh, Lyra! That’s the most romantic thing I have heard!”

      “You need more romance in your life, if that’s the case,” giggled Lyra.

      “I am so serious. I am jealous. I have zero social life. Of course, I also don’t go base jumping. I can’t believe you jumped with him if he was a human. That meant you had to use your parachute. What if it hadn’t worked and you needed to use your wings?”

      “Using the parachute is no trouble for me. You know that’s my crutch. It’s my wings I don’t trust.”

      “I know,” said Amy. “I just don’t understand it. I would love to have wings like yours. You look just like an angel. But never mind, tell me about the guy! Was he hot? What did he look like?”

      “He was huge and muscular and so scary looking… I don’t know if people would call him handsome, but he was definitely hot. But the weird thing is, I think he was also kind of shy. After we jumped, I waited for him to say something, because I had a feeling he wanted to ask me out, but then he didn’t, and then I got embarrassed too and ran away.”

      Amy smacked her forehead. “No! You mean you did not get his phone number or give him yours?”

      “I didn’t even tell him my name or find out his.”

      “Oh Lyra, what am I going to do with you? How can I live vicariously through your social life if your social life is as pathetic as mine?”

      Lyra giggled again. “The problem is one of us is supposed to be the shy and awkward one and the other one is supposed to be the forward and slutty one, but we’re both shy and awkward.”

      “That’s so sad but true,” said Amy. “I signed up for a class on how to be forward and slutty, but then when I got to the door and saw all the hot guys waiting inside to hit on me, I chickened out and ran away.”

      They both laughed way more than the joke deserved because they had always had this problem, but at least they could commiserate with each other.

      Lyra was scanning the audience, not really seeing what was around her because she was thinking about the base-jumping guy.

      Then suddenly Lyra’s eyes widened as she caught sight of a huge mountain of muscle sitting at the bar. He must’ve just gotten off of work at the construction site they had set up a couple mountains over. She couldn’t believe he was drinking here at the Woodland Grill. She had never seen him here before. She would have remembered him.

      “By the Light! Amy!” Lyra hissed. “If you wanna decide for yourself whether he was hot or not, you can, because he’s sitting right over there!”

      Lyra pointed.

      Amy turned around. “You were not kidding about his muscles! Wow! Is that a man or a walking mountain?”

      Lyra squealed. “Don’t turn and look at him! He’ll see me!”

      “I thought you wanted him to see you. I thought you wanted him to ask you out.”

      “I did but… Do you think if he sees me, he’ll want to ask me out this time?”

      “I think you should go over there and ask him out.”

      “No way. Maybe you could go ask him if he wants to ask me.”

      “Yes. I will definitely do that. As soon as we travel in time back to the third grade. Come ON, Lyra. You are a grown woman, and he is a grown man, and there is no reason you cannot go over there and at least say hi to him. Just… Give it a try. Find out what happens!”

      “It’s easy for you to say.” Lyra pretended to glare at her friend. “One day the shoe will be on the other foot, and I will shove you into the arms of some guy you have a crush on and you will know how it feels.”

      Amy just smirked and forced Lyra to hop off the stool. Amy gave Lyra a little shove in the direction of the bar. “Get over there, girl. Mr Tower of Muscles is waiting for you.”

      “So not helping!” muttered Lyra.
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      Lyra might still have chickened out, but at that moment the gorgeous Tower of Muscles glanced across the room and their eyes met. After that, it was as though a magnet pulled her toward him. She couldn’t have stopped her feet even if she had tried.

      But when she stood in front of him at the bar, she forgot what she wanted to say.

      She fell back on the painfully obvious. “We met before, remember?” she asked. “On the cliff.”

      He blinked at her, and she wondered if he even recognized her. Then a slow flush rose from all the way at the base of his neck to the top of his forehead. He was so huge and strong that it amazed her to see that blush on his craggy face. He smiled shyly.

      “I remember.” He had a deep gravelly voice that made her tingle inside. “I didn’t know you could sing.”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t usually sing and base jump at the same time. Scream, sometimes. But not sing.”

      “No, I didn’t expect you to…” He realized she was teasing, and his smile grew even wider. “I never got a chance to ask your name.”

      “Lyra Izarra.”

      “That’s beautiful. My name is John. Not very beautiful.”

      “It’s a solid name,” she said. She lowered her lashes to her cheeks and then peeked back up at him. “It suits you.” She almost added, You seem like a solid guy. But then she was afraid he would take it the wrong way. She meant that he looked like the kind of man who was not only physically strong but utterly dependable. As if he would protect what belonged to him no matter what the price. But maybe she was reading too much into it. She had a tendency to pin her hopes on impossible things and then get disappointed when they didn’t come true.

      “Hey,” he said, “I can see you are performing tonight, but maybe on another night when you’re not busy…”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish because suddenly the man at the bar next to him leaned forward. He stretched his hand between John and Lyra. A little card was pinned between his index and middle finger. The card flashed like fool’s gold or rhinestones, and even though Lyra had initially been annoyed at the intrusion, something about the spark caught her attention. Her face riveted to the weasel-faced man next to John.

      “I’m Larry, sweetheart,” he said. His words oozed out of him like oil, but for some reason Lyra couldn’t tear her gaze away from his eyes. His eyes glinted gold, like doubloons in a treasure chest. They seem to burn into her, almost hypnotizing her. “I heard you sing, babe, and I’ve got to say you have one hell of a set of pipes. I am a talent scout for a big record label. I could tell you which one, but you would swoon. Let me tell you what. You are going to audition for me. You are going to blow away the judges, and I am going to sign you up on the biggest deal of your life. Do you hear me? What do I know about it, you ask? Babe, I’m a talent scout. I know talent. You? You’ve got talent. You are going to be a star.”

      He winked at her.

      Stunned at first, she didn’t believe him but as his eyes bored into her, Lyra felt her whole body heat up with brazen hope.

      “That… that would be amazing!” she stammered.

      Suddenly John, whom she had completely forgotten the minute she locked eyes with Larry, grabbed the golden card and ripped it into tiny bits.

      “No, Lyra!” snapped John. “You aren’t going to go audition with him. You aren’t going to ever meet him again. Stay away from him!”

      Larry and Lyra both turned to John with outrage. Larry had a nasty snarl on his face, and Lyra was indignant.

      “How dare you try to tell me where I can go or who I can meet!” Lyra said. To think she had almost gone on a date with this guy, when he was a complete arrogant asshole! He didn’t even know her, and he was already trying to run her life!

      “Leave the lady alone,” said Larry. “She has a fantastic opportunity here to become a star, and you’re trying to ruin it for her. Why is that? Do you want to keep her all to yourself?” Larry appealed directly to Lyra. His blazing gold eyes locked on hers again and burned into her. “What do you owe this guy? Are you in debt to him? Are you his wife? Are you his servant? Because he seems to think he owns you.”

      “Well, he doesn’t!” snapped Lyra.

      “He’s just playing on your greed,” said John, his voice dripping with disgust, as though he also no longer had any respect for her. “And you’re falling for it. I should have realized you were no different than the other human gold-diggers.”

      His remark stung, but if anything, it only made Lyra more determined to ignore him and focus on Larry. If John couldn’t understand why this opportunity was important to her, that it was about more than fame or fortune, that it meant an opportunity to really expand her gift and share it on a larger stage, well...! His narrow-mindedness wasn’t her problem. She didn’t have to explain herself to him or anyone. She had a right to follow her own dream, and she wasn’t about to let some arrogant stranger she just met stomp on it.

      “He’s just bitter and jealous because he doesn’t have any talent,” sneered Larry. “Those who can’t do anything with their lives take petty pleasure in holding back those who are meant for higher things. The audition is on Saturday. It starts at eight and goes all day until we hear everyone who shows up. Don’t let me down, sweetheart. I am going to put in a good word for you and I will be looking out for you there. You have a real chance at this—don’t blow it.”

      John growled and shook his head, but he didn’t say anything else. Lyra accidentally met his angry gaze, and her resolve almost melted. He was almost pleading silently with her to turn down the offer. But she could also see contempt mingled with possessiveness in his expression, which stiffened her spine. He had no right to judge her or try to keep her from an opportunity that could change her whole career.

      Larry took out a second card to replace the one John had ripped up. Lyra took it and this time John didn’t interfere. She stomped away from him back to her stool at the back of the restaurant.

      “Well?” demanded Amy. “Did you get a date?”

      “No, unfortunately it turns out the guy is a complete jerk. But I got something better.”

      Lyra showed Amy the golden business card.
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        October 8, Saturday

        Devil’s Peak outside Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      The audition was not where Lyra expected or anything like she had expected. It was held far from the center of the town, and she had to drive along a winding road up a mountain she had never visited before. Parking was far away from the actual audition center, so she had to walk all the way across an open construction site.

      According to her GPS, this was where it was supposed to be, but there were no addresses around here and the only buildings she saw were trailer homes parked on gravel. They looked like they were temporary offices for the construction workers, nothing to do with singing or of the theater or the music industry.

      Maybe it was a scam, she pondered uneasily. After all, a remote skiing village in Colorado was not exactly the epicenter of the entertainment industry in the nation or the world. Why had she expected she could get her big break here?

      Still, she had come all this way, so she decided to ask around before she drove home. Even though it was Saturday morning, there were guys on the site, operating the forklifts and the cranes and the dump trucks, shouting at each other about various building related matters.

      She approached one of the workers who seemed to be alone to ask for directions.

      “Excuse me, I’m looking for Larry Flash? Do you know if he has an office around here…”

      “Oh yeah, over there.” The worker pointed to one of the dumpy looking trailers.

      “But there’s supposed to be an audition…”

      He roved his eyes over her body. She wasn’t dressed too racy, but she was wearing a black cocktail dress and heels. “Oh, you’re one of those girls. Yeah, they’ve been showing up since 4 AM to stand in a line way over there. Do you see it?”

      Now that he pointed it out, Lyra did see a long line of young women waiting to go inside one of the trailers. She released a breath of relief. Apparently, there really was an audition being held here, and she wasn’t the only one who had come for the opportunity. It reassured her that this was not just in her imagination or some kind of trick. On the other hand, the sight of so much competition also made her insides quiver like strawberry Jell-O.

      “Thank you,” she said, and headed over to the line. It was difficult to walk in high heels over the rough gravel.

      Suddenly she tripped and almost fell into a huge pit that she had not even seen. It was blocked by the angle of the ground until she was right on top of it.

      Huge steady arms swooped in and grabbed her and placed her back on firm ground. She looked up in surprise at her rescuer.

      It was John Helwall.

      In his yellow hardhat and white T-shirt that was plastered to his muscular chest as if he were impervious to the chilly air, he looked grungy and sexy and dangerous all at the same time. He also looked mad as hell to see her.

      His blue eyes were as deep and endless as glaciers, and also as cold and icy.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came for the audition.”

      “Don’t go,” he said immediately. “Someone like you shouldn’t draw attention to yourself. You’ll just get into trouble, and you can’t handle it.”

      “Oh good, I was wondering where I could find a walking and talking Demotivational Poster to discourage myself whenever I felt like giving up and dying,” she said sarcastically. “I’ll call you as soon as I want that in my life.”

      He scowled. He had one of those harsh, craggy faces that somehow looked good even when he grumped.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “It’s Saturday. Do you guys usually work on Saturday?”

      “We do, if it’s a rush project.”

      “So this is a rush project? What’s the rush?

      John crossed his arms. “Don’t you have a demon to sell your soul to? I wouldn’t wanna keep you from it.”

      “You’re a real jerk, you know that? I wouldn’t have guessed that standing on the cliff. You seemed pretty nice then. But I guess you never know with people, do you?”

      “I never would’ve guessed you’d be the kind of greedy girl to fall for Larry, so I guess you’re right.”

      “I’m not going to date him!” she said, incensed again. “It’s an audition. I’m a professional singer, and this is a job opportunity. If you got promoted on your construction site to…” She honestly had no idea what kind of jobs one did on a construction site. “To whatever is higher than…” She gestured vaguely to his hardhat, T-shirt, and orange vest. “You would take it, and no one would accuse you of being greedy for having a little ambition. So what’s wrong if I do it as a singer?”

      “Larry,” he said slowly, “Is. Not. A. Nice. Guy.”

      “Tell me this. As far as you know, could he actually get me a record deal? Or are you trying to warn me that he’s a scam artist?”

      John looked uncomfortable. “If he tells you he can get you a record deal, he probably can. It doesn’t mean he will. But yeah, I’m sure he has that power. He has a lot of connections.”

      “And how do you know this?”

      “The same way I know he’s not a nice guy,” said John. “But it’s clear you’ve already made up your mind. Just remember, not everything that glitters is gold.”

      He turned and walked away back toward some other guys on the site, shouting to them something about missed schedules.
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      Lyra joined the long line of young women waiting to enter the trailer. She couldn’t believe that even though she had gotten here right on the dot at 8 o’clock when Larry told her it opened, there were dozens of women waiting. She didn’t know any of them. She had a sense that many of them were arcane, however. She saw Elves and Shifters and other young women who seem to have some kind of sparkle in the air around them.

      Is that why the auditions were being held here in Arcana Glen? Because Larry somehow could sense if a singer had magic? Was it a coincidence that on the very same day he noticed her, Naya also told her that her singing had a magical element to it?

      This really could be my big break, she thought, more excited than ever. If Larry is looking for someone who has arcane powers and I really do have magic… I really could get this! It could happen for me!

      Then she looked at the long line of girls all with the same hopeful expression on their faces. All of them had a dream, and their dreams were just as important for them as hers was to her. She tried not to feel dispirited about the fact that probably only one of them would land the opportunity that Larry had told her about.

      The line inched forward, and it wasn’t until much later that her turn came. She entered the trailer, and it was exactly what it looked like from the outside: a nicely furnished but very small space. The only unique feature was that the back half had been converted into a sound studio. Four men, including Larry, sat on couches in front of the sound studio listening to a blue-haired girl singing inside. When Lyra entered, she had to wait for the blue-haired girl before her to finish, so she got to see how it worked before it was her turn. She was glad about that.

      The blue-haired girl inside the booth wore headphones, and she was singing into a mic. Lyra was blown away by how good her voice was. There’s no way I can compete with that. Were all the girls this good? Her heart sank.

      When the girl’s turn was over, she put the headset down and left the booth. As she passed Lyra, Lyra could see iridescent glitter of scales on her skin and the strange, ruffled ears beneath her blue-green hair. The girl was obviously a siren, of the mermaid, not half-bird variety. The theory that Larry was searching for magic as well as music looked more and more likely.

      Did that mean that Lyra had a chance? How could she compete with a real siren? True, many people compared the Laangfa to sirens, because of their musical magic and demi-human form. Musical talent intertwined with the magic ability to lure people to their deaths with the beauty of their song had earned both true Sirens and Laangfa an ambiguous reputation in Springdale. Sailors in Springvale, as well as on earth, who passed by the cliffs where Laangfa were singing had been so transported by the sound they jumped into the sea trying to reach them. Contrary to popular opinion, the Laangfa did not want the sailors to drown. If the Laangfa knew what happened, they would fly down to the ocean and pluck the unlucky fellows out of the water and save their lives. But since the Laangfa weren’t singing to the sailors, only for themselves, the Laangfa didn’t always notice. Men and Elves had died and blamed the innocent singers.

      Mermaids were often accused of the same thing, so Lyra was sympathetic to their kind. She also wondered why it was that it was always the females who were blamed, even though the males of their kind, and yes, they had males as well as females just like every other species, were also able to control people with their voices if their magic was strong enough.

      Lyra stepped into the box, sat down, and put the headphones on.

      “Slate your name, your element and your song,” one of men instructed her crisply. The phrase dated back from the days when filmmakers would snap a “slate” after a cut.

      She was shocked. “My element?”

      “Larry,” the man said, annoyed, “It would save us all a lot of time if you would explain to these girls what they’re getting into.”

      Larry leaned forward into the mic. He pushed a lever on a complex array of sound equipment. She heard him from her headphones.

      “We all know you have magic, honey. Just tell us your name and what kind of magic you have, so we can get on with it.”

      “Lyra Izarra…” She hazarded her best guess, based on her parents’ magic. “Water and Wind.” She gulped another nervous breath and blurted, “The Impossible Dream.”

      She began to sing an old musical number, one of her favorite human songs.

      
        
        
        To dream the impossible dream,

        to fight the unbeatable foe,

        To bear with unbearable sorrow,

        To run where the brave dare not go...

      

        

      

      The men listened with impassive expressions. She could not tell what they were thinking.

      
        
        
        This is my quest: to follow that star

        No matter how hopeless, no matter how far.

        To fight for the right, without question or pause

        To be willing to march into hell for a heavenly cause.

      

        

      

      By the time she was done, another young woman bustled into the camper to take her place.

      Lyra left with no idea whether she had done well, terribly, or would ever be called back.
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        October 13, Thursday

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Almost a week passed. October grew colder and Lyra’s hope withered and died along with the falling leaves. Colorado was lovely at this time of year, bejeweled in gold and bronze and ruby. But Lyra felt depressed that she had not even heard anything about the audition.

      And then one day her cell phone jingled, and she answered it on an intuition, even though she didn’t recognize the number, and usually she ignored those because they were mostly junk calls.

      She was very glad she answered.

      “Hey, Lyra it’s Larry. You’re the one, babe. What did I tell you? I’m never wrong. You’re the one and we want you to come in and sing for us. I’m gonna make you a star.”

      She was so stunned she couldn’t even respond except to stammer incoherently.

      “Hey, I understand,” he said soothingly. “It’s all a little overwhelming at first, isn’t it? Look, I’m gonna take good care of you, you got it? There’s a party Saturday night and I want you to come. It’s a pre-Halloween thing, masks and costumes if you’re into that. Frankly, you could come stark naked for all I care. Just show up, so I can introduce you to some important people. They’re going to love you as much as I do. This is it, sweetheart, this is your big break. Saturday night. I’ll send you the address.”

      She hung up the phone, hardly able to breathe. And then she screamed and jumped around her living room and even did a cartwheel, which she hadn’t done since she was fourteen. “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it!”

      She grabbed her phone again and called up her friend Amy. She had to hold the phone at arm’s length after she told Amy the news, because Amy also screamed for joy.
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        October 14, Friday Morning

        Devil’s Peak near Arcana Glen

      

      

      “Hey, Foreman!” Ygir Coldfield shouted. “The manager wants to see you in his office, proto! Guess who’s visiting us again?”

      “He better not be expecting me to sing,” growled John.

      “I doubt it,” laughed Ygir. “But I heard he’s throwing a Halloween party. Maybe he wants you there to scare the guests.”

      “Very funny.” John trudged over to the office trailer.

      This time, Dod Rockhead didn’t even bother to look up from his computer, where he was stabbing the keyboard with one finger. Larry Flash, relaxing at a table deeper in the trailer, waved to John.

      “Have a seat, John,” Larry said with a smarmy smile. The trailer was a luxurious one as these things went, but it was still cramped to a man of John’s size. He squeezed into the picnic style bench table where Larry was sitting with a bunch of papers in front of him.

      “Hey, Dod,” called out Larry, “Give us some privacy, will you, man? I want to talk to my pal alone.”

      Dod Rockhead stood up and left the trailer without a word. Kicked out of his own office by a smarmy demon, John thought in disgust. Unbelievable.

      “You’re a lucky man, John,” said Larry.

      “No, I’m not,” said John.

      “No… A man like you doesn’t depend on luck, what was I thinking? You’re a hard-working man, isn’t that right, John?”

      John didn’t like the demon trying to psych him out. “Get to the point.”

      “The point is you’ve been holding out on me, haven’t you? You act like you have to slave away at this menial job because you don’t have any money or connections. But that’s not quite true, is it?”

      “Do you think that’s why I do my job?” John asked, dripping contempt.

      “I just found out who your grandfather is.”

      “Then you probably also found out he disowned me, so it’s not really relevant, is it?” drawled John.

      “Doesn’t matter what he thinks he did, blood is blood,” said Larry. His gold eyes flashed with unrestrained avidity. “And your grandfather is dead.”

      John sat up in shock.

      “My condolences,” smirked Larry. “It’s a great loss.”

      “You don’t give a shit that he’s dead any more than I do. All you care about is what this means for the Kingdom of Jotunheim.”

      “Absolutely true!” admitted Larry happily. “You’re one of his heirs and they want you back to prove your claim to the throne.”

      “I don’t want to go. I don’t want the throne.”

      The demon expressed skepticism while pretending to agree. “Sure, you don’t. Who would?” He spread his hands. “But you don’t get a choice. As long as you are alive, you are eligible, so you have to participate. If you don’t go to them, they will come to you.”

      John mulled that over. Unfortunately, for once, the demon was not lying. The last thing John wanted was for his relatives to come visiting the Mundane Sphere to get him, and possibly hurt innocent people in the process.

      “Fine,” he said grudgingly. “I suppose you people and your allies can arrange a passage? I can hardly go to the Guardians and ask to travel to Winterdom.”

      “We’ll get you to your ‘job interview’, don’t worry,” smirked Larry.

      “I have to give two weeks’ notice.”

      “Nah, you don’t have time,” said a demon. “I’ll put in a word for you. You have to leave tonight. Go home, pack up anything you need and go to the military base. You know where it is?”

      John nodded. He didn’t need anything from home. He wouldn’t even go there; he would go straight to the base. There was nothing here for him to say goodbye to. He couldn’t say goodbye to his friend Miles because he couldn’t explain where he was going or why. He would’ve liked to have seen the beautiful singer again, but she hated his guts now and, anyway, he didn’t want to have anything to do with anyone who would hang out with Larry.

      There was nothing left for him on Earth except his job, which he would miss. The ‘job interview’ he had to go to was for a job that he did not want. But unlike Lyra, who could have walked away, John would not be allowed to refuse this audition.
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        October 14, Friday Evening

        CADABRA military base, outside Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundania

      

      

      John arrived at the human base at five o’clock. He showed his ID to some bored human soldiers, who had no idea he was an Ice Giant. They passed him through the fortified door in the side of a mountain. A soldier in a human uniform met John on the other side, but the soldier was an Elf wearing a glamour. He was Azir, of course, a Winter Elf. He escorted John Helwall deeper into the fortress, traveling down elevators and metal stairwells, until they reached a missile silo chamber that had been converted into a Gate room.

      The Gate itself was a huge mirror bolted to one wall. More Azir security inspected John Helwall to insure he was who he claimed and that he wasn’t armed with any terrorist spells. For some reason, they even made him take off his shoes to check for the Light knows what. It was worse than airport security. Finally, one of them chanted a spell.

      The mirror shimmered like water and the reflection of the grim silo changed to show a luxurious, palatial receiving room on the other side.

      John didn’t like magic mirrors. He didn’t like Gates. But he clenched his jaws and stepped through the shimmering silver surface.
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        October 14, Friday Evening

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      He stepped into the room he had seen from the other side. It was as large as the silo room on the former side, but the walls on this side were made of blocks of black ice. John had seen black ice before; it wasn’t truly black, but smoky gray and translucent, with a smear of inky darkness slithering inside. A high-pitched drone clawed at the edge of his hearing. It wasn’t loud or unbearable, but it was subtly aggravating, like a fingernail on a chalkboard or a mosquito buzzing one’s ear. It was the shriek of the cursed souls trapped in the black ice. The Azir were stingy with their dead, and trapped their souls in blocks of ice rather than let the restless spirits move on to another birth or to a better realm.

      John had fought beside Azir in the field. Among the Winter Elves, only the War Caste, the Azir knights, went to battle. They were brave, if cruel; honest yet discreet; clever and relentless. Like all Elves, they were arrogant, and most of them treated Ice Giants like stupid, unwanted stepchildren. In a battle, if an Azir entered the fight, he would press forward or die. No Azir would retreat. Every Azir knight trained to use a sword before he could walk.

      But the Kingdom of Azirath, for all their techno-magery and vanity, was still mired in an age of imperial barbarism. Azirath’s feudalism, like ancient Sparta, was built on the backs of a slave class which made even the Jotun way of life look egalitarian in comparison. Ice Giants fought each other to capture women and to win glory. The Jotun only kept slaves, usually humans, in their capital. Most of the clans, who lived out on the tundra, had a simpler life. But the Azir treated their enemies and their underclass more like pets—or even objects—than people. Their magic enabled them to do this literally. Their whole society rested on the backs of the powerless majority, the Bound Caste.

      The large mirror that John had just walked through was not the only magic mirror in the room, only the largest. The mirror at his back took up an entire wall. But the wall facing him was mounted with hundreds of smaller mirrors, ranging from the size of a handheld mirror to a lady’s vanity. Angry, mournful, and fearful faces flickered in those mirrors. Every single one held a trapped soul, forced to serve the master of the mirror.

      There might have been Azir who did not like how the current King of Swords, King Belliqas Izbognir, ran his kingdom, but no one heard from these critics. They ended up jailed in mirrors like these, silenced forever, forced to empower the masters they had defied.

      A large, man-sized and man-shaped Candlestick floated into the room. At first, John thought it was only a grandiose object, animated by Wind magic, a common Azir conceit. But then, to his horror, John saw this was some new ghastly entrapment created by the Azir.

      The Candlestick was not only a silver statue of a man, but an actual man, with an intelligent, expressive face, elven ears, and living eyes. He couldn’t move his legs—he could only float—and his silver arms also had limited motion. His hair had been transformed into a real orange flame rising from the top of his head. It wasn’t Wind magic that enabled his limited mobility, but Fire magic. This... this... abomination had once been a Wyzir, one of the Summer Elves whom the Azir had captured in the war.

      The hairs on the back of John’s neck rose. It was one thing to slay your enemies, to grant them the honor of death in battle, which every real man craved. It was another to curse them, to humiliate and degrade them after their defeat.

      “This way, sir,” murmured the Candlestick Elf, his eyes downcast, confirming that he was not only intelligent but aware.

      John growled. Misunderstanding the source of his rage, the flame on the Candlestick Elf flickered in fright, and he scooted quickly in front of John to guide him through the accursed castle.
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      The Candlestick brought John to another spacious, luxurious chamber, a salon filled with chaises and sofas and elegant tables laden with finger foods and goblets of wine. Several Azir in the rich velvet and fur clothing of royals lounged in the chairs or paced the room. He was shocked. He had been brought into the presence of the scions of the Royal Family of the Court of Swords, the princes and princesses of the House of Izbognir.

      John had never been considered important enough by anyone to meet the ruling Elf family of the Sphere of Winterdom. He knew of them only what any denizen of the land of eternal winter knew: ten years ago, Belliqas the King of Swords had lost his beloved wife, Sabriel, when the previous Guardians were massacred. For in addition to being the Queen of Swords, Queen Sabriel had also been a Guardian called the High Priestess or Seeress. King Belliqas Izbognir blamed the King of Summerland for her death. But Winterdom couldn’t simply declare war against Summerland. Summerland had allies in Autumndelle and Springvale. After instigating a rebellion in Autumndelle to overthrow the Elves from the Court of Coins and install the Goblins as the new rulers, his puppet rulers, the King of Swords united those two Spheres. Winterdom and Autumndell then invaded Springvale together.

      Before his wife died the King and Queen of Swords had four children together, two boys and two girls. But despite loving his wife so much that he started a decade-long war to avenge her death, the King Belliqas had not been faithful to Sabriel. He also had a number of by-blows from slave girls and mistresses. One of his mistresses had even been on Ice Giantess, who was extremely beautiful, if quite hefty, in her human form. She had given him twins. Another wife was a Goblin from Autumndelle, a woman he slept with well before the war, but only married after the death of his wife to cement the current alliance. He had placed his bastard son in a position of power in Autumndelle.

      Based on that gossip, John tried to identify the group of young men and women who came to him and introduce themselves. The leader of the clique was a stern and handsome man with white hair and purple eyes. He wore the uniform of a general of Azirath.

      “General Torqanel.” John saluted rather than bowed, to show he had more respect for the man’s military acumen and then for his title. Everyone knew that it was thanks to Torqanel, and his sister Zaratris, that the Azir had won their fantastic victories early in the war.

      To his surprise, the general saluted back. “I understand you were also on the front,” said the prince.

      “Yes, sir,” said John, “I first helped the Goblin Rebellion succeed in Autumndelle, and then was part of the surprise invasion of Springvale.”

      Torqanel nodded. He and his siblings had probably been briefed on every detail of John’s life already.

      Another woman, with purple hair so dark it looked black, also stood in uniform. She said generously, “The Jotun are some of our best soldiers. They never hold back from the fight.”

      And because of that many of them have died in battle in the last ten years, thought John. Including some of our best. But he did not say that aloud to the other Elven General, General Zaratris. She was as feared on the battlefield as her older brother.

      The big woman with pale lavender hair next to Ziratris must be her half-giantess sister, and the silver-haired hulk must be the other half-giant twin.

      “This is Prince Jorik,” said Torqanel, gesturing to his bigger, larger but younger half-brother.

      “’M’not a prince,” grumbled Jorik. “Not really.”

      Torqanel smiled tightly. “My half siblings were formally only given the honorary titles of Lord or Lady, but ten years ago, my father chose to acknowledge them as his legal heirs. So, yes, this is my brother Prince Jorik.”

      John raised his eyebrows. He didn’t pretend to guess the history between the four legal heirs and the five (recently recognized?) bastards, but John could tell it was a minefield. The relationship between legal heirs and bastards was usually strained, and all the more so if the bastards had been recognized only as adults.  Was it merely the prudent move of a king whose adult children played a prominent role in the war? Or was it to threaten Torqanel with a reminder that if he failed his father, Belliqas Izbognir had plenty of potential replacements for his oldest son?

      “And this is my sister, Princess Jorildyn,” continued Torqanel.

      The attractive, large, and curvy woman studied John Helwall curiously. A weird feeling trailed down his spine. Was I invited here to be considered for a political marriage? It was not inconceivable that the House of Izbognir might marry their half-Giantess daughter to an Ice Giant of sufficient rank.

      But, surely, they would only do so if John was victorious in the upcoming event. There would be no talk of mates or betrothals unless he survived. Ice Giants didn’t distinguish between ‘legitimate’ and ‘bastard’ heirs, but that wasn’t a good thing. It meant that even an estranged grandson like John had to be considered a contender—and therefore a threat—to his grandfather’s succession.

      The dark-haired daughter, Princess Reylanna, could turn herself into a raven. She was feared by the soldiers because any raven one saw on the battlefield (and there were always hundreds there to pick at the dead) could be the sorceress in disguise. Any treasonous or cowardly conversations would be swiftly punished if she overheard and reported them back to her father. She also spied on the civilians, or soldiers visiting their families, which is what truly terrified and cowed the people. It was one thing for a soldier to be punished for his own words, a curse against the Elf King while on the field of battle, but to think that his rash complaint might result in his whole family being arrested and cursed with some terrible magic was too much for anyone to risk.

      Princess Reylanna’s other sobriquet, whispered in even more fearful tones than ‘the Raven,’ was ‘the Black Widow.’ She had married thrice, and, it was whispered, murdered all three husbands. She owned three castles now and was well on her way to being as feared as her mother had been.

      Three of the other illegitimate children weren’t there. One, Toredd, was the Regent of Autumndelle, so his absence was surprising. Another had died in the war. A third had disappeared.

      But what about the fourth of the legitimate heirs, Prince Vamenor, who was notably absent? He had been accused of treason and disappeared.

      None of the other siblings mentioned Vamenor.

      “You will guest with us before you move on to the Shard of Giants,” said the Prince-General Torqanel.  “We expect to soon be joined by a son of the Storm Dragons, your escort for the rest of your journey.”
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        October 15, Saturday

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundania

      

      

      It was only the middle of October, but there were already a whole slew of Halloween parties going on around Arcana Glen. Of the holidays also celebrated by mundanes, Halloween most delighted arcanes, many of whom enjoyed going to parties in their true form as a little inside joke. The most exclusive and coveted invitation was to the Halloween Spirit Ball, being held at the Magician’s Castle. A nobody like Lyra wasn’t invited to that, but she didn’t care.

      The only party that Lyra was interested at this time was Larry‘s. He was holding it on a houseboat on Mystic Lake. The lake was not as popular this time of year as in the spring and summer, but it still looked very beautiful illuminated with lights from the shore and reflecting the mountains, the waning gibbous moon, and the stars.

      Lyra came half in costume, half in her arcane form. She wore a long, deep blue dress with silver rhinestones sparkling over it like a field of stars. She let Amy fix up her hair and apply her make-up. That was the “ordinary” part of her costume. To add a show of magic, Lyra unfurled her wings.

      In her full arcane form, she had legs, talons, wings, and a body like a bird; she also had the upper torso and arms of a woman. As a Demi-human, Lyra couldn’t completely take the form of a bird without spending decades of study, no different than a witch or wizard who wanted to learn shapeshifting. It wouldn’t come naturally to her like it would to a full Shifter. Her Demi-human form was already more than she usually ever displayed. However, she did like to unfurl her wings. She loved the feel of the breeze through her feathers.

      Right now, she only manifested the wings, which sprouted out the back of her spine.

      People admired her as she walked through the streets of Arcana Glen; little girls, especially, came up to her and asked to touch her wings. They called her an Angel. Lyra knew that her soft, cinnamon brown wings, which matched her soft brown hair and the freckles on her face, were not really like the blazing, fiery wings of true Seraphs. But she couldn’t bring herself to argue with the cute little girls, so she always smiled and thanked them.

      There were no cute little girls at Larry’s party and the women who were there were wearing much less than Lyra. It was hard to believe it was a chilly October night and not a hot summer day based on the thin strips of cloth they wore. Sparkly, thin material stretched over enormous bosoms and barely covered their bare backsides.

      Larry spotted Lyra across the crowd as she stood there uncertainly, feeling out of place and almost afraid. The laughter was too loud, and everyone was a stranger. The costumes were very frightening in some cases. When Larry came over to her, she didn’t even recognize him because he wore a Sexy Devil mask with a pencil mustache and pointed beard,\ over a Devil’s outfit made from skintight red latex…

      Suddenly she remembered a comment John had made about her selling her soul to a demon. He couldn’t have meant that literally, could he? Surely, he would have warned her?

      But wait, would he have warned her?

      John was a human, so how could he have known if Larry was really a demon? And even if John was not human, he probably thought that Lyra was human, so even if he wanted to warn her, he assumed she wouldn’t listen to him.

      And indeed, she might not have.

      Larry pulled the Sexy Devil mask off his head and revealed his normal face. He laughed at her expression. “It’s pretty realistic, isn’t it? A friend made it for me. I could swear he makes these costumes using magic.”

      “Oh.” She exhaled through a strained smile. That explained why his costume was so realistic.

      “Come on, babe, let me introduce you to everyone.” Larry took her by the arm and dragged her from group to group of chattering guests. He threw a slew of names at her, but she couldn’t remember any of them, it was all too fast, and she was too bewildered. She found a drink in her hand and Larry urged her to drink it and then to finish it. Just to have something to do with her hands, she obeyed, although the taste was sharp and almost painful. She wasn’t used to alcohol.

      It was only when she began to sway on her feet, and she noticed that everyone was gathered around her in a circle, watching her like a ring of hawks around a rabbit that she realized something very wrong was happening to her.

      “You drugged me!” she cried. Spontaneously she vomited. The projectile vomitus, a thin, acidic stew, hit Larry. She hadn’t eaten anything before she came here because she was too nervous so that was all she had in her stomach was the drink and her own acid.

      He cursed and snarled at her, and then he stepped forward and smacked her across the face with the back of his hand.

      “Dirty bitch!” he cursed her. “You barfed on me!”

      She was so shocked that she might have fallen even if he had been human, but he put such force into the blow that she knew he was not human. Black, stinking smoke swirled around him and when it dissipated, he revealed his true form: an Avaritan, a Greed Demon, which was not sexy at all.

      He had a pointed, sandpaper-gray head like a shark or some deep sea fish, with rows and rows of sharp teeth. Instead of red horns, antenna grew from his head, and most of his body was shaped like an enormous cockroach, including the fact that he had six upper insectile limbs, hideously flailing. But the lower portion of his body was that of a rat—he walked upright on rat legs with enormous feet—and a rat tail lashed behind him.

      “You are a demon!” she gasped. She tried to remember if she had signed anything, but she didn’t remember doing so. Not yet.

      She tried to crawl away. “Get away from me. I don’t agree to anything. No deals!”

      “It’s too late for that, babe,” he snickered.

      Two hefty men grabbed her by the arms and hauled her to her feet. Larry stepped up to her and snapped something around her neck. It was a choker: no, a chain. A collar. Magic infused into the silver imbued the collar with a vicious restraining spell. She tried to protest, but nothing came out of her mouth when she tried to shout. She tried to ordinary speech; she couldn’t say a word. She confirmed the sentences in her mind but no sound except a horrible croaking noise emerged.

      “If you hadn’t vomited the drink, this would be a lot more comfortable for you,” jeered Larry. “You would have just fallen asleep here and woken up in your new home. Now I’m afraid you’re going to remember the journey and it’s not going to be a pleasant memory.”

      The two large creatures holding her—she thought they were ogres—dragged her to a little metal box. There were only a few holes in it for air. It had the words THIS WAY UP, LIVE MATERIAL INSIDE and FRAGILE on the sides printed in that kind of font that they put on boxes. She could no longer say anything, but she could still scream. She shrieked helplessly as the two ogres forced her to her knees and then kicked her into the box. They slammed the door shut and locked her inside. She was alone in the darkness with only a few specks of light from the air holes.

      Ever since her homeland had been attacked eight years ago, she had been afraid of two things: heights and tight, closed, dark spaces. This was the worst thing that could’ve happened to her, reinforcing her fear thousand-fold. She began to hyperventilate as panic swept over like the buffering of a storm. She was going to suffocate.

      Through one of the airholes, she could see the night sky and a single star. The sight enabled her to grasp onto hope. When the Aerie had fallen and buried her underneath the rubble, she had held onto the sight of a star as a reminder that the sky was still above her and people were looking for her. Eventually they had found her. She had to hold onto this star as well. She had to hope that this wasn’t the end, no matter how frightening it was. Somehow, someway, she would escape and survive this hell.
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        October 17, Monday

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      It felt strange not to go to work Monday morning.

      John knew there were plenty of guys who would have been thrilled to switch places with him, lounging around an enchanted Elven castle instead of reporting to work. He couldn’t enjoy himself. He resented the disruption to his routine. Also, this wasn’t exactly his dream vacation. Yes, he roomed in a castle, but a castle made of ice infused with the shrieking souls of the dead; yes, he was waited upon by omnipresent servants, but they weren’t ordinary men and women, they were life-size living Ornaments, eerily cursed to gratify their conquerors; and, yes, his royal hosts treated him as an equal, but only because they knew by the end of the month he would either be their equal—or be dead.

      At noon, Prince Torqanel invited John to stroll with him on the parapet of the castle. From here, they had a view of the icy world. Snowy fields surrounded the ice castle, while in the distance black pine forests blanketed distant hills. Beyond the crags, John could glimpse the Storm of Swords that surrounded the land in every direction.

      Out of the storm, two winged figures flew, seemingly impervious to the lethal, razor winds.

      “Your escort has arrived,” Prince Torqanel told John.

      So that’s why they were out here. The two tiny figures grew larger. One was huge—a dragon—the other smaller—what...?

      The silver-skinned Storm Dragon arrived, flying down to land on a parapet, along with another winged being, an angel. The angel had black wings.

      John was surprised (to put it mildly) to see an angel in Prince Torqanel’s castle, until John recognized a familiar face.

      “Raziel!” exclaimed John. They had been thrown together for a previous project for their mutual masters. Another ill-conceived fiasco pushed by the demons, John thought.

      “John Helwall.” The Fallen Angel cocked his head. His eyes gleamed with real warmth, but he murmured, “I’m sorry to see you here.”

      Raziel was the first person to openly acknowledge that John hated this and would have rather been anywhere else, if he’d any choice. Trust the Fallen Angel to pierce his heart and expose it. John shut down his reaction and shrugged, as if indifferent.

      “You can’t fight the system,” he said laconically.

      “I suppose not,” Raziel said quietly. “Karma will always send her bill.”

      That wasn’t quite what John had meant; the words chilled him.

      “Your wings look better,” John said. The last time he had seen the Fallen Angel, the man’s wings of strange, feathery black fire had been twisted and broken, but they were now healed. “And I heard you saved the life of the Demon King Glug’ulgros when his own son tried to kill him!”

      “So I did,” Raziel said blandly. He didn’t elaborate.

      Raziel also obviously knew Torqanel. The two men exchanged a few words which occluded more than they revealed, evidence of a relationship so old and trusted that both knew exactly what the other meant with only a phrase or two.

      “Should I stay?” Raziel asked.

      “After what happened to my last demon advisor, I’ve been appointed a new advisor,” Torqanel said. “She’s on an errand now but returns later today.”

      “A demoness?”

      “A Dark Sorceress. Masked. You’ve met her.” He said that with peculiar emphasis.

      “Ah.” Raziel imbued the acknowledgment with a world of meaning. “Does she...?”

      “Assume she does,” said Torqanel dryly. “But you don’t have to.”

      “I’ll stay out of your way,” promised Raziel. “No need to make things more uncomfortable. I did want to ask about the... Ornaments.”

      “No better, no worse.”

      “Nothing helps?”

      “Nothing in my power,” said Torqanel. “The Guardians could do something, but I doubt they would agree to help me.”

      “Not likely,” agreed Raziel.

      John wasn’t meant to understand their conversation, and most of it went over his head, but he did glean one curious fact. John had assumed that Prince Torqanel himself, since he was a powerful wizard, had enchanted the Ornaments. But apparently that wasn’t true. On the contrary, he was even seeking to undo the curse on them. Interesting.

      Raziel stood there, brooding, a beat longer. A vein ticked in his forehead. “Be careful, Torq.”

      “You as well, Teacher.”

      Raziel nodded again at John. “May you fight with honor, Jotun.”

      The dark-winged angel disappeared in a puff of black, foul-smelling smoke.

      The Storm Dragon chose this moment to shift into his human form. John vaguely remembered meeting him as a much younger giant, back when John had spent a few years living with his Dragon side of the family. Like all Storm Dragons, in his human form, he was a big, buff man with ropes of muscle across his chest and shoulders. Scars, which even his sturdy Dragon magic hadn’t been able to heal, told of a long history of battling enemy mages.

      The Storm Dragon bowed first to Prince Torqanel. “Your Highness.”

      “Volt, good to see you again,” said Torqanel.

      “I only wish it was to ride once more into battle,” said Volt. “Have you heard what’s happening in Springvale? Do those Pixies and Imps think they can defy us? Why won’t your father let us crush their stupid rebellion? Their defiance will only spread if we don’t trim their wings. Look at Autumndelle! And in Summerland, that bandit Braigan openly defies us by proclaiming himself King of Summerland!”

      “We’re working on another Project,” said Torqanel smoothly, “That should put all the rebels in their place once and for all.”

      “Please tell me it will involve blood, guts, and glory!” grinned Volt. “Ride my back, my Prince, and we will fight again like in the old days! Remember the Conquest of Ang’mae? Ah, we wrapped that city in so much ice, it sparkled like a diamond!”

      “Things were simpler then, weren’t they?” Torqanel allowed himself a small smile.

      “But it looks like you’re going to make me babysit this shrimp instead,” complained Volt. He punched John in the arm.

      John punched him back. “Volt Edgewing. Imagine meeting you here.”

      “John Helwall,” grinned Volt. “I hope you, at least, have some zest for mayhem. You’re going to need it.”
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        October 17, Monday Evening

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      That evening, John had to endure one more feast with the Elves. This time, Volt was also invited, as were dozens of other guests. For the first time, the King of Swords himself presided. Other noblemen and women from the Court of Swords joined them.

      The uncanny Ornaments floated in to serve the Azir and their guests. In addition to a dozen Candlesticks, there were also variations on the curse: Candelabras, Lamps, Sconces. All the Ornaments with flames for hair had once been Wyzir: Summer Elves with Fire magic. But there were other Ornaments as well, Chalices, Goblets and Pitchers, who poured the mead and wine. These accused souls had once been Vanir, Spring Elves with Water magic. Finally, there were a few Platters, Forks, and Spoons, encrusted with gemstones; they had once been Glamir, Autumn Elves with Stone magic.

      The Ornaments kept silent, even when harassed by especially rude guests. One Azir lord yanked a female Chalice to lean over his lap. She could not sit, only lie prone, because the spell immobilized her. Her slender body had been turned into rigid a pewter stature, with her arms permanently fixed to hold the crowing cup of the goblet like a crown on her head. The Elf Lord pawed at her.

      “Her pain pours out endlessly,” he declared. “The taste is exquisite!”

      His wife, instead of appearing upset, tittered at his antics, and turned to Torqanel. “Torq, darling, the whole Court of Swords is agog over your Ornaments. Where did you get them, dear boy? Did you make them yourself? Every Lady and Lord in the Court wants their own set now, I declare! Tell me, I beseech you, where can I get Ornaments like these?”

      “Can’t you tell, dear?” asked the Lord, who was petting the helpless Chalice. Only her eyes screamed of her revulsion. “They are the spoils of war. Alas that I am too old to be a soldier again.”

      Torqanel’s lips twitched. He didn’t reply directly, but his gaze flickered to a silent woman at the far end of the table. She was the only guest wearing a mask: a mask that covered everything but her ruby lips, a mask fashioned from black feathers and black pearls. She wore a glittering black dress, and her hair was such a dark purple that it shimmered like an oil spill. However, her skin was pale as marble, normally the sign of a Winter Elf.

      John realized this must be the Dark Sorceress whom Torq had warned Raziel about. For some reason, Raziel didn’t want to meet her. Was she a demoness, an Azir, something else?

      She was unmistakably beautiful, even among the other beautiful Elves.

      As if she sensed John’s stare, she turned to appraise him. Her eyes were dark black with flecks of red, like coals in a pit of fire that had died but still smoldered.
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        October 18, Tuesday

        Blackrose Fortress

        Winterdom

      

      

      Early the next morning, John and Volt came out on the balustrade of the castle, which was built at the very edge of the shattered Shard. This close to the edge of the Shard, John could see and hear the howling winds of the Storm of Swords. Also called the Blade Winds and the Tempest of Knives, the insane hurricane winds dated back to the time of the Shattering, when a terrible spell had been unleashed. A long-ago King of Swords fractured the entire Sphere of Winterdom rather than share it with his own estranged wife, the Queen of Swords. That king and queen were long dead. The Shattering had happened thousands of years ago, but the destruction they’d inflicted still endured and their descendants had to live in the aftermath. The only fragments of reality besides the Storm of Swords were broken into pieces of land called Shards, which collided and careened into each other in the endless vortex. The sun and moon themselves were tied to a Shard and disappeared at the edge of it.

      If the physics of this Sphere of existence worked like the mundane human universe, the breaking of the world would have resulted in the deaths of everyone, and the pieces would’ve eventually reformed in space into new moons or asteroids. But in Winterdom, physics worked differently, for the Shards were not truly pieces of rock, but pieces of reality itself, forever deconstructed in a maelstrom.

      The Storm of Swords blew and howled between the islands of reality, crashing them into one another and tossing them about like corks on a choppy sea. And yet the wizards on each Shard were able to maintain protection spells that kept enough continuity of landscape for people to live. The lower portion of any Shard was rock and dirt, riddled with mines and tunnels just like any solid ground. Only, the miners dared not dig too deep, for they would come out at the bottom and find the wind filled with blades threatening to slice them to pieces.

      The only way to travel between the Shards were with Portals, Gates, Dragons, or Wind Ships. Dragons were the only creatures tough enough to survive the whirling blades with no other protection. (Though John had noticed Raziel do it... angels and demons were probably also tough enough to survive.)

      “I’m sorry for making you travel by Wind Ship,” said Prince Torqanel. “Until we have control of the Guardians, portal technology is very difficult to use.” His lips compressed. “It won’t be long now until that is no longer a problem.”

      John nodded. It was the only way. Without victory, only death awaited them all.

      The Wind Ship docked right up against the parapet of the ice castle. Prince Jorik Izbognir would be accompanying them, supposedly for a friendly visit to his mother’s people.  Volt, with a shrug, boarded the ship in his human form with John.

      “Might as well ride cozy,” shrugged the Dragon.

      John knew that the real reason both men were there was to serve as his jailers, safeguards to ensure John didn’t disgrace the family by running away.

      The ship looked like an ancient human sailing ship, with square and triangular sales and shining blue cords of magic in the rigging. However, the sails were not any form of cloth, but sheets of pure Wind magic. Gusts captured by the ship’s Wind wizards were funneled through the sails and rigging to direct the ship through the hurricane. Other wizards stood at the edges of the ship constantly shielding it from being pummeled by the blades that continuously hurled by the winds as hard and fast as bullets from a gun. If a sword from the storm hit you, it didn’t matter if you took the blade or the hilt, the impact alone would kill you.

      The trip took several days, days of nerve-racking careful maneuvering through the deadly storm. At last, the ship came up alongside the Shard of Jotunheim. It moored in a port town, at an ice fortress. Thankfully, this fortress had been made by Ice Giants, not Azir, and there were no tortured souls trapped in the blocks. The Giants had simply hewn the structure out of a glacier. The walls were tall and shapely, white with a hint of blue. For the first time Johns felt something stir inside him other than disgust or despair. He felt a hint of nostalgia, even appreciation of the beauty here.

      They climbed into a snowmobile, which could’ve been bought right out of the state of Alaska in Mundania, except for the magic that powered it, and took off across the field of white toward another beautiful city of towering white and blue buildings. John reminded himself that not everything in Winterdom was cruel or evil or ugly. There was a powerful and terrible beauty here, one that spoke to his soul.

      They reached the Citadel of the Ice Giants, the capital of Jotunheim, which was encircled by a huge wall of ice and barred with a door made from hundred-foot pine trunks lashed together.

      “We should assume our other forms before we enter the Citadel,” said John’s cousin Volt, the purebred Storm Dragon.

      This was why the Azir had sent Prince Jorik and not a pureblood Azir. Among the Ice Giants, any Elf would look like a little boy in a world of adults, and Azir did not take kindly to such blows to their pride.

      Indeed, John had no desire to enter the Citadel as a human. It was customary for the Giants to remain in their elemental form most of the time. Some of them were not even able to take human form without assistance. Admittedly, some Giants weren’t the brightest.

      John and Volt climbed out of the snowmobile. Volt changed first, becoming a huge silver and white dragon. Each of his scales, as a large as a shield, glittered like diamonds on satin, like new fallen crystallized snow. Each pointed scale was translucent and bluish at the edges just like ice, but edged with a silver rim as sharp as a sword.

      John transformed next. He felt his body expanding. Instead of getting lighter like a swelling balloon, his flesh mineralized, becoming denser and heavier, like water compacted into ice. The cold, which had started to bite into his human sensibilities, no longer bothered him.

      The Dragon was still taller than John in his giant form, but only by a head. Now John was almost as tall as Volt, and his breadth was as wide at the shoulders as the Dragon was around the belly. Compared to him now, the Dragon was like a Shetland pony.

      John glanced down. Coming up only to his knee stood the Elf Prince. He looked like a child or a toy, like one of those Elves the humans thought created presents at Christmas time. (What a joke… If only the humans knew what the Elves of the land of Winter were really like, they wouldn’t invite them into their homes!) But John had to resist the urge to pat the prince on the head. The bastard son of the Court of Swords would not appreciate being told he was cute like a poodle.

      “Prince Jorik?” asked John. His voice bloomed deep and slow and loud like thunder. “Are you going to shift?”

      “I’m going to shift!” insisted the Prince. His voice sounded shrill compared to the deep boom of John’s giant voice.

      Evidently, the half-Elf wasn’t as adept at his other form. He broke out into a sweat, but nothing happened.

      Volt and John exchanged a glance.

      “You could ride on my shoulder,” John offered.

      “Or on my back,” said Volt.

      “I can shift!” squeaked the Elfling.

      Cute, but this could only go on for so long. John decided to help him out... and lifted his foot over the Prince’s head, as if to stomp on him.

      Panic visibly overtook the Prince, and suddenly, he inflated into his Giant form.

      Even then, he still had a hint of Elven slenderness to him, as far as giants went, but at least now his height was comparable to John and Volt.

      “How dare you threaten me!” raged Prince Jorik. “Don’t you know I could have you killed for that?”

      John stared him down.

      Prince Jorik flushed. He jerked his chin down. “Thank you.”

      The three of them entered the Citadel of the Ice Giants.
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        October 19, Wednesday

        Winterdom

      

      

      Lyra wished many times during the terrible journey that she had been unconscious as Larry had intended. She spent most of the time in the box, only able to peek out through the tiny home. First, she was taken to a facility under a mountain. But that was only the most normal part of the journey. After that, the real terror began.

      Her prison box was carried through something that looked like a mirror in the wall to another room in a building that was impossible, like something out of a dream or a fantasy. It was a huge fortress made of ice. Dark things wriggled inside the ice, and a feeling of pain and agony washed over her as she passed by the walls where the shadows flickered. Then the box was loaded onto what looked like an old-fashioned sailing ship, but they did not travel through the water. Instead, they plunged into a storm that seemed to be filled with millions of blades hurled directly at them. She wasn’t the only one afraid. Everyone on the ship reverberated with tension, aware that if the least thing went wrong, they would all die in the storm.

      The box containing her was strapped on the deck but that did not stop it from shaking and sliding when the storm became very bad. She would have thrown up any food, had they fed her, which they hadn’t. At one point she realized that she was still in the long blue gown she had worn as a costume. But the painful silver collar they had put on her made it impossible for her to hide her wings. She not only had lost her singing voice, she seemed to be trapped in her winged human form.

      From her little peekaboo window, she could see what looked like an island battling to remain afloat in gray clouds, as if the land itself were a fragile ship that could be dashed to pieces by the hurricane winds at any moment. Like the first place she had been, this island was covered with nothing but ice and snow and bare rock. It was desolate and terrible. She wondered why they were bringing her to such a place. What could they possibly want with a bird fairy, a Laangfa, like her?

      The box was stacked with many others. She couldn’t tell if she was the only living prisoner. Most of the boxes appeared to contain items that were inanimate rather than other prisoners. She wasn’t sure what kind of vehicle took them but some sort of sled with an engine hurled them across a broad snowy plane. Everything looked empty and desolate, and she wondered if there were any people at all in this land.

      And then a city came into view. It was glorious and beautiful and imposing all at once. She could not think of it as a friendly city, for it was as cold as the ice from which it had been made. But there was a stark beauty about it. It appeared huge even from afar, but it wasn’t until she was close up that she realized the immensity of scale. The door to the outer gate was large enough for King Kong or Godzilla.

      Even then, she thought that was simply an overblown architectural style.

      And then the gate opened, and the sled with her box on it went inside and she saw who lived in the giant city.

      Giants.
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        October 19, Wednesday

        Ice Giant Citadel (Jotunwahl)

        Winterdom

      

      

      As one of the heirs of the former king of the giants, John was given rooms in the castle itself. However, it had been so long since he had been in the Citadel that he longed to see it without any retinue or escort. On the excuse that he wanted to rest, he pulled a trick from his childhood. While his “honor guard” of Giant guards waited outside his door, he shoved his pillow under his blanket and arranged it so that it looked as though a giant was still asleep on the bed. Then he transformed into his dragon form and flew out the window, around the curve of the tower, to the ground. As soon as he hit the ground he transformed into a human.

      If you were a shapeshifter, it was great to have more than one alternative form. People tended to forget that he had as much dragon as he had human and Jotun blood in him. A giant could not have jumped from the tower. Although the fall wasn’t far for a large creature, the landing would have killed him in his giant form. As a dragon, however, he was a creature of Wind magic and he had wings.

      And just as he remembered from his childhood escapades, it was easy to lose himself in the Citadel in human form. There were literally thousands of humans in the Jotun city, scurrying around like trained rats on the tasks assigned to them by their owners. Some Ice Giants kept their humans well, like cherished pets. Other owners were abusive and treated their humans worse than humans allowed each other to treat their dogs. There were no laws protecting slaves or pets (there was no legal distinction here) in the city of the Ice Giants, or in Winterdom. By the mores of Winterdom, the weak deserved their fate by the very fact of their weakness.

      Slaves made terrible workers. They had no incentive to help their masters improve things because they themselves would never benefit from the improvements. Perhaps that was why the city of the Giants had not changed much in 10,000 years. It was still a massive pile of ice, with a maze of cold rooms and magical dungeons, of soaring towers guarded by white and silver Dragons. All the niceties and gadgets found anywhere in the Citadel were either made by humans or Elves, not locally, but imported either from elsewhere in Winterdom or from another Sphere.

      Who would want to be king of a kingdom such as this?

      He just wished he could return to his old life. But that was gone forever now.
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        October 19, Wednesday

        Ice Giant Citadel (Jotunwahl)

        Winterdom

      

      

      Lyra could see that even a tall man would only come as high as the knees of the people who lived here. They were immense, true titans. Proportionally, they were more compact and stockier than most humans although otherwise their body ratios were not that different. Many of them were ferocious and ugly looking, but some of them were as handsome as any human. Some of the Jotun women were quite beautiful, as a huge waterfall or a sequoia was beautiful.

      Lyra herself was from a land that humans considered magical, so the giant city should not have come as such a shock. And yet she could hardly believe she was here, never mind a prisoner who would likely live out the rest of her days in this astounding yet terrible place. She had heard of prisoners of war from her land being sold into captivity in the Shattered Shards of Winterdom. She guessed that was now to be her fate.

      She realized that if she was going to escape, she would never get a better chance than before she was sold to a specific master. She must run now, make her way across the plains of snow, and try to find a way to stowaway on one of the Wind Ships and head back to the shard with a portal to earth. It was a daunting task, but she would never get a better chance.

      And so, while her captors were distracted bringing the sled into some kind of warehouse to be unpacked, she started to shake her box until she had knocked it down to the pavement. The wooden box smashed against the hard stone and broke open. The only chain on her was the magical restraint around her neck. That stopped her from singing (but not speaking), and it also stopped her from shifting or flying, but it didn’t tie her hands down, nor her legs. She could still run.

      Better yet, the towering Giants still hadn’t noticed her. There were several Ice Giants in the warehouse as well as several humanoids sized like regular people and they were busy at the other end unpacking other things—including other slaves. So. She was not the only prisoner who had been taken from Earth! That was proof that Winterdom was violating the peace treaty they had with Earth. If only she could escape back to the Mundane Sphere to tell the Guardians!

      She kept behind the boxes whenever she could as she crept out the door of the warehouse. Then she increased her pace, yet braced herself not to run and draw attention to herself. She wasn’t the only human in the streets. There were as many people her size as there were giants, although all of them had collars on, and they looked dejected, ragged and scrawny, indicating they were probably all slaves of the giants.

      She heard a shout from the warehouse. She darted a nervous look behind her, but she didn’t dare slow down. Suddenly, she bumped into someone. He caught her arms in his and kept her from falling. He was tall compared to her, but he was human, not one of the Giants. She had no idea if the slaves of the Giants would be sympathetic to her, or so intent on pleasing their masters that they would turn her in. She looked up into the man she has bumped into. She gasped.

      “John!”
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      John couldn’t believe he was staring into the beautiful face of Lyra. For a moment he had an absurd, ridiculous hope that she was here for the same reason he was, because she was secretly an Ice Giantess, or maybe a Storm Dragon. In fact, he would have welcomed it even if she had been a Winter Elf.

      “Lyra!” he gawped. “You’re here too!”

      He was about to add something that would have been really stupid, but he caught himself when he noticed the silver chain around her neck. He suffered a sick sensation of his nerves being torn open and scraped with rusty nails. He realized why she was here now, and it wasn’t good.

      She was a slave.

      He guessed at once who had enslaved her and brought her here. He hated himself for not preventing her from going anywhere near Larry the Demon. Even if Lyra had hated John for what he did, he should have forcibly restrained her from seeing the demon again or going to the audition. However, it was one thing to suspect a demon of being up to no good, and another to witness him kidnap a woman from earth and sell her into slavery in another realm. John had hoped that his suspicions were only wild paranoia, but his worst fears had come true.

      Lyra gripped his shirt. He was still dressed in human work clothes. The only thing he didn’t have was his hardhat.

      “Quickly,” she urged him, “Turn around and keep walking with me. So far no one has noticed me leave. I’m trying to reach the gate. I think we can still escape if we leave now.”

      He glanced at her sidelong, although he fell into step with her. “How could we possibly escape?”

      “We have to get out the portcullis and then across the tundra. If we can reach the place where the wind ships dock, we can sneak aboard one…”

      He stopped in his tracks. “It’s impossible.”

      “John! We have to try! Do you know what’s going on here? Do you have any idea? How could you? You are a human!”

      His eyebrows rose, but she misinterpreted his expression. She thought he was having a human bout of skepticism about all things magical.

      “Look around you,” she said impatiently. “This is real! These creatures really are giants, and they are going to keep us as slaves if we don’t run away!”

      “Too late to escape,” he said. “You’ll never make it across the field of snow. And even if you could survive the cold during the day on the tundra, it is almost nightfall. After sunset in Winterdom, the temperature drops below what an ordinary person can endure.” He glanced contemptuously at her shimmering gown. “That scrap is not going to keep you warm. But even if you could survive the temperatures of the tundra at night, there are things out there, monsters you have only met in nightmares. They include predators that live in hibernation until they scent a warm body nearby, such as a runaway slave, and then they wake from a ten-year sleep to feed, before they settle into hibernation again.

      “Even if you could survive the monsters, there is no way you can hide from the magic of the Winter Elves who run the dock and the Wind Ships. Do you think that you are the first slave who wants to escape? They look out for people like you. You would be lucky if they returned you to the Giants, but they might well keep you and make you a plaything of their own. Many of them don’t just use Wind magic, have Dark magic as well. They feed, like psychic vampires, on pain and suffering, and they torture others to pleasure themselves.

      “You must stay here in the city of the Giants,” John concluded gently, “At least here the only thing that will happen to you is that you will be worked hard and be constantly cold.”

      She backed away from him, shaking her head. Her eyes were widened with horror. “How do you know all this, John?”

      “Because this is not my first time in the Citadel. Do you think I wanted to come back here? I don’t want to be here anymore than you. Even if you could escape all the way back to the Mundane Sphere, they would never stop hunting you. They cannot allow an escaped slave to report to the Guardians what is really happening. They will hunt you and bring you back here. Exactly like they did to me.”

      “I’m not giving up.”

      “You must. It’s the only way to stay sane. It is hope that will destroy you, Lyra. Give up all hope and just accept that your life is nothing more than this now and you may be able to survive.”

      She shook her head, and her beautiful brown hair flew wildly. “If you don’t want to escape with me, I’ll go on my own.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” he said sadly. “You’ll only get hurt more if you resist.”

      She tore off running through the crowd. She must have feared that he would call out to someone to bring her back. He did not. He already knew that he wouldn’t need to.

      There was no escape. He didn’t tell her that to hurt her, but to help her. Once she understood that, perhaps she would forgive him.

      John exploded upwards into his other form.
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      Lyra was within sight of the huge wooden gate to the Citadel when she felt her body plucked by the back of her dress. She was swooped into the air by an enormous hand. An Ice Giant, an immense Jotun male, had caught her. He was barefoot, as most of the Ice Giants were. They were impervious to the frigid cold.

      He lifted her parallel to his immense face. His features were distorted by his size, yet there was something familiar about him...

      “I’m sorry, Lyra!” bellowed the Jotun. He wasn’t yelling; every word the Ice Giants spoke sounded like thunder. “I told you, there’s no escape.”

      “John?!” Lyra gasped.

      John—the Giant—settled Lyra in the palm of his hand, with his other hand clapped over her, caging her between his fingers.

      Suddenly, everything fell into place.

      How could she have ever thought John was human?

      Because, a dark, hurt voice answered, He must have been using a Glamour or other spell to shield his aura. That’s why I couldn’t tell he was arcane.

      Not just arcane, but an enemy, a monster: an Ice Giant from Jotunheim in Winterdom.

      And now he carried her back to the titanic castle at the center of the city. He carried her all the way into an enormous kitchen.

      An angry Giantess with a bird cage stomped over to him. At least, in her large arms, the cage looked like a bird cage, but Lyra knew it was a human cage.

      “You found our escaped bird!” bellowed the Giantess. The Giantess pinched her out of the other Giant’s hands and shook her, painfully, then shoved her in the cage and locked the door.

      “Naughty pet!” boomed the Giantess. “Try that again, and I won’t give you any supper.”

      Lyra put her hands over her ears against the deafening roar too close to her ears.

      “She’s to be treated kindly,” bellowed John. “You are not to punish her in any way. Give her light work.”

      “It’s none of your concern,” boomed the Giantess. “Get out with you, this one came in with the special shipment.”

      “Special shipment?” he thundered.

      “Don’t worry!” leered the Giantess. “No hard work for this one at all. She’ll be a treasured pet.”

      Lyra went cold. That sounded ominous to her.

      John, on the other hand, took the promise at face value. He turned to stomp away.

      “John!” Lyra shouted. “Don’t leave me! Please, don’t leave me here like this!”

      But the Giantess shooed him away and he left.
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      The Giantess brought Lyra’s cage to another part of the castle. Here, to her shock, there was a complete “doll house,” sitting in the center of the otherwise empty room, filled with ordinary sized men and women. But they were not human. They had white, pale blue or dark purple hair; red, purple or ice blue eyes, and universally snow-white skin. Their ears swept up into the classic tip proclaiming them to be Elves—obviously, Azir. In contrast to how the Giants treated their human slaves, the Giants were intimidated by the Azir and did not baby talk to them.

      Lyra soon learned why.

      All of the Azir here were wizards with both psychic as well as Wind magic. They could control the Giants like puppets as easily as the Giants could pick Lyra up like a doll. Also, the Azir were much more cunning and cruel than the Giants.

      The Dark Sorceress in charge of all of them was the worst of the bunch. Her face was covered with a mask that concealed everything from just above her scarlet lips to the top her forehead and swept up in midnight blue feathers and jewels. She wore a black dress that sparkled and swished when she walked. She had long dark hair of the color of violet midnight that fell down below her waist. She carried a wand, as a Wyzir might, but it was black and silver instead of red and gold.

      She oversaw the dressing of the slaves, including Lyra.

      First, the slaves were stripped naked. The Dark Sorceress used her wand to tear the clothes from their bodies. Male and female together, they weren’t allowed the dignity of privacy. The Dark Sorceress burned their clothes with a flick of her silver wand. The fire that consumed the clothes burned green. It was a cold, cruel bath, but efficient. The Dark Sorceress was mistress of all four Elements. Within mere minutes, Dark Sorceress had proven she was mistress of all four Elements. It was clear that she also had psychic magic.

      After the captives stood shivering and naked before the Dark Sorceress, she divided them into two groups. The larger group were given warm leggings and tunics with long sleeves. This was similar to the clothing of the other slaves in the city. They would serve the Giants at the banquet. While Lyra was trying to figure out how such tiny waiters and waitresses would be able to handle the huge platters of food she imagined Giants would require, the Dark Sorceress selected a smaller group of slaves for a special fate.

      Unfortunately, Lyra was in the second group.

      With these prisoners, instead of simply giving them uniforms to wear, the Dark Sorceress used some form of magic that Lyra had never seen before. Obviously, it was extremely powerful and sophisticated and released through darkness and pain. Lyra guessed that much from the bitter taste of the magic that she summoned, which carried on it the echoes of screams of former victims still suffering somewhere in the universe.

      The first prisoner that the Dark Sorceress examined was Wyzir, a Summer Elf. He must’ve been a prisoner of war, because although he had just arrived in the city as a new slave along with Lyra, he was already gaunt with deprivation. Before being stripped, he’d worn the remains of a uniform that had once been grand but had become stained and tattered and certainly no defense against the frigid weather. Yet his spirit had not been broken. He glared at the Dark Sorceress defiantly.

      She was a tall woman but not as tall as the Summer Elf soldier. She tapped the top of his head with her long, slender silver wand.

      He had bright red spiky hair. The sorcerers mocked him in a dulcet purr. “Look at you, Fire face. Your hair just reminds me of a flame on the wick of a candle. And you are so tall and thin just like a candle, too. I think that is what I will make of you.”

      He made no sound except a strangled cry when the dark wave of magic from the wind hit him and surrounded his body and began to change it.

      Lyra realized that for the first time in her life she was witnessing a curse being cast in real time. The man’s body contorted and warped, and he became a life-size candlestick. He was the same height that he had been before, and his human head was still the same. But his arms and legs were no nothing more than a sculpture, silver metal, stuck in a long thin pillar like a candle holder. The worst part was that where his hair once had been, was now an 0range flame. His head was on fire, and he experienced all the pain that a natural flame on top of his head would cause, but the fire was magic, and it never burned down enough to end his misery with death. He screamed loudly causing all the other slaves to cringe and cower.

      The cruel sorceress laughed at the result of her evil spell.

      “You are far too noisy,” she chided. She tapped his mouth with her wand. Now even the screams that he tried to scream were silent. But his face was still contorted in agony, evidence that his pain went on and on.

      The sorceress continued down the line of special prisoners, turning each one into a life-sized object, the same mass as they had been before but twisted and tormented. Another Summer Elf was forced to become a matching candle stick to the first. A beautiful mermaid from Springvale was forced to become a milk pitcher, the coils of her serpentine tail rolled up to become the handle and her large breasts… What the sorceress did made the mermaid weep with shame. Six Fauns from Autumndelle were turned into matching flasks of wine. The only failure of the Dark Sorceress was when she tried to turn one fat little woman into a butter holder, but the woman only screamed and died.

      The sorceress was furious. “Who allowed a human to be brought to me? How dare you! You know that humans are too weak to stand my magic!”

      The Winter Elf who was serving her, protested, “But, Mistress, you were the one who selected…”

      The Dark Sorceress turned on him. “Since you dare speak back to me, you shall take the place of the broken slave.”

      She flashed her wand and he shrieked; his body twisted and became a long flat plate. He looked like he was laying on his stomach with his arms extended to his hips and his legs bent at the knees. His head was raised in a most uncomfortable way with his chin up. This created a flat space along his backside for the huge bar of giant butter.

      The Dark Sorceress leaned down and whispered something into his pointed ear. He began to plead and beg, but she touched her wand to his lips. His screeches became silenced although he continued to howl soundlessly in growing pain. None of the other slaves could tell what the Dark Sorceress had added to the already terrible spell she had cast upon him, but something she had done was torturing him beyond just the contortion of the shape she had made him assume.

      Lyra was the last one in the line. She couldn’t help trembling when the terrible Dark Sorceress turned her attention to her.

      “And here we come at last to the highlight of the evening,” purred the Dark Sorceress. “The siren with the voice of an angel. But if you are an angel, you must also have wings. Show me your wings.”

      Lyra could not reply, But the sorceress did not wait. She did something that changed the spell cast by the chain around Lyra’s neck. Her wings snapped out behind her.

      “So beautiful,” ridiculed the sorceress. “But not really useful, since you have nowhere to fly. I think we will give you what you need to entertain us instead.”

      Lyra felt her wings changing and her body stiffening. She saw the horror in the faces of the slaves around her and wondered what was happening. She knew that she was turning into a metal object just as they had. That part didn’t hurt. Actually, she felt numb where her body changed to metal. Even her face, which she sensed looked the same, became numb to the cold and the wind. She tried to glance behind her, and she found she could still turn her head enough to see what had happened to her wings. They still extended back behind her, but they were no longer soft and feathery. Instead, they had been turned into the frame strung with cords. She had become a life-sized Golden Harp.

      The Sorceress knocked on Lyra’s toned stomach, but it was solid metal now. Lyra could barely feel the knock.

      “A little too cold,” said the Dark Sorceress. “An artist should be sensitive, shouldn’t she?” The Dark Sorceress waved her wand again.

      This time when the Dark Sorceress ripped her long fingernails across Lyra’s stomach, Lyra gasped.  Four long gashes showed up bright red. The pain was as intense as if the sorceress had scraped her stomach with knives. Little drops of red fell from the gashes and landed on the floor with a clatter.

      The Dark Sorceress picked up several of them; they were solid. She showed them to Lyra.

      “You will bleed rubies, and if you weep, your tears will become diamonds. That way others will benefit from your suffering.” She smiled cruelly. “I have made the winner of tonight’s contest a pretty little prize.”

      The Dark Sorceress lifted the rubies in the air and used Wind magic to somehow attach them to the silver necklace around Lyra’s neck. It was not a part of her golden body, but a separate device. When the Dark Sorceress squeezed the rubies in the choker, Lyra felt compelled to play music. Although she couldn’t physically move, she could envision herself playing the harp and music came from the strings just as if she were plucking them.

      “Perfect,” purred the Dark Sorceress. “Now you are not only beautiful but a useful Ornament. You are perhaps the finest Ornament I have ever made. I’m proud of myself.”
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      Lyra refused to cry. She did not want to test the prediction that her tears would turn into diamonds and encourage others to hurt her to gain more.

      Jotun came and took the Ornaments out to a banquet hall. It was exactly what Lyra had expected, A banquet room straight out of the dark ages, but super-sized for Giants. The living objects were placed on the table as both adornments and tools for the entertainment for the guests. But Lyra was kept separate from the others. She was placed on a large pedestal of ice and stone at the far end of the hall.

      Ice Giants filled the banquet hall. They were huge and loud and had no manners, belching and farting and smacking each other and then rolling over on the floor laughing. Not just figuratively but literally rolling. They wiped their mouths on the tablecloth and they threw knives when angered. They played with the living Ornaments on the table, fully aware that these were sentient but not caring one whit for their pain. They were drawn to Lyra once they found out that her blood became rubies and her tears diamonds, but even the Giants dared not touch her, because they knew she was the designated Prize for the contest to come.

      All they demanded of her for the time being was that she play music. Music, at least, caused her no pain. It only felt strange to be playing without moving her body. The cords of her harp, stretched behind her instead of in front of her, magically plucked themselves.

      After the horrible, messy feast, Lyra and the other living Ornaments were moved again, this time to a balcony in the tower overlooking a wide ravine. All the Ornaments were placed on a pedestal on the same balcony. From the ravine a large Giant dressed in the loin cloth sewn from many animal furs emerged carrying a club.

      She wished she could’ve asked one of the other slaves what was going on, in case they knew more than she did. But many of them were in terrible pain and none of them dared converse. So she had to watch and wait for the giants to explain their own actions.

      After a lot of shouting and bellowing of threats and curses, the Jotun conveyed the purpose of the ceremony. There was going to be a battle between the descendants of their old dead king. Whichever one of the grandsons of the king was the strongest would become the new king.

      There would be no survivors. The massive brawl would be to the death, until only one Ice Giant remained. That way there would be no potential rivals to his throne once the victor claimed it.
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      There were thirteen contenders in all, and even in his giant form, John was the shortest of all of them. That was thanks to his human blood. His father, who had been half human, has been called Gunther the Shrimp. And his short-man complex had driven him to great feats of valor—and an early death—to prove himself.

      But John had grown up for many years on earth, as many as he had lived in Winterdom. He was short for a giant butt tall for a human, so although he might’ve had some kind of complex, it wasn’t a simple complex. It was a complex complex. The point was: he didn’t have anything to prove to these assholes. He wasn’t here because he wanted something from them.

      While the rest of the Giants feasted upstairs, the contenders practiced in the courtyard. After the banquet, the guests would come outside, lean over the balconies and porches of the courtyard to watch the contenders fight. The courtyard of the giant castle was more like a natural ravine, a huge gulch created by a jagged gash in the rock. The castle was built out of rock and snow on either side. This enabled an audience to watch Ice Giants fight. A Jotun brawl was something that ordinary humans tried to stay far away from. It was often mistaken for volcanoes erupting, or earthquakes, or violent thunderstorms.

      The tournament had no special organization or order. It was just one big fight. All thirteen of the former King’s grandsons would fight each other in one huge free for all of unleashed ferocity.

      No mercy was allowed. Even if the victor wanted to spare his brothers and cousins, he would not be permitted, unless he was willing to let himself be killed to let another contender live. There had been some tragic tales in the history of the Ice Giants such as the legendary Branse, who loved his brother so much that he let his brother kill him rather than take his life, even though Branse was the strongest of the two.

      Fortunately, John was an only child, and he wasn’t close to any of his cousins. If they tried to kill him, he had no compunction about killing first. But despite this he made no effort to work out or practice his moves in the courtyard as he waited for the battle to begin. He felt curiously indifferent to what was to come, as if even his own life or death didn’t matter anymore.

      All the other contenders practiced in the courtyard. John didn’t bother. He leaned against a wall. He was in his human form, which earned him incredulous stairs and jeers from his cousins, but he didn’t give an owl’s hoot.

      Volt noticed his attitude. The Storm Dragon landed next to him and turned into a human. He was dressed in white leather, and his hair was white, and his eyes were silver even in human form.

      “What is going on, John?” demanded the Dragon.

      “Why are you down here, harassing me?” asked John. “Shouldn’t you be up in the banquet hall with Prince Jorik, getting drunk and placing bets on the fight?”

      “The Azir prince is hanging out with the Dark Sorceress.”

      “When did she show up?” John frowned. He didn’t like it. “She wasn’t on the Wind Ship with us.”

      Volt shrugged. “If she’s a demoness, she wouldn’t need to go by slow ship. Who cares? Focus on what matters. If you don’t get your head in the game, one of these clowns is going to take you down.”

      “What do you care?” John asked.

      “My clan wants you to win, what do you think?” demanded Volt. “Ever since there has been a king on the Giant’s Throne with drake blood, there has been a truce between our peoples. If one of your cousins wins, it will go back to full out war between Storm Dragons and Giants. We don’t want that, especially since we're already at war with Five out of the Seven Mortal Spheres.”

      “Then why don’t you go fight for the throne,” said John.

      “You know I can’t. I’m pure drake. None of my ancestors ever tupped a giantess.”

      John snorted at that. He remembered Volt being kind of a jerk, but back then they had both been young punks. Volt wasn’t so bad.

      “You do know if you don’t win, you die,” Volt said.

      “What happens, happens,” shrugged John. His real life had ended when they dragged him here. He just didn’t care anymore.

      “You are definitely going to die,” Volt spat in disgust. “I can’t believe I bet money on you.”
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      Huge drums and horns sounded. All of the Giants cheered from the balconies of the cliff around the natural gash in the earth which served as a huge arena for the fight.

      The battle began and shook the world with earthquake and thunder.

      Lyra had been positioned to watch the fight below her whether she wanted to or not. She and the other slaves would be prizes for the new king, whichever of the terrible titans survived the fracas. She had seen fights between Animal Shifters in the parking lot at the Woodland Grill before, but she had never seen anything like this. It was as if the mountains themselves shuddered to life and tried to kick and punch and strangle each other. There was so much violence that the whole city shook, one earthquake after another.

      All the Giants looked the same to her. All of them were huge, insanely muscular, with faces contorted in rage. All of them had arms like Redwood trees and fists like flying boulders.

      The Giants on the balconies were cheering and groaning and placing bets on who would win. But the slaves didn’t care either way. Lyra knew her fate would be terrible no matter who won. It didn’t matter. Nothing could help her know. Her position was utterly hopeless.
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      John thought he had been keeping himself fairly fit while he lived in Arcana Glen, but it had been a long time since he had to fight in his arcane form. It had been a long time since he faced another giant.

      All he could do for the first few minutes when violence broke out was duck and run and roll and survive. Maybe those ridiculous yoga positions that Miles had attempted to teach him had done him some good after all. Compared to Miles, who could hang upside down from one foot with no trouble, John was stiff as a rock. But compared to the other Giants, he was limber and quick.

      Some asshole thought it would be a good idea for music to play while the fighting went on. A harp, of all things, started strumming in one of the balconies.

      John glanced up to see if the harpist was a human or an Elf, because he doubted it was a Giant playing the instrument. He saw something sparkling in the balcony high overhead, like a star shining down on him. He was shocked to see that the harpist was Lyra—but something terrible had been done to her. He recognized the cursed magic of the Azir.

      Lyra had been turned into a living toy.

      It was one of the cruelest and most despicable curses that he had ever seen. Her form as a Golden Harp stole her freedom and turned her into plaything for others. If the other Ornaments he had seen were any guide, there might be some nasty barb in the spell that inflicted gratuitous pain, because the Azir loved to feed off the suffering of others.

      And someone had done that to Lyra.

      You worthless Elven trash! he fumed at the Masked Sorceress, whom he was somehow sure was behind this. Why, why?! Why her?!

      That’s when it hit him. The next King of this piece of rock would win Lyra, own her, control her, and be able to play with her like a doll. And she would have no way to even cry out against the injustice of it all.

      It was as if a volcano exploded inside him. Everything changed. He went berserk.

      Lightning poured through his veins instead of blood and his fists turned into flying cannon balls that exploded in the faces of his targets.

      Everything happened in a blur after that. He was not consciously aware of how he moved, only that he had to take down the others before they could hurt his precious Lyra. All the frustration, the rage, and the powerlessness that he had felt being forced into this stupid, stupid contest by these stupid rock-headed Giants who thought they had a right to run his life better than he did exploded from him in a whirlwind of fury.

      When he became conscious again of himself and his surroundings, he panted and caught his breath and let go of the fear in that had animated him.

      He was standing on a mountain of corpses.

      He had the head of an opponent in either hand; he held one head by the hair and the other by its punctured eye sockets. Disgusted with himself, he threw the heads on the heap of dead bodies.

      Al around the balconies of the tower, the Giants had fallen into stunned silence. Not in three hundred years had they witnessed such a furious battle or such an overwhelming defeat. Many were furious, because they had banked on his smaller statue being a sure sign he would lose the fight. But there were also Giants among the watchers who wanted him to win, including the pro-Dragon faction of the Giants.

      Yet all of the Giants, whether they hated and despised him, or wanted to use him for their own political gain, had an innate appreciation for pure unadulterated violence.

      They cheered and their cheers were as loud as the thunder from the fight itself. The earth shook.
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      To the extent that she had favored any of the contenders, Lyra had at first felt some sympathy for the smallest giant, simply because he seemed like the underdog. But then somethings snapped inside him, and he exploded into a killing frenzy. She realized that her impression of him as an underdog was entirely mistaken. He was the worst of the lot. She had never seen such violence executed with such utter ruthlessness. There was zero respect for any kind of rules of fair play in the battle between the Giants. Any blow was allowed—nothing was too low or too gruesome.

      He literally bit the head off of one of his opponents and tore the skin off another one like pulling the coat off of someone. He ripped the ribs of another opponent apart until they snapped. It was the most horrific thing she had ever seen and finally even though she could not change her position she just squeezed her eyes shut and wished she were anywhere else but here.

      When thunderous cheers filled the arena, she knew that the fight was over. She opened her eyes and saw the victor standing on a pile of dead. His huge oversized muscular body was streaked with the blood of his own kindred. Lyra shuddered.

      She had managed not to cry, but the thought that she belonged to this monster was too much for her. Slow, fat tears squeezed out of her eyes and down her cheeks. By the time they hit the ground they had become faceted, polished diamonds. The Giantess nearest to Lyra noticed and started squealing with glee and trying to pick up beautiful stones. Another Giantess slapped her fat fingers and reprimanded her for stealing the Prize that belong to their new king.

      “Place the golden Harp next to the King’s throne so he may enjoy his treasure!” boomed the Giantess. “He certainly earned it. I have never seen a more magnificent Warrior! Our new King truly is a Glorious Monster!”
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      All the other Jotun had eaten but now there was to be a second feast solely for John, the New King.

      They escorted him into his throne room. The gruesome throne was made out of iron and skulls, Dragon skulls from the days when the Giants and the dragons had fought each other for control of the icy Shard. John sat on the uncomfortable seat. A Giantess, one of the Shamans, placed a crown of iron and ice on his head.

      “All hail the new King of the Ice Giants!” The Shaman cried, “All hail King Jotundrak III!”

      Yeah, he forgot that detail. He had to use his real name, his Grandfather’s name.

      Next to John, on a pedestal, stood beautiful Golden Harp. Compared to his current size, she was so diminutive, just like a child’s doll. She was about the proper size of a hand harp or a lyre for a Giant. Fortunately, she made her own music. Somehow, she was able to pluck her own strings that stretched out behind her like wings. He would’ve gone berserk again if anybody tried to pick her up and touch her.

      One of the giantesses in his new court noticed his attention on to her.

      “Look, Your Majesty,” she said eagerly. “If you make the Harp cry, her tears turn into diamonds!”

      The Giantess handed him a scoop of sparkling little stones. Compared to his huge palm, the diamonds were small, but even so, he could see they were already faceted like jewels fit for a real crown.

      “They really did come from her tears,” said the Giantess. “Watch.”

      With her immense fingers, she pinched the arm of the Golden Harp. Lyra winced in obvious pain despite the curse that made her seem to be made out of metal. The curse still allowed her to feel pain so that tears would pour from her eyes. And indeed, her tears transmuted into diamonds as they rolled down her cheeks.

      “Get your paws off my property!” He roared so loudly the other Ice Giants cringed. “Who did this spell?” asked John. He could hardly recognize his own voice. It sounded very deep and angry like the roar of a cataract over a cliff.

      “It was I, King Jotundrak.”

      An Azir woman who had hidden her face behind a fancy Halloween like mask came forward.

      The Dark Sorceress.

      John noticed that she did not exactly bow, although she gave the deceptive appearance of doing so by twisting her head in such a way that seemed respectful without actually offering formal respect. He could smell the dark magic on her like stink on a skunk. He tried not to require visibly, knowing that it was not wise to anger the Dark Sorceress.

      “There is more, Your Majesty,” cooed the Dark Sorceress. She sounded smug. “Behold!”

      The Dark Sorceress approached Lyra and, before John could stop her, sliced her razor-sharp fingernails across Lyra’s chest. A line of blood appeared right above her cleavage and rubies dripped and rolled between her breasts.

      When the Giantess moved to wipe the rubies from Lira’s body, John bellowed, “No one touches my Harp!” As gently as he could with his huge fingers, he brushed the rubies from her skin. Her skin was soft, although cold and metallic. She flinched but couldn’t pull away. He was certain. she could feel everything, a cruel gift of the spell that had enchanted her.

      “You truly are amazing,” John said to the Dark Sorceress. He knew she was a telepath, so he kept the rest of his thoughts hidden behind a mental wall as hard as the stone foundation of the Citadel. You are one amazing bitch, he thought privately. To deliberately trap this poor girl in a form that you know will entice others to torture her, a form that can endure for centuries without respite.

      “Did you know about this?” John grilled Volt Edgewing, who had flown to perch  by the throne. In his Dragon form, Volt was a visible reminder that the pro-Dragon faction had prevailed in the contest. John allowed the display, because he was going to need allies if he was going to survive. Just because he had won the initial challenge didn’t mean there would not be future challenges. The throne of an Ice Giant was always open to an ambitious Warrior who thought he could prove himself stronger than his king.

      “I knew they were planning to give you some slaves as gifts,” said the Dragon. He shrugged. He didn’t care. “I was told the siren head useful abilities, but I didn’t know they were part of a spell.”

      Dragons loved gemstones, but they would not collect any that were created by dark magic. Such treasures always came with a hidden price.

      “She is a Laangfa, powerful species of bird siren,” declared the Dark Sorceress. “Whatever she commands people to do with her song, they must obey. That is why it was necessary to change her form in order to control her. Now her power is yours, Great King! You may order her to sing whatever you want and force your subjects to obey you.”

      “Let me test this,” said John. He glanced at Lyra. Did she recognize him? She showed nothing but fear and hatred, but that didn’t tell him if it was specific loathing of him as John Helwall, or if it was just fear of him as the Ice Giant King Jotundrak III.

      “Sing all of my subjects in this room a gentle lullaby that will put them to sleep so that I may retire for the night early,” he commanded her.

      Beautiful music began to flow from the harp. Instead of a lullaby, however, Lyra Izarra chose a human song that John recognized:

      
        
        
        Don’t tell me what to do, don’t tell me what to say,

        When I go out with you, don’t put me on display.

        You don’t own me.

        I’m not just one of your many toys...

      

        

      

      The defiant light in Lyra’s eyes as she sang, staring directly at John, as if to dare him to punish her, left no doubt in his mind that she was sending him a message.

      Yet, even as she lashed out at him with her voice, the dulcet melody, reinforced by the waterfall notes of the soothing harp, worked magic upon the Giants. The Giantess closest to the Golden Harp was the first to yawn, lie down on the floor, curl up and sleep, but soon the yawns spread all around the room. Within a few moments, all of the Jotun had fallen asleep. The Azir fought off the spell longer, but succumbed. The Dragons may have been immune to the spell completely, but perhaps not… even they surrendered at last to slumber.

      The snoring was thunderous.
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      Lyra wondered if she had always possessed the ability to command people with her music. Certainly, she had never tried. If so, she wished she had known before the Giants and the Azir had enslaved her. Maybe she would have been able to defend herself and prevent this situation. As it was now, her power would only add to the dominance of her enemies and perhaps even enable them to win the war.

      She was moved again after all the Giants in the hall fell asleep. A Giant servant who had not been in the room with the music came and picked Lyra up. This time she was taken to a bedroom. There were two portions of it. One was a bedroom intended for the Giant in his giant form. But on the shelf behind a grill next to the bed was a second set of rooms that were the right size for humans. She was placed on the shelf, overlooking the giant bed, but next to a normal sized bed. The Giant servant left, bowing to someone on the way out.

      The new King of the Ice Giants stomped into the room. He dressed as they all did, in a barbaric cape of many animal skins sewn together, along with random bits of sharp metal armor.

      He removed everything. Lyra had a view of his naked backside. He was scarred from old battles as well with fresh wounds from the fight for the throne. There was a natural waterfall in the room that ran permanently, like a faucet left on. He washed the blood and grime from his body under the waterfall. The whole time he kept his back to her. She watched in morbid fascination, hypnotized by the way his muscles bunched and moved in his back as he washed. The water dripped down his buttocks in little rivulets that caught the light.

      He picked up something. It looked like a washcloth, but when he suddenly changed form, she realized it was a ladder for a human sized man. He climbed up to the shelf and joined her in the smaller bedroom. He closed the grill like a sliding door, so that they had privacy.

      It was only now that she saw him up close with his features sized normally again, and his face not splattered with filth and gore, that she recognized him.

      She tried to whisper his name, but nothing came out.

      “Now you know who I really am,” he said bitterly. “Not John the construction worker but Jotundrak the King of the Ice Giants.”

      He walked close enough that he could touch her if he wished. What did he want from her? Diamonds? Rubies? Song? Or some fresh new hell she could not even imagine? She stared at him in pure terror, and only the warmth of her hatred kept her from giving him more diamonds through her tears.

      “I asked the Dark Sorceress,” he said, “and she told me the silver chain cannot be removed without killing you. But I can free you from the enchantments temporarily by doing this...”

      He reached for her, and she flinched away as much as her golden body would allow, but he only lightly tapped one of the rubies on the necklace. She felt the stiffness of the enchantment fall away and the harp shape that she had been trapped in release her back into her old human form. She still had her wings out, but they were soft and feathery again. She fluttered them several times to make sure she could.

      “John,” she whispered just to see if she could speak.

      “Yes,” he said, “It’s me. The same one you met on earth. We went base jumping together, remember?”

      As if she could forget.

      Furious at how deeply he had trapped her, she slapped him across the face. Even when he was in human form, slapping him was like hitting a rock. It hurt her more than his cheek.

      “I was trying to escape, and you turned me over to that demoness!” she snapped at him. “You knew all along that you were the one who would own me. You let me think you were a captive like me! I don’t care how many Giants you kill—to me you’ll always be a coward, a despicable worm, and I hate you!”

      “What is wrong with you, woman?” he asked in exasperation. “Do you have no sense of self-preservation at all? Why would you say something like that to a man who just killed twelve of his own kin to possess you? To a man who owns you and could do anything he wants to your body, even turn you into a hopeless plaything?”
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      He was only trying to teach her to protect herself better in his harsh world, but tears swelled in her eyes again and spilled down her cheeks. He knew he shouldn’t touch her, that it only frightened her, but he couldn’t help himself, he brushed aside the tears with his fingertips.

      “Only water and salt,” he said. He showed her his wet fingers. “No diamonds. Do you think I want to profit from your pain, Lyra? I never wanted to see you here. I certainly didn’t give permission to that damned Dark Sorceress to curse you with this nightmare enchantment.”

      “Then let me go,” she begged him. “Let me go home.”

      “That’s impossible now. I cannot even go home myself, never mind let you free. “

      “You are the king. Surely you can…”

      “You saw what I had to do to become king!” he shouted. “What do you think will happen to me if I defy the traditions of my people? It cannot be done!”

      She flinched away from him, frightened by the noise even though it was only a fraction of the horrible bellows he had made in his Ice Giant form. He clenched his fists by his side, struggling to restrain his anger. She was not the one he was angry at, he only wanted to protect her. She refused to see that.

      “Come with me,” he commanded. He walked to the window at the edge of his human bedroom. She followed him slowly, but she did follow. He pointed out the window. “Do you see where we are? We are at the top of the tallest tower in Jotunheim, the land of the Ice Giants. This tower is in a Citadel which has lasted for 10,000 years. This fortress has never fallen to any enemy, not even to the Storm Dragons, who fought with us for millennia. The traditions of the Ice Giants have lasted just as long.

      “Compared to this tradition, even the tallest Giant is dwarfed. We are nothing compared to all the rituals and expectations of the ancestors. This tower has stood 10,000 years and it will stand 10,000 more and not all of your tears, whether they are water, or they are diamond, can stand against it. There is nothing we can do but except what destiny has given us. It is what it is. That is all we can say. You must face whatever pain or pleasure comes to us. It is what it is. There is no hope for change here, Lyra. We must surrender and accept.”

      “I will never accept this. I will never surrender to you or your tower!”

      He crossed his arms, his face set in a mulish expression as stubborn as her own. “The Dark Sorceress thought that I wanted to free you from your other form so that I could take you to bed. Others will think the same. You will belong to me exclusively and no one will hurt you. You will be my mistress.”

      “You aren’t even going to ask me. You’re just going to tell me.”

      That confused him. He had meant, of course, that others would assume she was his mistress and leave her alone. But now he wondered if she actually wanted to be… Cautiously hopeful, he ventured, “Do you want to be my mistress?”

      “You are unbelievable!” she spat. “You are giving me the choice of sleeping with you or becoming a literal object. That’s no choice at all!”

      He rubbed his temple. “That’s not what I meant.”

      Dammit, he had a hard enough time explaining himself to women when he was trying to pick them up in a bar. He had no idea what to say to her right now, what would convince her that he wasn’t… Well, that he wasn’t exactly what he actually was: a barbarian king of a barbarian people.

      Finally, he gave up trying to be subtle. He simply barked at her, “You are not to leave this room. In fact, you are not to leave this shelf of this room. Not unless I send for you specifically. When I give you the order to return to your other shape, I will activate the controls in your necklace, and you will take that shape. Otherwise, you can remain human. Food and clothing will be provided for you. Physically, I will see that you want for nothing. You can sleep in a little bed. I will sleep in the big bed.

      “Oh,” he added. “And I am going to lock you inside this little room at night. I don’t want you endangering yourself by trying to escape again. There is no escape from this place. Like I told you before, the sooner you accept that, the happier you will be.”
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      The next day he did exactly as he had threatened. Although he let Lyra remain in human form, she was locked in the cabinet all day. True, for her the cabinet was the size of a studio apartment, but a cage was still a cage. Also, John had forgotten the little matter that she needed food. That was one disadvantage of being human instead of made out of magical gold.

      He wasn’t home until very late in the evening, well after dinner. Then she wondered if the concept of dinner meant anything here or if time even worked the same way. She had been at a mid-October Halloween party when she had been captured and she had the impression she had spent several days traveling across this strange magical realm. But, for all she knew Halloween had already passed back on earth. For all she knew, centuries had passed.

      Was that what he meant when he said there was no escape? She had been taken into a bewitched world where the normal rules did not seem to apply.

      When John finally came back to his giant bedroom and opened the cabinet he didn’t bother to change into a human shape. He peered in at her with his big ice blue eyes.

      “Are you hungry?” His voice rumbled like an airplane engine.

      She nodded.

      “I’m going to take you to some food, but you have to change into your other shape for the trip down the hallway.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      He grunted, a masculine rumble of frustration. He reached in and did something to the necklace, nimble with his fingers despite the size difference. She felt the hideous enchantment overtake her body and transform her.

      He picked her up carefully and cradled her in the crook of his arm as he thundered down the hallway of the giant castle. Other Giants passed, and she could see humans scurrying below, the size of house cats compared to their masters.

      He brought her into a dining room. It wasn’t as large as the banquet hall she had seen on her first night, but it was still scaled for giants. John set her down on the table and adjusted the chain around her neck so that she became human again.

      Then, to her surprise, he hefted his body up onto the table as he transformed and turned into a familiar figure of John Helwall. But even as a human, his clothes, which shrink with him this time, remained those of a barbarian king.

      “From now on I have to keep you with me wherever I go,” he said gruffly. “That wicked witch has deliberately spread rumors about the nature of the curse she put up on you. You know. Rubies and diamonds. She is trying to incite the other Giants to attack me. It was her idea to bring you and the other slaves here and give them as gifts, supposedly from the Winter Court to our kingdom. But do you know what? I think all along it was a way to control the outcome if a candidate won the contest that they didn’t like.”

      “The Winter Elves don’t like you?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Really?” Lyra scoffed. “Because from what I saw of the politics here, your policy making seems stuck at the ‘ME BASH YOU HEAD’ level of debate.”

      “There is that too,” he said, lips twitching in a wry smile. “Anyway, I decided it would be easier to bring you to the food than to bring the food to you.”

      She looked around and saw the remains of a feast on the table. Some of the food had been devoured, but many of the dishes had hardly been touched. All of the food had originally been in giant size portions. Lyra walked to a plate that was as wide as she was tall. There was something on it that looked like a giant roast fowl.

      “Do the chickens grow giant here too?” She asked, pointing to the dish.

      “That’s a wyvern,” he said, “Not a chicken. Wyverns are animals distantly related to dragons—the original animals, not Dragon or Wyvern Shifters. Don’t worry, they aren’t sentient. Because my lineage is part dragon, we have a truce with the Dragon Shifters, and we no longer hunt and eat them.”

      “Charming,” she said. “If I eat any of the food, will it doom me to stay here forever?”

      “You are thinking of a different Sphere. Darkpyre. It is very close to what humans think of as hell. You’re lucky that Larry did not send you there.”

      Anger flashed in her eyes. “Yes, I feel incredibly lucky.”

      He acted awkward like he had in the bar, but his shy big guy act wasn’t going to cut it with her anymore.
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      John hated the way she looked at him now. Trying to bring a smile back to her face, he walked along the table and pointed to a large cylinder of chocolate.

      “Look, there is cake. I haven’t touched it.”

      She did examine the giant cake curiously. “This is definitely the cake I would’ve chosen for my sixth birthday,” she admitted. She dipped her fingers in the frosting and licked it. He was riveted by the action, and he turned away so that she wouldn’t see he was aroused.

      “It’s good,” she admitted. “The frosting tastes like frosting. Of course, I can’t eat even a fraction of this. Even normal cake is 1000 calories a slice. This one must be… “

      “Listen,” he said. “Maybe we can do some good here.”

      “We?” She licked her fingers, distracting him again.

      “Maybe I can do some good,” he said. “Now that I’m king maybe I can change things for the better.”

      “That’s easy. Start by freeing all the slaves.”

      “Well, I can’t just overturn 10,000 years of tradition on my first day.”

      “Baloney.” She gave him a hard look. Her severe expression was somewhat negated by the fact that she had taken a giant chunk of chocolate cake in her hands and was eating it with her fingers. “How about you start with the other slaves who were turned into things, like me? Many of them are under even worse spells than I am. That sorceress did something to them to cause in terrible pain, and there seems to be no end to it, no escape. Have her break the spells.”

      “I told you, once the chains are on you, nothing can be done to free you.”

      “But you were able to make me human again, even though…” She touched the silver chain with a scowl, “This thing is still on. Do the same for them.”

      He was silent for a few minutes. Then he said, “Prince Jorik has suggested I should give those slaves as special gifts to the clans I need to make alliances with. If I refuse, it could alienate them and weaken my position as king.”

      “Who is Prince Jorik and why have you made him your advisor?”

      “He’s only the son of the Azir king,” drawled John. “And he strongly implied that if I heed his advice, he’ll give me his twin sister in marriage. Such a marriage would make it difficult for any Ice Giant clan to challenge me without also antagonizing the Azir. Not even Ice Giants are that stupid. The Azir themselves have slaves, so campaigning against slavery openly wouldn’t be smart.”

      She shot him a look of pure poison. “So, the truth comes out. Your claims to want to change things from the inside for the better are just self-serving bullshit. You’ll make this compromise today, and another one tomorrow, and another one after that. And you’ll just find yourself going for the convenient solution over and over again, until you’re just the same as any other brute here.”

      “What would you have me do? If I undermine my power base, then I have no power to make the changes.”

      “Maybe a system like this can’t be fixed from the inside, John. Maybe you just have to tear the whole edifice down and start from the beginning. You’re in construction. Sometimes construction has to start with destroying the building that sits on the lot, doesn’t it? If you don’t tear down the old rotten foundation, you can’t build anything new and better.”

      “I’m not going to tear down the ancient Citadel of my people!” he shouted at her. She was startled by his rage and scampered backwards. She almost fell into the cake, but he caught her and yanked her away. The sudden change in her momentum threw her against his chest.

      She had changed clothes from yesterday. Instead of a blue gown, she wore a shift of sheer white. It was a Grecian-style gown with only one sleeve, made out of light flimsy material that would never protect her from the cold outside. All of the clothes he had brought her were like that, he realized, now that he thought about it. He hadn’t chosen them. Obviously, the matron in charge of the slaves had given the matter some thought and deliberately found one more way to make it impossible for the slave girl to escape.

      Back in Arcana Glen, all the boutiques would have ski suits on sale in anticipation of the ski season. He wished he could just pop over to Earth and buy her one of the warm snug jackets and waterproof pants and boots. But of course, if he could return to Earth, he could just take her with him and set her free.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      “I’ll see what I can do about the other slaves who were enchanted,” he said gruffly.

      “Thank you.” He could see the skepticism on her face, and knew she was thinking, I’ll believe it when I see it.

      That made him all the more determined to prove that he could do something real for the better.

      “Does time pass the same here as on earth?” she suddenly asked. “Or have all the people and friends I have back on earth grown old and died just in the few days I’ve been here?”

      John almost laughed before he caught himself; it was a reasonable question, although he would have thought that as an arcane, she would already know.

      “Winterdom is no different than Springvale in this respect,” he said. “Time passes at the same rate. In Darkpyre, I’ve heard, there are powerful magic users who can alter the way time flies. They can force you to relive the same day over and over, or they can… Actually, I don’t know exactly what they can do. It’s powerful magic, way beyond anything I have. The Guardians can do stuff like that too. And I wouldn’t be surprised if the Dark Sorceress has some very deep and dark powers that neither of us wants to know more details about. But otherwise, time passes the same here as it does in every other Sphere. We’re in a different plane of existence, or that’s how I’ve heard it explained. But we are linked by space and time in such a way that they hook up during major equinoxes and solstices. In fact, the holidays are special to our people and yours because they are natural portals. When the Solstice or Equinox lines up the Sphere, Gates open automatically even if a magic user does not do a spell. Anyone can cross between the Spheres which are aligned.”

      “Will such a portal open between here and earth anytime soon?”

      “Yes,” he said. “On the Winter Solstice, A portal opens up automatically between Winterdom and Earth. But long before that happens…”

      He paused. He knew what was going to happen would only break her heart and he couldn’t bear to tell her.

      “Long before that happens what? John! Tell me!”

      “You’re from Springvale aren’t you? Originally.”

      “Yes.” She fluttered her wings. “Demi-human. Obviously, I’m from Springvale.”

      “I’ve been there too.”

      “Let me guess.” Her lips twisted. “During the invasion.”

      “Yes.”

      “I was there too,” she said. “I saw everything you people did to my realm. I saw your people there too. For all I know, I even saw you. The Azir arrived first, out of a portal in the sky, with silver Storm Dragons and Windships, raining lightning and hurricanes down upon our cities. Then the foot soldiers followed with living tanks that seem to have the mouths of beasts. And then the Ice Giants came through. I saw your kind lift up houses like pumpkins and smash them on the rocks. They smashed people too. They picked up the Vanir and bit their heads off as if chewing celery.”

      She was not lying. She must have been there. He recognized everything she described, although his perspective on it had been from the other side. He stared into the distance, not seeing her but seeing the war as if it were happening again. She had forgotten to mention that her people, the Vanir and their Demi-human allies, had fought back fiercely. Banshees used their voices as sound weapons to make the ear drums of his fellow Giants pop and bleed. The Vanir disguised themselves with fog and mist to become virtually invisible while they transformed fields of wildflowers into arrows that hailed down on the Jotun. Even an Ice Giant could not withstand a thousand arrows; it was a terrible death, slow, torturous, erratic, like being stoned. And the most powerful song mages, including sirens of the Laangfa, had used their voices to command the forces of Winter to mistake their allies for enemies, causing them to slay each other. When the spell finally wore off, some men found that they had slain their own best friend or brother, and, unable to bear the shame and pain of it, took their own lives.

      He had lost many comrades on the field of battle. It hadn’t been all one-sided. But he couldn’t deny that the forces of Winter had invaded, conquered, raped, and pillaged; then, during the Occupation, the armies of Winterdom had enslaved the people and despoiled the beautiful landscape of Springvale.

      “By the Light!” she cried. “The Autumn Equinox comes before the Winter Solstice. And your forces still occupy Autumndelle. If you don’t need a spell to travel between the worlds, if there is no limit to the size of the portal you can create, you can pour your armies across from Autumndelle in to Earth on the Spring Equinox.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Earth is the final target. But the Autumn Equinox only opens to Autumndelle. It is the Lunar Cross-Quarter Convergence that aligns Mundania with both Autumndelle and Darkpyre.”

      Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “The Lunar Cross... what?”

      “Halloween.”

      Her eyes widened, horrified. “Oh, no!”

      “Yes,” he said heavily. “Soon what happened to Springvale will happen to Earth. Our attack will begin in Arcana Glen. Once we have turned the Rockies into a fortress of Winter Elves, Storm Dragons, Ice Giants and demons, we will strike out from there to conquer the rest of the universe in Mundania.”

      “What are you going to do to stop this, John?” Lyra demanded.

      “You know I can’t do anything to stop it,” he said.

      She wounded him with another reproachful look. How would a single bolt of disappointment from her hurt him more than all the blows he’d received in his battle to become King of the Jotun?

      “I thought you were strong,” she said. “But you aren’t, are you? You won’t stand up for what you know is right. You’re weak, John. I don’t even hate you. I pity you.”

      Rage flooded him at her words, and he felt something icy and dark roar inside him. He almost lost control and descended into a berserker state. He stumbled backward and, when he reached the edge of the table, transformed into his giant form.

      Deep, deep inside, he felt his inner dragon seething, yearning to come out. John fought to suppress the monster. During the fight, he had almost released the dragon. Only once in his childhood had he assumed his other alter, his dragon form. He’d killed over a dozen people, and even worse, had been unable to transform back for a week. Since then, he had sworn never to take his dragon form again.

      And now he almost became a dragon with Lyra.

      Unable to speak, for fear of losing control, he grabbed Lyra and returned her to her prison.
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      I have to escape, Lyra thought. I have to warn the Guardians of the invasion planned for Halloween.

      The next day John asked Lyra if she wanted to stay in the cabinet by herself, or if she wanted to come with him everywhere he went around the castle. She asked to stay in the room, but she begged him not to lock the cabinet. “At least let me have the freedom of the whole area. At least let me look out the window. As you said, where can I go? There’s no escape from this place.”

      “Then you have given up hope of escaping?”

      She hung her head, as if crushed by despair into a state of resignation.

      After he left her, however, she went to the window cell. She was in the highest tower in the castle which was the tallest building in the Citadel. The Giants had never heard of glass panes or window screens. The window was simply a huge arc of ice blocks. John had found her some boots that were too big for her feet, but she took them off. Despite the flimsy dress and her bare toes, she could ignore the burn of the cold.

      She had lied when she said she had given up hope. She was staring at the huge precipice from the tower and thinking: It’s not so different than base jumping. Except this time, she could not rely on the crutch of her parachute like a human. She had to overcome her fear and use her wings to fly.

      She thought back to the day of the invasion. Because she had been afraid to go to her flying lessons with the rest of the class, she had been at home when the invasion happened. Unpracticed at flying she had almost killed herself trying to escape the Aerie.

      She had been buried under the rubble of the tower four days. Her parents and siblings had all escaped into the mountains around the city, but her parents came back for her to find her. Because of that they were there when the land invasion began and the Ice Giants and the monster tanks arrived. Lyra had already been pulled from the rubble and escaped herself to a different place, but her parents didn’t know that. They were both killed by the invaders.

      The invaders were the one who had been shelling them, and she hated them for that, but she blamed herself for the fact that her parents were there and vulnerable. She could never forgive the weakness that had led to their deaths. And yet blaming herself had so far not helped her learn to fly in the time that had passed. Now she finally had to forgive herself in order to learn from her mistake. This time more than just her own family was depending on her. She needed to get the information about the upcoming invasion to the Guardians before Halloween.

      She was about to make the leap when she heard the huge giant size door open behind her. She quickly hid her wings. As if that would help, considering he already knew she was a bird siren…. She could still jump, and he was too far across the room to stop her, but if John saw her leaving, he would sound the alarm and her plan would fail. So she turned around, heart pounding, trying to tell if he knew what she had intended.

      “Don’t do it!” He crossed the room in three huge steps. He climbed into the window and turned into a human. He put his hands on her shoulders and rested them there staring into her face.

      “Why did you come back?” she asked. “You were supposed to be gone all day.”

      She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. He had ruined her plan and if he guessed that she was going to fly away, he might never allow her out of the cabinet again. Or worse, he would lock her in her other form.

      John gripped her shoulders. “When you told me you had given up hope of escape, I was glad. I admit that. I want you to stop fighting your life here. I want you to just accept it and help me make things better as much as we can. But I was halfway down the hall, and I realized that’s not what you intended at all. When you said you gave up hope, you gave up hope on life, didn’t you? You were going to throw yourself out that window and plunge to your death!”

      Had he truly forgotten that she had wings? Or did he assume that she could not fly? Suddenly she realized that she had never flown in front of him. In fact, she had not flown in over eight years since that maiden flight, which had been so terrible. Was he wrong to think that if she leaped out of the window she would plunge to her death? The reason she had hesitated was because she was afraid of doing just that.

      And yet it was not despair that had compelled her to try, but hope. No matter how frail and fragile it might be, she would not let go of that wisp of hope.
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      She vowed to time her escape better the next day. The key was to wait long enough to ensure that John had left the chamber and would not return to grab some items he had forgotten, Yet not wait long enough that if he finished his business early he would come home and interrupt her again. She also had to ensure that no giantess entered the room for housekeeping. John had warned her that on certain days and hours, the giant maids would enter the room to clean and scrub. He had given her their schedule, but she couldn’t be certain they would stick to it.

      When she determined the optimum time, once again she climbed to the windowsill.

      She peered over the ledge…. And beheld three rodent faces clinging to the side wall of the tower climbing up toward her.

      The sight of the three giant rats triggered something visceral inside her, and she shrieked and skipped back. The rats continued their ascent, clambered over the edge, and then stood up on their hind feet.

      Compared to the Giants, they were the same size rats would be to an ordinary human being. But that meant they were as tall as she was when they stood up on their back feet. Their long hairy snouts were whiskered and wiggled as they sniffed the air. They had grungy gray-brown fur and naked tails which whipped behind them.

      Two of them had large, intelligent eyes with human irises. These two wore belts with swords and daggers and little hats. The other giant rats–and there were even more than she had seen at first, five in all climbing over the edge of the windowsill–had no clothing. Their eyes were black beads, and their faces devoid of any sentience.

      Lyra had never encountered creatures like this before, but she had heard rumors about them. Although they looked like the same species, they were completely different, with different origins. The ones with intelligent eyes were true Rat Shifters, men who could transform into rats, or, apparently, their current form, which was some hideous halfway point between a rodent and a humanoid.

      Their pretense at clothing distinguished themselves from their animalistic counterparts, The Rattans, which had been created through forbidden dark magic. Most shifters were human or elf originally, sentient creatures who became animals. Even if their animal side sometimes overwhelmed their human cognition, they had souls created by the light. To slay them without just cause would be as much murder as to slay a human or an elf.

      The Rattans were altogether different. They were rats originally just rats, small rodents with the small minds of tiny omnivores, clever in their own way, as all such vermin were, but without any higher cognitive ability. Higher emotions such as guilt, shame, compassion, empathy were alien to them. They were animals, raw and mindless, and yet, in an abomination against the Light, they had been given human form by dark wizards. Some could even speak a few words, the same way a trained parrot would, without real understanding.

      Because they were truly animals, despite their some-time human form, they had no instinctive revulsion against devouring human flesh, any more than real rats would. She had heard that hordes of the vile creatures followed the week of the war, and devoured the corpses that were left on the field to rot by the Winterdom soldiers.

      Rat shifters could control them telepathically, at an atavistic level, if they used certain dark spells and bindings.

      “There she is!” shouted the Rat Shifter in the red hat. He glanced at his minions. “Grab her!”

      The two Rat Shifters, the one in the red hat and a slightly smaller, scrawnier one in the yellow hat, watched with intelligent but cruel eyes as the animals they commanded scampered on all fours toward Lyra.

      She screamed again, as loud as she could. For once, she would have welcomed housekeeping. She knew that these intruders were thieves, and the Giants would fight them off. But before she could emit more than a few cries, the horrid creatures overwhelmed her. She could feel their pink paws clawing at her, they’re sharp teeth snapping near her neck. There was something unspeakably horrid about rats the size of wolves, attacking her in a pack like wolves would, yet with no pack solidarity, only the scratching appetite of each rodent driving it to assault her.

      “Don’t eat!” shouted the Rat Shifter in the red cap at the Rattans.

      One of the Rattans which had been about to tear open her throat snarled and snapped its jaws shut inches from her chin instead.

      The Rat Shifter in the yellow cap approached her with a leer on his pointed face. He tied her hands behind her back and gagged her. Then he stepped back.

      “Carry her in man form! Man form!” shouted the red capped Rat Shifter.

      Man-form was not the preferred form of the Rattans. They preferred to exist as giant rodents. But they snarled and obeyed their master.

      Resuming their semi human shape, and hearing more simple orders from the red cap, they slung her over their shoulders. Then all seven of the rat creatures, shifters and cursed animals, scampered back over the edge of the tower.

      The glacier sides of the tower were so slick and sheer, the bricks of ice so closely placed together, that it seemed impossible for anything to climb it, but the rats were built for this. They had determined a jig-jagged trail of tiny crevices and footholds which only their rodent claws could grasp. The true rats were even better at climbing than the Rat Shifters, although all of them resumed their rodent forms for the descent. The animals have been given the burden of carrying her because they were the only ones nimble enough to holster a burden and still descend the tower unerringly.

      When they reached the bottom of the tower, at street level, they immediately disappeared into a sewage hole. There were no formal sewers in the city of the Giants, but apparently the whole citadel was riddled with nasty little vermin tunnels, just large enough for humanoids to crouch in. Tied and slung over the back of one of the rats, Lyra was carried down this dark, moldy stinking tunnel to an unknown destination.
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      John had not only inherited the crown of the Jotun and the Storm Dragons, he had also inherited his grandfather’s human corporate holdings. His days were busy because he had to assert his dominance over his subjects, and yet he still had to also fulfill the obligations his grandfather had undertaken to complete the tower for his Azir allies.

      He wondered if he would eventually meet the infamous Dark Triad, the trio of adepts who were responsible for the execution of the war. Their existence was only whispered at. Most of the soldiers in the war were involved only out of loyalty to their immediate rulers. Although they were aware of the alliance with the demons, they didn’t know the details of the secret treaties that the top three dark leaders had signed in blood.

      No one even knew for certain which rulers of the many kingdoms involved in the war had the top positions. It was assumed that the winter king must be a member of the dark triad. One of the Seven Kings of the Demons must also be part of it. But even those identities were uncertain. Talking about it was considered a violation of wartime secrecy and could be punished by curse or death.

      And John noted with disgust that even in the Citadel of the Jotun, who were supposed to be a free people, who fiercely guarded their independence, mirrors hung everywhere. This was something new since the days of his childhood visits to the Citadel. He knew that the mirrors were not simple vanities, but the eyes of the Dark Triad. They were always watching and always listening.

      He had insisted that the mirror in his own chambers be removed. The Elves were annoyed but didn’t dare protest, because to do so would reveal the true purpose of the ubiquitous mirrors. Part of their game was to always deny their own espionage.

      A part of him would’ve liked to have a mirror of his own to keep an eye on Lyra while he wasn’t in the room. But he knew she would hate that, as he would if their positions were reversed. So he did not hang a mirror there, not even one he controlled.

      Instead, his mind created a picture of her on its own, fretting over whether she was miserable, sorrowful, angry or hurt. After he had found her trying to take her own life, she had promised him she would not kill herself, but how could he believe her? She did not owe him the truth about that, or about anything. She despised him, and rightly so. He still held out the hope that one day she would forgive him and recognize he was no more able to control the situation than she was. The best they could do was accept things as they were and trying to find some happiness within the system as it existed. She was intelligent. Sooner or later, she would come to that conclusion, as he had been forced to.

      He worried about her constantly, but halfway through an extremely boring meeting about how to divide pillage of food stuffs from Summerland, his worry ratcheted up a notch, until he felt it like an itch at the back of his neck.

      John and Volt and Jorik and their respective advisors and courtiers sat in the dollhouse, the human sized apartments that had been built within one of the large giant chambers. The furniture and food and pitchers of wine were all sized for ordinary humans and elves, and their servants were human, not the grotesque Ornaments.

      “The shipments from Summerland are not enough to feed my people,” John said, even as he felt the itch at the back of his mind. He tried to stay focused on the needs of his people. It was overwhelming to go from being only responsible for a building site one day, and the next day be responsible for the well-being of an entire kingdom of Jotunheim. The Shard of floating land teemed with families and clans who relied on him for their protection.

      Most Shards in Winterdom did not grow enough food for their population. In the distant past, even with a smaller population, raids on other shards or even two other Spheres were required to keep bellies full. In the more recent past, trade had replaced warfare as the leading way to acquire food stuff. But the Ice Giants were not skilled artisans or mages. Mostly they hunted for meat and furs to trade. Many of them also acted as mercenaries and sent home their remittances to their families.

      Since the war, however, all the men folk of war-waging age had been sent to battle. The older men, their wives and children remained home, struggling to subsist. Although many Giantesses were very good hunters, if they went out in large hunting parties to fight the gargantuan ice weasels, there was no one home to do the other tasks, such as curing the furs or educating the children.

      Older children were left to guard their younger siblings, but they weren’t always able to do so. Kidnappings by Rattans had become common. The vermin infested the Citadel and every larger village in the Shard, traveling secretly through tunnels. They kidnapped children to hold for ransom. If the family was too poor to pay, then the Rat Shifter thieves would sell the Jotun child into slavery directly. Throughout Winterdom, there was a large market for giants as slaves. An adult Jotun was impossible to retrain, but a child, even a giant child, was still vulnerable and malleable.

      Even if the womenfolk had been able to maintain the same levels of industry without the help of the menfolk, trade had all but collapsed since the war. In place of trade with Summerland and Spring Vale for their food, the Giants had been promised pillage. They had eagerly embraced the war with the expectation that their food prices would drop because they could simply go back to taking what they wanted rather than trading for it.

      But it hadn’t worked out that way.

      At first, the war had gone as promised. Windships and barges full of grain and slaves had poured into Jotun territory. But the Winter Elves were responsible for the distribution. Corruption, incompetence, and, eventually, losses in the war, had cut deeper and deeper into the share that the Jotun received from the Azir.

      “Look,” said John to the half-giant, half-elf Prince Jorik. “At the beginning of the war, 500 barges of food were sent every full moon. That’s still not enough to feed everyone in the kingdom, but it has enabled us to prevent famine. Now less than 200 barges arrive every month, and many of them are only half full, already robbed before they reach our Shard.”

      “What do you think I can do?” demanded Prince Jorik. “We don’t even have enough grain to feed our people, and you want me to divert more barges to feed yours?”

      “You control the fields of Summerland, the harvest of Autumndelle, and the gardens of Springvale, where is all this food?”

      “I have been in Summerland,” said Prince Jorik, “so I can tell you what happened there. They burned their own fields rather than surrender them to us. They turned fields of barley and wheat into deserts of dust and sand. We have taken the food for you before we allowed them to feed themselves, and as a result there is famine in Summerland, but it’s still not enough. And the starvation of the kingdoms of Summerland has fueled the rebellion against us.”

      “How could you be so incompetent?” demanded John. “The whole purpose of this war was to enrich Winterdom and make it so that our people never feared hunger again. You seem to have done the exact opposite!”

      Prince Jorik laughed. “How did you think this was going to work? Did you really think that the ordinary people would be enriched by war, which always involves the destruction of resources? How did you think destruction was going to lead to greater resources rather than less? But I can assure you, the most powerful Azir noble houses have benefited greatly. Their bellies are quite full, and they have as many slaves as their sadistic hearts desire for dark magic. The demons are also doing quite well, reaping all the dead that we send them. Honestly, who did you think this war was for?”

      John stared at him, realizing that the Azir prince was as cynical as he was, and not afraid to say so out loud. John also recognized the resigned look on Prince Jorik’s face. Even the son of the Azir King knew there was nothing either of them could do to change the situation or improve it. Even a prince was just another cog in the machine, just like John himself, supposed king of a fierce independent people.

      John clenched his fist and struggled to master his rage.

      “We could relocate some of your people to Summerland,” offered Prince Jorik.

      “You just told me it was a barren desert.”

      “There are still forests there, and wild beasts. Your people are good hunters. If the Jotun can stand the heat, they could perhaps scrape out a better living there than on the rocks of ice in our own Sphere. I’m sorry, it’s the only thing I have to offer.”

      John pondered the offer. He could at least make the option available to any family or clan who wished to accept it. But suddenly his train of thought was interrupted by the sense of someone shrieking in terror.

      He set up abruptly. The surprise of those around him at his sudden reaction confirmed that the sound had not been heard by anyone else. It was only in his mind. And yet he was certain that he had heard Lyra.

      She was in trouble. She needed him. He wasn’t certain what connected them. He hoped it was not the dark spill that had turned her into an ornament. But whatever it was, she was in trouble now. She needed him.

      He stood up and took his tune and a nod at his counterparts. “Gentlemen. I have something I must attend to. We will resume this discussion later.”
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        Thursday, October 20

        Ice Giant Shard (Jotunheim)

        Winterdom

      

      

      Her rodent captors, ironically, took her to where she had been trying to go for days now, to the edge of the Citadel.

      Beneath the feet of the Giants lay an entire second city at a human scale. The denizens of the second city included not only the Rat Shifters and their animal minions, but other shifters, mostly other kinds of vermin, such as Weasel or Marmot Shifters, as well as a few Selkies and Lycans, although only females. Even amongst the underground population of the city, she noticed there were many more females than males. All the males had been called to war, leaving their families behind to struggle without them. This applied even to the criminals in the population, as many male Rat Shifters had also followed the armies to join the legions of criminals engaged in the black market, which seem to be the only trade still operating at full force.

      The secret tunnels ended at the wall of the Citadel, where they had to bribe guards to pass. Even the rats couldn’t get past the magical shields without paying the toll. Beyond the giant ice walls of the Citadel, the rats once again entered a tunnel system, this time tunnels built of snow, apparently maintained by clans of Pika Shifters. Pikas or mouse-like rodents, but somehow, they were adorable instead of repulsive like the rats. Maybe it was their round ears or their fluffy fur or the fact that their faces were more expressive and less cruel somehow than the rats, but Lyra couldn’t bring herself to fear them in the same way, even though she knew they would not help her escape. These Pika Shifters were adorable in either form, especially the children. They reminded her of a well-known children’s cartoon, and she wondered if a real Pika Shifter had inspired the human anime.

      The next largest city after the Citadel was the port where the wind ships docked. The last time she had come through here, she had been trapped in a crate. Although she was still a prisoner, she was able to walk with her hands bound behind her back. She had a much better view of everything done before.

      More of this city was devoted to human size structures, interspersed with a few sized for giants. Nonetheless, given the dimension of the streets and the doorways, and the steps, she still felt like she had been shrunk to the size of a doll. The Rat Shifters stole most of their food from the Ice Giants, so this reinforced the sensation. They guzzled water out of a giant cup as if it were a trough or pulled crumbs off a giant slice of dark brown bread.

      They took her to a den that was like a rat hole under the city. Broken pieces of giant utensils served as furniture. A broken cup worked as a sink, A row of old, mismatched shoes had been converted into beds, And socks converted into blankets. They used a giant’s footstool as a large dining table, moreover, turned cups as stools, and ate their food off of plates made out of buttons. They didn’t use forks to eat, but they each had a giant fork or steak knife to use as a weapon, as a villager might use a pitchfork or pike.

      Even the daggers she had initially thought they were carrying turned out to be large giant sewing needles. Some of them also carried giant fishhooks as weapons.

      This dollhouse den was also primitive. It had no plumbing. The cup used as a sink had no running water; it was simply a puddle used for washing. The thimble served as a chamber pot. Yet overall, the Rat Shifters lived like people. They were poor, but they still had dignity and a sense of privacy for personal functions.

      The Rattans lived exactly like real rats. They left their droppings everywhere. They didn’t make beds or use furniture but gnawed a hole in the stuffing of a giant pillow. They tried to gnaw everything, including the dining table and the shoe beds, and had to be slapped away, or they would have ruined everything within days.

      Rat Shifters were part of some kind of clan structure. All she could tell was that the adults wore red caps, and the younger members of the clan wore yellow. The shifters who had captured her were father and son. All of them were scrawny, clearly suffering from hunger, just on the edge of famine although not yet starved. She thought herself too angry or afraid to feel anything for them, but it was hard to look at the scrawny little children and not feel pity.

      But she couldn’t allow compassion to override her need for self-preservation. The Rat Shifters themselves made that clear when they gathered the whole clan in a circle around her. They jeered at her and called her names, even the scrawny little children.

      The females were particularly nasty, crying out, “Make her bleed! Show us the rubies then! Make the birdie cry!”

      The red-cap who had captured her pulled out his needle and scratched her arm. Lyra cried out against the pain, but no rubies fell from her blood. She was in her human form.

      The pack of rats began to screech. “Where is the rubies? Where is the rubies? We wants the rubies!”

      Suddenly one of the females started forward and grabbed the necklace around Lyra’s neck. “Here they be!”

      The Rat woman pawed at the necklace trying to rip it off. The enchantment would not allow her to break the chain, but her fumbling on the jewels activated the spell that transformed her into a living harp.

      “There we go!” shouted the red cap. He slashed her arm again, and this time rubies glistened where blood should have been. The pain was no less than the first time he had cut her.

      The Rat Shifters whooped. Her pain meant nothing to them. The red-cap cut her again. Then the whole pack closed in on her, all of them trying to grab the rubies, or slash her and create more rubies. Lyra’s tears squeezed from her eyes and became diamonds, which sent the rats into a frenzy.

      And she thought the Rat Shifters were civilized? Perhaps compared to the Rattans. But they acted no better than animals themselves, their thoughtless greed driving them each to compete to slash her and grab as many jewels as they could, seemingly unaware that they could end up destroying the source of their wealth. Her new body was enchanted and incredibly tough, so despite the waves of pain she felt, she knew she would endure a long time before they killed her. And yet she could not endure this frenzy of brutal slices over and over again forever.

      As the pain became unbearable, it occurred to her that perhaps this was the best solution to her problems. To fall into the hands of such greedy, mindless plunderers that they delivered her the death the Giants never would. In death, she would at least find relief and release…

      But then everything in her being rebelled against this line of surrender. She would never give up hope. As long as she drew breath, she would struggle to be free.

      She didn’t know how she’d free herself, but she refused to surrender.

      Then one of the rats themselves provided the answer. They had been so driven by their malicious greed they hadn’t bothered to learn how the necklace worked. They turned her into a harp only by accident, and now by accident one of them nudged the rubies in such a way, it gave her the freedom to sing and play the harp strings between her golden wings.

      She sang the first song that popped into her head, although in the back of her mind she was aware of how ludicrous it must have looked to any objective outsider, had there been one. For the song she built it out was “I Will Survive,” by Gloria Gaynor.

      
        
        
        I will survive.

        As long as I know how to love,

        I know I’ll stay alive.

        I’ve got all my life to live,

        And I’ve got all my love to give,

        And I’ll survive!

      

        

      

      But the words didn’t matter. What mattered was the magic she imbued into the music. She willed the Rats to back away and give her space and listen attentively without harming her. Mesmerized by the magic in the music, their eyes glazed over, the needles and fishhooks dropped from their paws, and they backed away from her staring at her raptly listening.
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      John's worst fears were confirmed when he went to his chambers and found it empty. She was gone. The only evidence of what had happened to her was scratch marks on the window ledge and rat droppings.

      Rattans!

      He cursed. Rattans were the hounds of Rat Shifter criminal gangs. Hadn’t he just been ruminating over how audacious the kidnappers had become? But never had he expected them to dare invade the castle itself!

      They must expect a huge ransom…

      Then he froze as a new fear hit him—what if they heard of his Golden Harp’s power to bleed rubies and weep tears? Why hold her for ransom if they knew they could milk her for gems?

      Imagining the life of torture she could experience, he’d never felt so angry. Rage boiled inside, but he couldn’t afford to give in to his berserker Jotun rage. Turning into a titan and biting off heads in a mindless frenzy wasn’t going to help— at least not until he found the kidnappers.

      But although Jotun were good hunters, their technique didn’t involve cunning. They ran their prey off cliffs and harvested the corpses. Or they found monsters in their dens and wrestled them.

      His Jotun side wasn’t going to help him.

      I can help, growled a deep, primal voice.

      John started. He’d never communicated with his inner Dragon before.

      I am the one who can sense her, hissed the deep, gravel voice. She is my treasure. I can hunt her. I can find her. I can destroy those who took her.

      Always before John had refused to give way to the dragon. His Jotun form was still that of a man although a colossus. The drake, however, was wholly other, atavistic, reptilian, inhuman. It was bad enough losing his temper when he went berserk, but that always wore off after the fight ended. John feared he’d lose himself in the dragon and revert to an animal.

      Now, he didn’t care.

      He had to find Lyra.

      She’s my treasure, whispered the dragon. Mine alone. I’ll slay those who dared steal her.

      Do it, commanded John.

      And for the first time in his adult life, he surrendered to the dragon.
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        October 21,

        Ice Giant Shard (Jotunheim)

        Winterdom

      

      

      The same endurance that had enabled her to withstand the torture of hundreds of cuts and slashings now helped Lyra sing far longer than she ever had before.

      Yet there was still a limit to how much abuse she could take before she perished, and even in her enchanted form, she became exhausted.

      She had now been singing all day and all night. Dawn approached, indicated only by cold light at the end of the Rattan tunnel. Her voice was growing hoarse and her whole body ached. The magic she needed wrenched out more from her than performing itself, but she was at the end of her strength to continue either singing or playing or weaving enchantment into her song.

      And yet she dared not falter. Every time she hesitated or stopped pushing magic through her songs, or even stumbled over a note, the Rat Shifters roused themselves from their stupor and started to advance on her threateningly once again.

      Early on she had tried to convince them to take her to a Windship, to help her escape. If she had been singing to just a handful of them, her spell might have worked. But influencing so many minds to move in the same direction at once was too difficult. She was too new to her magic. Perhaps if she had discovered her power earlier, as she certainly would’ve if she had never fled her home realm, she would have learned to use her magic form now. Instead she was like a kindergartner. It was like learning the ABCs of her own power.

      It was all she could do to keep the crowd of Rat Shifters away from her.

      Now she was failing even that.

      Tears of frustration and exhaustion leaked down her cheeks. They became glittering diamonds. The rats tracked the fall of the diamonds, and she could see them, feel them, fighting her magic as their greed and desire for the sparkly gemstones tried to overpower her spell.

      Lyra forced herself to stop crying. She needed to focus on her music. She needed to endure as long as she could. She had no idea what happened after exhaustion overtook her. She had nothing left but wilted hope that something would turn up.

      And then, incredibly, something did turn up. An enormous claw ending in talons twice her height ripped open the roof of the Rat Shifter den.

      A huge, silver Storm Dragon towered above them.

      Why the Storm Dragon had attacked the Rat Shifters and Rattans wasn’t clear, but no one had time for questions.

      Shifters and the Rattans scattered like the vermin in all directions, but their flight didn’t save them. Blue fire belched from the Dragon’s maw. Blue fire wasn’t really fire, but liquid wind, a gas literally so cold that it burned like flames and destroyed anything it touched. Within minutes everything in the den was blasted into tiny bits that rained back down as hail and snow.

      Lyra froze in terror experiencing a flashback to the attack on Ang’Mae, when this same liquid blue fire head buried her city in fathoms of snow.

      The silver Storm Dragon grasped her in its claws and took off into the air.
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        Winterdom

      

      

      The silver dragon carried her to a cave in a mountain. The question in her mind was whether this was an animal or a Dragon Shifter who had captured her. There were no dragons on earth. Wild animal dragons existed only in the other Spheres, and even then only in the wildest places. She had little experience trying to tell the difference between Dragon Shifters and the true beasts. She could tell the difference between a wolf and a Wolf Shifter, but to her untrained eyes any dragons looked like the same mythical winged reptile.

      There was no furnishing in the cave, nothing at all except some yellowed bones deep in the craggy recess. That was not a good sign. However, the bones were clearly not a recent kill. They looked centuries old in fact, preserved only because of the cold.

      Also, when the dragon turned to look at her, unmistakable intelligence sparkled in his blue eyes.

      The recognition shattered her. “John?”

      She didn’t know how it was possible. He wasn’t a Shifter. He was a Jotun—an Ice Giant. Yet as soon as her eyes met his, she was absolutely certain that she was staring into the soul of John Helwall.

      And yet even as she watched, she saw the consciousness in that face flicker, replaced by something more primitive and instinctive.

      Had the Dark Sorceress turned him into a drake as a punishment? Those who were forced to become an animal had less control over their form and more quickly lost their ability to hold onto their human intelligence than true shifters. That might explain the struggle she saw in him, with the man fighting a losing battle against the beast.

      If he lost the fight against the vicious predator he had become, what would happen to her?

      Unfortunately, she no longer had the energy to fight, or soon, or care. Exhaustion overtook her and she slipped into slumber.
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      Lyra awakened wrapped in the forearm of the immense silver storm dragon. The dragon was snoring, a sound like distant thunder that made the whole cave shake. The globes of his eyes were shut.

      Her first thought was to creep away while he slept. Although she had no idea where she was, how far over the tundra he had flown with her, her only hope was to strike out on her own and try to find the port city again.

      But she couldn’t move her legs. She was still trapped in the shape of a golden harp. She wished she could cry, just weep out her frustration. But her time evading the greedy claws of the Rattans had taught her not to cry in the presence of any enemy.

      And that still included John. Even though he had rescued her… Speaking of that, how and why had he rescued her? How had he been transformed into a dragon? And what did it mean that he hadn’t transformed back, even in his sleep? She knew enough about animal shifters to know that wasn’t a good sign. If he had been cursed to be a beast it was even worse. It meant he was already halfway to losing his humanity completely.

      If he was a dragon, would he have a dragon's greed for jewels? Dragons, even the animals, were much more intelligent than rats. And John knew the secret of the Golden Harp. He might forget that he was the king of the Giants, and yet remember how to mine jewels from her pain.

      She struggled to move, to shuffle if she could not walk. But being in the form of a Golden Harp impeded her mobility, no matter how much she shifted her chest and head and arms.

      Pathetic as her movements were, they were enough to make the snoring cease.

      She froze. But it was too late. She had awakened the Storm Dragon.

      The dragon cracked open one sapphire blue eye. Then the other linked open and the dragon stared at her.

      Her heart sank. There was no sign of intelligence in those reptilian eyes. If she had met the dragon in this condition last night, she never would have recognized it as John. His soul must be very deeply buried by now beneath the mind of the beast.

      He huffed at her gently. Then he stood up and stretched his enormous wings. He walked in a circle around her and then launched from the cave.

      If only she hadn’t been trapped in the form of a Golden Harp this would’ve been another opportunity for her to escape. But even without the reptile watching her, she could not move. At least she was no longer exhausted. The sleep had revived her. But her tummy rumbled. Even in this form, she needed to eat. She had gone an entire day and night with no food, and expended a great deal of energy. Her movement was limited, but magic burned calories or something equivalent. She felt extremely hungry and knew that if she didn’t eat soon she would weaken again.

      The dragon returned with something that looked to her with a cross between a giant weasel and a buffalo. It was huge, compared to her, barely small enough for the dragon to carry in two claws. The dragon deposited this carcass in the cave next to her, tore open the furry flush with a long Talon. The dragon ripped shreds of meat and held them up to her.

      Despite her hunger, her stomach clinched with the urge to vomit at the smell of the raw bloody meat.

      “I can’t eat that,” she whispered. “You have to cook it.”

      The Storm Dragon tilted his head, apparently not able to understand her words or her refusal.

      A Red Dragon from Summerland would have been able to spit fire to cook the meat, but a Silver Dragon could only shoot frigid liquid air. Nonetheless, the dragon attempted to treat the meat with this method. Once again the dragon tore off pieces of the freeze-dried meat to offer the bits of food to her to eat. To her surprise the meat was slightly more palatable when freeze-dried in this bizarre manner. But as soon as she took a bite and dissolved the cold dried-out meat, she could taste that it was still raw underneath, and she retched involuntarily.

      “If you change my shape,” she pleaded with the dragon, “I can build a fire and cook my own meat. Otherwise, I’m going to starve to death. I’m sorry, but I can’t eat that meat.”

      The dragon snarled at her. She despaired. Whoever the dragon had been, even if it had been John at one time, there was nothing left but a predator. Proving her right, the serpent turned toward the carcass and guzzled on the meat itself, eating everything down to the bone. It was as if the dragon had forgotten her. It certainly didn’t seem to understand that she needed to change into another form in order to survive.
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      Once again, she was tempted to abandon hope and pray that the cold would kill her before starvation did. And once again something deep inside rebelled against giving up hope as long as she could still draw breath.

      The silver Storm Dragon had saved her from the Rat Shifters, but who would save her from the dragon?  Looking out through the mouth of the cave, she saw nothing but empty tundra for miles in every direction. Expecting someone to rescue her a second time would be insane.

      Was there anything she could do to help herself? She couldn’t flee, because her legs were immobilized. The dragon at least was not torturing her and clearly wasn’t planning to eat her. If it was really a Shifter, and not an animal, perhaps she would make more headway talking to the man rather than the beast. At least a man could be reasoned with.  But whoever he had been, he was past being able to shift back to his human form now.

      She heaved a sigh of frustration, and a few strings of her harp played a discordant chord.

      The dragon jerked up and stared at her in surprise. Its head tilted from one side to another regarding her in confusion. The beast didn’t seem to know what to make of the sound.

      In truth, she had surprised herself. It horrified her on one level to know how integrated she was becoming to this form. She had played the notes subconsciously, and they had reflected her emotions rather than her will. As the man had become subsumed into the beast, she was becoming subsumed into the object. Soon perhaps she would become as much a mindless Ornament as the Dragon Shifter had become a mindless animal.

      Would she be able to control the dragon with music? Could she make it take her someplace, perhaps even to the port?

      The Rat Shifters had not changed the settings on her necklace, and so she was still able to play music. She began a song, gentle at first and then becoming more forceful at controlling the dragon's mind. But it didn’t work. Dragons were notoriously immune to the spells of mind manipulation, and unfortunately, they also seemed to be immune to the songs of sirens. True, the Dragon Shifters at the banquet had fallen asleep when she sang, but now she despaired that perhaps they had been sleepy more from the food than from her spell.

      However, she did feel a mind stirring in response to her song. It wasn’t the animal, but the man buried deep inside the beast, who was aroused and intrigued by her melody.

      Perhaps… Perhaps she couldn’t change her own form with her magic. But perhaps she could change his.

      She changed her tune. Now instead of trying to control the dragon with her song, which was like trying to summon a hurricane with a whistle, she tried to entice the man to come to the surface of his own mind and control the dragon himself. Instead of controlling a hurricane it was like sending a radio signal into a storm and hoping for a response. Again, she simply imbued her call into the first tune she remembered, a human pop song:

      
        
        
        I know there’s something in the wake of your smile

        I get a notion from the look in your eyes,

        You’ve built a love, but that love falls apart

        A little piece of heaven

        Turns to dark.

      

        

      
        Listen to your heart…

        When she’s calling for you

        Listen to your heart…

        There’s nothing else you can do.

      

        

      
        I don’t know where you’re going

        And I don’t know why

        But listen to your heart

        Before you tell her goodbye…

      

        

      

      At first, her ploy seemed hopeless. Although she could feel a response, unlike when she had tried to control the dragon directly, it was slow and delicate. She was like a fisherman dangling a lure, watching a fish swim by over and over, never quite taking the bait.

      And then, the enormous blue eyes of the dragon blinked, and she saw something in them she hadn’t seen since they both woke up. Intelligence. The mind of the man was inside there and growing stronger. Encouraged, she kept singing, calling to him, reminding him of who he really was and what it meant to be a man instead of a monster.
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      And then, after an hour of song and magic, the shape of the Storm Dragon sparkled and changed and, in its place, stood a tall muscular man the armor of a barbarian king. It was John.
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      John felt as if he had been at the bottom of the dark well, or at the bottom of a black storm, for a long, long time. And then, so far above him it was as tiny as a star alone in an endless sky, he saw a glimmer of light. He heard a note as pure as the light itself and he followed it, upward and upward, until the light bathed him, the spark of awareness inside crystalized, and he felt the grip of the reptilian mind that had caged him released.

      He transformed back into human form.

      It was only then that he recognized the song was real, the light was real. Lyra stood in front of him, in the form of a shining harp, not only singing, but glowing like a star, gleaming with iridescent blue light.

      “Lyra,” he gasped. “You saved me. You brought me back. I was certain that the dragon had devoured me.”

      He was so confused at that moment, he had no idea where they were. He could see it was a barren cave, with nothing but empty tundra beyond, but he couldn’t remember how they had gotten there, or why she had saved him from himself. He knew he didn’t deserve it, but it had been a grace entirely unearned.

      She regarded him with a steady, sorrowful expression. She stopped singing. The ensuing silence felt so sad and empty that he almost commanded her to sing again.

      Instead, he blinked and forced himself to take in their surroundings and piece together what had happened. He remembered allowing the dragon to take him over so that he could search for her. Yes. That’s right. Rats. They had kidnapped her, and he had been forced to take his dragon form because it was the only form with enough hunting magic to track her no matter where she went. The dragon had decided she was his treasure, and a dragon formed a bond, as strong as the mating bond for other Shifters, with its treasure. Particularly if that treasure was a woman. In fact, perhaps for a dragon that was no difference between the mating and the treasure bond, because when a dragon found his true love, he valued her above all other lures – but this was a consideration he pushed out of his mind.

      He vaguely remembered tracking Lyra to the port city and finding a den of thieves. He had heard her suffering as they tortured her for the jewels she could give them, and the berserker fury of his Jotun half had combined with the cold reptilian anger of his Silver Dragon half. After that, he remembered nothing else except that he’d destroyed whoever had hurt her and had flown with her to safety….

      His dragon self must’ve instinctively sought out a cave in the mountains as far from the rest of the inhabited part of the shard as possible.

      He didn’t know how long she had been trapped in the form of a golden harp, but he stepped up to her, lightly touched the necklace and freed her to return to human form. She must have been straining against the form of the harp for a long while, for she nearly collapsed into his arms.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He understood now that she had been forced to free him from the dragon to save herself. Although he was disappointed that she hadn’t been motivated by devotion to him personally, as he had wildly imagined at first, he didn’t blame her for only trying to protect herself.

      “Tell me if I am wrong,” he said. “You were in the chamber back at the Citadel. Rat Shifters and their animal minions kidnapped you. They took you to the port. They already knew or somehow discovered that you could be a gold mine for them, and they tortured you to make gems. I arrived, killed all those who didn’t flee in time, but in the process lost myself in the dragon, so instead of taking you back to the Citadel, I took you here. Did I miss anything?”

      She gestured to the bones of an enormous ice weasel that he hadn’t noticed before. It was a fresh kill, gnawed to the bone by dragon teeth.

      “You tried to feed me,” she said wryly. “But you had no way to cook the food and the raw meat made me throw up.”

      He winced. “I’m sorry, Lyra.”

      “Let me go,” she suddenly begged. “Tell your people that Rattans killed me.”

      And for a wild moment he considered it.

      But then his eyes fell on the necklace around her throat, and he knew it was hopeless.

      “The Dark Sorceress will know that I am lying,” he pointed out grimly. “She will know that her creation exists. After destroying me on the pretext that I have insulted the Azir by losing you, she will still hunt you down herself and make your life so much worse than it already is. I can’t take that risk.”

      “It’s not your choice to make!” she said angrily.

      He wished there was some other way. He wished he could be the hero she needed. But that was not his role in life. He was not the shining knight, there to rescue the captive maiden, he was the behemoth who kept her locked in the tower. He was not the golden hero who fought for her hand against all odds, but the harbinger of the end of days, the leviathan that stomped out cities and hope ahead of the final Ragnarok that swallowed everything. There was no knight, no hero, who could help her now, so he was the only one who could protect her from himself. Unfortunately, he knew only one way to do that, to keep her locked away from others of his kind, and from everyone else, be they Elves, or Sorcerers and or Shifters, who wished to harm her.
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        October 21,

        Ice Giant Shard (Jotunheim)

        Winterdom

      

      

      Lyra could see John was conflicted. He knew that keeping her prisoner was wrong. She could see the guilt and sorrow in his face. But he crossed his arms and jutted out his chin, stubborn as a rock. He wouldn’t bow to her pleadings, or even to his own conscience. It was ironic that his obduracy didn’t come from his arrogance, but just the reverse. Whereas everyone else looked at him and saw a powerful king, absolute monarch of a powerful people, all he saw in himself was a cog in a machine, helpless to do anything more than submit to a dark fate.

      Why couldn’t he see that his own nihilism was the only chain holding him here? Why couldn’t he see that his belief he could do nothing to improve their situation created a self-fulfilling prophecy? It wasn’t fear for his own life that held him back, it wasn’t anything as simple as cowardice. He was like a man who refused to enter a race because he already decided he couldn’t win it. He had no hope in such a thing as a better future.

      “I could take you back to the Citadel as a Dragon,” he said. “But I might lose myself again. Or I can take you back as a giant. It’s more dangerous, because we are in the wild lands, where many predators hibernate.”

      He gestured to the ice weasel carcass. She followed his gesture and noticed the rows of sharp teeth in its skull for the first time. Its mouth looked more like that of a great white shark than any natural mammal.

      She gasped. “It’s a carnivore!”

      “It is. There are too few plants to support many herbivores,” he said, adding, with a wry gesture at the arctic landscape, “as you may have noticed. But there are carnivores who feed on each other and mostly on us. Many of them were created through magic, centuries ago, so they’re not part of a natural ecology, but they survive through devouring escaped slaves and exiles deliberately driven into the wilderness. That’s why I warned you not to try to cross the tundra alone.” He frowned. “Even in my giant form, there are larger predators, like the ice snake, that will attack me if I pass too close to their borough. But unless I dare take dragon form again, that’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

      “How long will it take to cross the tundra in your giant form?” she asked.

      “Five days. And we will probably pass by a dozen or burrows during that time, but hopefully we won’t get so close that we awaken too many of them.”

      Lyra shuddered. She didn’t see any advantage in spending five days fighting giant weasels and snakes.

      “Why do you assume you can’t take your dragon form again?” She hesitated. There was still so much she didn’t know about him. “Or are you not a true shifter? Are you cursed?”

      “I’m not a full-blooded shifter,” he explained. “My family had a Marriage of State to end a war with the Silver Storm Dragons two generations ago, so my mother is half dragon. But I am not even half. I’ve never been able to control my dragon form.” He grimaced. “I certainly proved that today.”

      “How do you expect to control your shifting if you never practice?”

      “Shifting isn’t something you practice,” he scoffed. “It’s something you can do or can’t do. And I can’t do it. Not without losing my mind to the animal.”

      She couldn’t hide her incredulity. “You couldn’t be more wrong, John! Every shifter I know has had to practice to gain control! Even I have to practice to master my alter forms, and I’m a Demi-human, without the worry of losing myself to my animal side.”

      That reminded her that she had been no better than he was at mastering her other forms. In her case, it wasn’t because she was convinced she couldn’t, but sheer cowardice that had held her back. She felt ashamed of her failure now. If she had mastered flight years ago, she could have escaped the Ice Giant’s Citadel that first night. Instead, she had hesitated and lost her chance....

      He scratched his jaw. “Really? You aren’t trying to trick me? Trap me as a drake?”

      “If I wanted to trap you in your dragon form, why would I have helped you become human again?”

      “Because you were trapped yourself, in your Golden Harp form.”

      “And I would be again. How else can I sing you back to human if you can’t do that on your own?”

      “You would do that for me?”

      She huffed out a breath of frustration. “As you are so fond of saying, there’s no other choice.” She put her hands on her hips. “But if we’re going to do this, let’s do it right. Before I let you carry me into the sky on a long journey back to the Citadel, you must prove to me you won’t lose yourself in the dragon.”

      “How do I prove that?” he asked warily.

      “You shift back and forth, several times, spending a longer time in between each time in your dragon form.”

      “That sounds dangerous,” he said. “For both of us.”

      “I can sing you back, as I did before.”

      “What if the dragon hurts you?”

      “You didn’t hurt me before.”

      “I know but...”

      “Or,” she said impatiently, “We could just live in this cave for the rest of our lives!”

      Unexpectedly, he grinned. He glanced around the craggy stone cavern, decorated only with bones, open to the harsh winds from the tundra. “It’s not so bad. A little paint, maybe some curtains...”

      Lyra didn’t know why she giggled at that image. She couldn’t help herself.

      “The best part would be that we’d have no nosy neighbors to bother us,” John said. “We’d be alone together. I wouldn’t worry about being king, or the war, or the Tower I must complete. I’d build us a cozy home instead. I would never let anyone threaten you or hurt you and you’d never be forced to become the harp again if you didn’t want to. We’d live like two humans, a man and a woman, nothing more. We could get married, raise a few kids...”

      “Teach them to hunt ice weasels?”

      “We have to eat somehow.”

      “You’d have to become a Dragon to hunt Ice Weasels,” she pointed out. “Which brings us back to where we started.

      He grimaced. “You’re right. Very well. If you’re game, we’ll practice. But I will have to make you return to the form of a Golden Harp. I hate to do that.”

      “I can handle it,” she said.

      He stepped close to her, raising his hand toward the necklace around her throat. She could feel his body heat radiating from his broad chest. In human form, he was warm, not like when he was a giant. Instead of touching the ruby necklace, he brushed a strand of her hair behind her ear and caressed her cheek.

      “Lyra,” he said in a husky voice, “I never told you how sorry I am that this happened to you or the part I must play in it. If I could free you, I would. But it’s futile. Even if you could survive the tundra and escape this shard, even if you could cross the Storm of Swords, even if you could evade the Dark Sorceress, even if you find a Gate to cross back to Earth, even then, it would be futile, because the final battle is coming, and the human realm itself will fall, as all the Elven realms have too. Of all the mortal Seven Spheres, the last to remain free will be Dayhaven but the completion of the Tower will doom the angels themselves. Their shields will shatter like old glass, and their demon rivals will pour across the realm of endless light, shrouding it in shrieks and shades. A new Dark God will arise to overthrow the Light and take control of the Tree of Worlds and storm the Immortal Spheres. This is the end that is foretold, and only those loyal to the Dark Triad will survive. The only way you will survive is if you belong to a servant of the Dark Triad—to me. That is why I can’t let you go, even if you hate me for it.”

      She knew he had not invented those chilling, poetic words. He recited them as if reciting the verses of a sacred book. He had been told this was how things would end and he believed it.

      Lyra refused to believe that the Light would lose to the Darkness. But she despaired of convincing John.

      Instead, she placed her hand over his, pressing his palm against her cheek.

      “I know I don’t deserve you, Lyra,” he said softly. “Even if none of this happened, and I had the courage to ask you out on a date, like I wanted to, you would have gone on to be a star, a singer whose voice I’d hear on the radio, while I remained an average joe, working my 9-to-5. Yet if I could, I’d take that future over what we must endure.”

      “John...” she trailed off, not sure what she wanted to say, how to reach him with what she wished he could hear.

      “You already saved my life twice, you know,” he said. “Once just now, when you brought back from being the dragon, which you know. What you might not know is that when the fight for the throne began, I had given up. I knew I would not win that fight. Not until I heard you, singing from the balcony, and realized that if I didn’t win, someone else would, and that man might abuse you. That’s what gave me the will to fight, the need to win.”

      “John!” She searched his face and saw he was earnest. She raised herself up on her tippy-toes, while wrapping her hand around the back of his head, to draw him down to her upturned face. Although he was surprised, he let her pull him into a gentle kiss, a brushing of lips.

      When she released him, he blinked at her in shock. “What was that for?”

      “I don’t hate you,” she said. “I know you are a good man. I know another man in your position might have taken advantage of me in so many different ways. I see what you still cannot: That long before you had to fight for your life and the throne, you were already a true king, noble to the core, not because of your blood but because of your honor. And John, you are the king of your own life, the master of your fate. Never surrender that to anyone else.”

      “No matter what happens, I will protect you, I swear it,” he vowed. “If it costs my crown, my fortune, or my life, I will protect you. But more than that, I don’t know how to give.”

      She brought his fingers to the hollow of her throat. “For now, let’s focus on practicing your dragon form, so we can both get out of this chilly cave. You will see that at least one thing you thought you couldn’t control is indeed possible for you to master.”

      He kissed her hand and then touched the necklace.

      She transformed into the Golden Harp, and a few moments later, he into a Storm Dragon, and they began.
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        Ice Giant Citadel (Jotunwahl)

        Winterdom

      

      

      The Lunar Cross-Quarter Convergence was drawing near, but Lyra was no closer to escape. Activity in the castle and then the rest of the citadel increased markedly. The Giants were preparing for something. Soldiers were sharpening their giant swords, gathering boulders to throw, and polishing their armor. They were preparing for war.

      Lyra had lost her chance to fly away from the tower. While John was away at a political meeting with his allies, two giant rats, who turned out to be horrible creatures she had seen only once before, during the war, Rattens—shape shifters whose vermin form was as large as a wolf — tried to steal her from the cabinet.

      After that, he made good his threat to keep her with him at all times, even though this meant she had to spend most of her time as an inanimate Golden Harp. Her job was to stand at the side of the room, sometimes behind a screen, and play soft, wordless harp music.

      However, her new status as a decorative Ornament also meant that she was in the room as John consulted with the Azir and the Storm Dragons about their invasion plans. She not only confirmed her fear that the attack would begin on Halloween, she learned many other details. In addition to the natural portal that would open between the Spheres of Autumndelle and Mundania, the Azir also planned to open a Gate of their own and enter Arcana Glen through that. Although the Giants and the Dragons and the Elves would be involved in the conquest ultimately, the initial waves of attack would be cannon fodder from Autumndelle, armies of Goblins. In addition, there were secret covens of Vampires and Dark Magic Witches and Warlocks who were waiting on earth to betray their own kind to the invaders.

      She needed to report all of this to the Guardians. Even if they suspected something was afoot, she doubted they knew all the details that her captors had blithely discussed in front of her.

      All of their plans centered on the Tower that John’s company—which he had inherited along with the crown from his grandfather—was building in Arcana Glen. This meant that John could not abandon his mundane persona to become King Jotundrak. As John Helwall, CEO, he would have to return to Mundania to play a crucial role in the invasion.
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      “This is good news,” John told Lyra when they were alone back in his room. “This means that it is possible we may be able to resume our lives in Arcana Glen.”

      “Are you crazy? How can we resume our lives in the middle of a war? Especially a magic war that humans are completely unprepared for, a war which will be fought with hurricanes and psychic spells and the Giants, Goblins and Vampires?”

      His face fell. “It won’t be exactly the same.”

      She just stared at him incredulously. “And I thought I was the naïve one for falling for Larry. You’re much more naïve than I ever was if you’re falling for this.”

      That made him angry, and his face closed up. She knew she shouldn’t provoke him. She shouldn’t maintain any hope that if she kept telling him what she really thought, he might change his mind. He wouldn’t budge. She would do better to try to convince him that she agreed with him. But she kept hoping that he would fight for what, deep down, he knew was right.

      Instead, he only grated his teeth and told her, “I am going to oversee the opening of the Tower in Arcana Glen. I’m going to bring you with me.”
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      She was afraid to believe it would happen, but they reversed the journey that had brought her here. First sleds carried them to the dock at the edge of the shard. Then they boarded wind ships and crossed the terrifying Storm of Swords. They entered another ice castle, the one with the dark shapes inside the blocks of ice, but they didn’t stay long. They went into a room with a huge mirror on the wall and stepped through it and were back on Earth.

      As if they had never left, they put on normal human clothes and John took her in his pick-up truck for a ride away from the base to a residence in the mountains above the town, not the apartment he had lived in before, but a mountain mansion owned by his family.

      Everything felt a little surreal to Lyra. It was as if the entire two weeks in Winterdom, cursed to sing for her enemies, had never happened. John also looked a little discombobulated. He drove up to a large house in the woods and stared at it as if he could not believe it belonged to him.

      “I’ve never had such a big house,” he admitted to her. “It feels weird.”

      “You have an entire castle which is much bigger than this, literally in every way,” she pointed out.

      “Yeah, but… that was Winterdom. This is here on Earth, which I’ve always considered my real home.”

      “Really? I thought you grew up in Winterdom.“

      “Actually, my mother was half-human and half-Dragon and she mostly raised me here, although she did bring me to visit my grandfather at his insistence.”

      Inside, the large house was just as nice as outside, but it was also completely empty. Though not as frigid as Winterdom, the air was cold. Central heating had not been turned on.

      “It still needs a little work,” admitted John. He glanced critically at the walls. Every single thing in the house was painted white. “Maybe a little more color.” He glanced at Lyra. “Would you like to go with me to the hardware store and look at paint? You could pick whatever colors you want.”

      “What are we doing here, John?” she asked. “What is this? Do you think we are a couple? Have you forgotten that I am a prisoner of war?”

      “You’re not…” He broke off. “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

      “Do you care for me at all?” she asked. “What am I? Am I just a toy to you?”

      “I do care for you,” he said. “I know you don’t feel that way about me, and I don’t blame you, but…”

      “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘If you love something let it go?’”

      “’If it comes back to you, it’s yours,’” he finished.

      She nodded.

      “If you really care about me at all...” she said softly, “and if you are really a good person somewhere inside the giant husk of an ice monster, this is your chance to do the right thing.”

      “But if it doesn’t come back to you,” he finished the saying, “It never was yours. You never really were mine, were you? If I let you go, you will leave me forever.”

      She didn’t say anything. She only gazed at him steadily, willing him silently to do the right thing.

      “What do I do?” he asked. “How do I let you go?”

      “Just let me walk away. I walk out the door and I keep going. You don’t tell anyone, you don’t try to stop me.”

      “The chain will still be around your neck. “

      “But I will be human. It’s better than the alternative.”

      “THEN GO!” The bellow of rage exploded out of him without warning. “Go on! Get out of here! GET AWAY FROM ME!”

      She turned and ran from the house and didn’t stop running until she had reached the main road much further down the slope of the mountain.
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        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundania

      

      

      Lyra went to the place she knew she would find Guardians. She went to the Magician’s Castle. She thought she would have to go through several layers of secretaries and assistants, but a single housekeeper escorted her into a large library where she found the Magician, a man named Alephander Guiscard, and the Fool, Bethany Guiscard, his fellow Guardian and wife, already waiting for her.

      “You’ve been cursed,” Bethany said as soon as she saw Lyra.

      “Yes, Sarmati,” she said humbly, using the ancient epithet for a female Guardian.

      “Tell us what happened,” commanded Alephander.

      “Go at your own pace,” Bethany added, gentling his harsh bark.

      Lyra felt intimidated to be in the Magician’s presence. He was tall, and his expression was as remorseless as those of the Ice Giants. Lyra’s voice caught in her throat. Would the Guardians blame her for falling into Larry’s trap? Would they believe her that she had escaped as soon as she could…? Really, she hadn’t escaped at all, only run away when John let her go… Lyra hadn’t proven to be much of a hero. All she’d done was get herself kidnapped, get herself cursed, let herself sing for her enemies, and come crawling to the Guardians.

      Lyra darted her eyes to Bethany, who tilted her head at Lyra encouragingly. A small, white terrier ran into the room, ran up to Lyra, sniffed her, yapped once, wagged his tail and licked her hand.

      Lyra took a deep breath. “I was kidnapped and taken as a slave to Winterdom.”

      “From Springvale?” asked Alephander.

      “No, sir. From here. From right here in Arcana Glen. “

      The expression of the Magician became thunderous. “They dare take slaves from right out of my own backyard?”

      “That’s not all,” said Lyra. “They are planning an invasion. They are going to send the bulk of their forces through on Halloween night from Autumndelle. Smaller elite forces will come through at the same time from their base under the mountain.”

      “You must tell me how you know this, and every detail you have information about,” he commanded imperiously.

      Bethany interrupted him. “That is important, but first, this woman is cursed, and we must help her.” She faced Lyra. “You obviously know I’m a Guardian. Do you know my power? I am a Null. I can break any spell. Let me help you. Do you know the focus of the curse cast upon you?”

      “It’s the silver chain around my neck and the rubies attached to it. The Dark Sorceress who cursed me turned it into some kind of control device, Like the joystick for a video game. The Jotun told me that it could never be removed.”

      Bethany touched the silver necklace and it fell to the floor. Bethany bent and picked it up.

      “Easy-peesy!” Bethany grinned. “Never say never.”

      “Test your magic,” said the Magician. “Tell us if there are any lingering effects from the curse.”

      Lyra went through her different forms. Fully human; a human woman but with wings; and finally, her most arcane form, a Demi-human, with her normal face and upper body but lower portion and wings of a bird. Then she returned to her human shape again. “I am free of the curse.”

      Spontaneously, Lyra wrapped her arms around Bethany and hugged her, hard. She was crying. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”

      After that, the Magician grilled Lyra about what she knew, and she poured out every detail she could remember. When she was done, she felt exhausted and hoped that she could sleep for a week, but the Magician still had a few more questions.

      “How long ago were you released?”

      “I came straight here. It’s only been a matter of hours.”

      “So the other Ice Giants likely do not know that John Helwall released you?”

      “If he said nothing to them, then they don’t know yet. I am sure of that.”

      “In that case, I have a difficult request to ask of you,” Alephander said. “Would you be willing to go back?”

      Lyra felt a surge of joy the possibility of seeing John again–immediately followed by a crash of alarm and anguish. They couldn’t be together. Being with him would only bring her pain. The Magician wasn’t asking her to play house with the enemy for personal reasons. Alephander’s stern expression reminded her that this wasn’t about her hopelessly confused feelings for John. There were larger matters looming.

      She nodded. He seemed to be waiting for more, so she forced the words from her tight throat. “Yes, Sarmat.”
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        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundania

      

      

      John dressed in his usual work clothes and drove up to the construction site. Although some progress been made while he was away, it was far from satisfactory. He waved and called out to the other workers who greeted him, but he kept his goal and focus. He walked straight up to the foreman’s trailer and open the door without knocking.

      John’s former boss, Dod Rockhead, looked up in surprise. When he saw it was John, he scowled.

      “I hoped to never to see you again,” he said frankly. “Why did they send you back to me? Weren’t you supposed to be involved in some fight to the death? Did you fail even at that?”

      “Clear out your things and go,” said John. “Your arrogance and incompetence has dragged this project out too long. There’s going to be some changes around here and we’re going to get this project finished on schedule.”

      “How dare you!” sputtered Dod Rockhead. He picked up a phone and made a call. “Get security in here now. There’s an intruder in my office and I want him thrown out!”

      He hung up the phone and bared his teeth at John. “Not only are you fired, you’re more fired than any employee in the history of construction! You’re so fired that you’re going to be literally set on fire as soon as my Dragon gets here!”

      The Dragon who showed up, in human form of course, turned out to be Volt Edgewing.

      “There you are,” Volt said to John, exasperated. “You aren’t supposed to go anywhere without me.”

      “You already know about him then,” said Dod Rockhead with satisfaction. “He’s a deserter. I want him out of here, and you can execute him, I don’t care, as long as he’s out of my office and off my construction site.”

      Volt exchanged an amused glance with John.

      “You had better bow first. This is your new king,” the Dragon told the manager.

      The face of the manger turned white as a glacier in Winterdom. It finally hit Dod Rockhead how John could have survived the contest and returned.

      Sputtering incoherently with fear, Rockhead fell to his knees. He went even further and banged his forehead to the floor.

      “You... Your Majesty... Please.... You don’t understand.” he stammered, “I have been doing my best to finish the project on time… It’s just not possible… There have been so many accidents and sabotage… Yes, sabotage… I’ve had to have workers made examples of…”

      “The fact that you blame the workers for your own bad management skills is the first thing I will change,” snapped John. “You can keep a job here if you go out there and make yourself useful with the other men. Or you can go back to Winterdom.”

      “You aren’t going to kill me?” Dod asked with obvious surprise.

      “I’m not going to waste a good worker. You may be terrible at management, but I know you can swing a hammer. Get out of here.”

      “You may regret such mercy,” drawled Volt after Dod left. “That one is trouble.”

      “Storm Dragons are trouble too,” shrugged John. “If I killed every one of my subjects that wanted me dead in order to scratch an itch or repay a grudge, I would have no subjects left.””

      “Good point,” said the Storm Dragon. “I’ve never met a more ornery bunch than Ice Giants. You guys even make the ogres of Autumndelle look reasonable.”
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      John had expected to be allowed to finish the construction in peace. After he took over from his former boss, he was able to make changes that did increase the efficiency and pace of the construction. He was now back on schedule to finish by Halloween.

      He had everything he needed to finish the job he was assigned, so he wasn’t happy to hear that several royal members of the Court of Swords had arrived to help him. In his experience, with help like that, who needed enemies?

      General Torqanel was coming to oversee the site to facilitate the invasion. John could understand that. But he was also bringing his sister Reylanna and his brother Jorik. Even those two he could tolerate. But like a dark shadow that followed them everywhere, someone else arrived with them.

      The Dark Sorceress.

      John knew she was a powerful psychic, which made it dangerous for him to be around her. John could barely hide his fury at what she had done to Lyra from the most oblivious human, never mind from a powerful telepath.

      He knew he had failed to conceal his hatred for her when she had him summoned as if he were a serving boy. Volt showed up and his expression was angry and regretful. Volt’s job was to “escort” John to the Dark Sorceress.

      “What the hell have you done now, John?” Volt asked “I thought I was truly your bodyguard now, not just your jailor. But the Elves are very angry.”

      John walked a few paces in front of the Storm Dragon and then suddenly stopped, turned around and lifted the other man by his collar and shoved him up against the wall.

      “Listen to me, Storm Dragon,” he said. “I am King Jotundrak now. The king of both your people and mine. Me, not these Elves. The time that you take orders from them is over. If you are not loyal to me then I have no use for you and I will rip your throat out right here and now in this hallway. Do you understand me?”

      “You really think you could take me on?” growled Volt Edgewing.

      “Do you think I couldn’t? I fought against twelve other Jotun warriors and won!”

      Volt swallowed hard. The silvery light of his dragon-self glinted in his eye, a dangerous sign in any shifter, but respect also shone from his face. “Aye, that you did,” he acknowledged. “Furthermore, our people want you as the king of Jotunheim. We don’t trust the Elves any more than you do. But as long as they have demons helping them, how can we stand up to them, Your Majesty?”

      John released the other man. “Who are you loyal to?”

      Volt inclined his head. “You are my king. I will defend you even if I get turned into some horrible, cursed object by that demon sorceress.”

      “Good,” said John. “Now that we have that out of the way, let’s go see what the pansy Elves have to complain about now.”
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      As soon as John entered the room, Prince Torqanel all but exploded at him. Being an Azir, he didn’t raise his voice, only spoke with icy rage. “I understand that you had a slave girl, the siren. You released her as soon as we reached Earth!”

      John stiffened. His body prepared for battle, although he kept his fists by his thighs. Behind him, he sensed Volt also tensed.

      Behind Torqanel stood the ‘Black Widow Princess,’ Reylanna, the raven-haired oldest daughter of the Court of Swords. As if to flaunt her reputation, she wore a black suit with a blood red blouse peeking out to frame her cleavage. Much deeper in the room, lurking in the shadows, the Dark Sorceress was also present. She wore a full-length, curve-hugging burgundy dress, as if at formal dinner. As always, she wore a decorative mask, although this was no Halloween Party.

      John addressed Torqanel. “What I do with my own slaves is my own business.”

      “She was present at many of our most secret meetings!” Even when he was enraged, the Elf general spat his words in a controlled hiss rather than shouting. “If you were tired of her, you should have killed her!”

      John crossed his arms and said nothing. His mulish expression spoke for itself.

      A soft voice spoke from the back of the room. It was the deceptively dulcet tones of the Dark Sorceress. “You may be a monarch now, King Jotundrak, but you are not invulnerable to… accidents.”

      “I’m going to be blunt.” John spoke to Torqanel. But John’s eyes flicked to the Dark Sorceress behind him as well. “You Azir have a bad habit of treating your allies like trash. If you do that too often, you may find that you, too, are not invulnerable to… accidents.”

      Red flame leapt into the eyes of the masked sorceress.

      Prince Torqanel looked uneasily between the King of the Giants and the Dark Sorceress. “It is foolish to be threatening each other on the eve of our victory. What’s done is done.”

      “The slave girl probably ran straight to the Magician,” said Reylanna. “I have searched everywhere for her, and I found no sign of her.”

      “She wouldn’t have gone to the Magician,” said John. “She left for personal reasons. She still wears the slave collar, and she knows as long as she has that on, she dares not betray us. I could still kill her at any time.”

      Torqanel glanced first at John, then raised his eyebrow at his sister, but didn’t comment.

      “Then why don’t you do so?” demanded Reylanna.

      “When that becomes any of your business, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “I see,” sneered Reylanna. “Honestly, you males are the easiest tools to manipulate. You claim that we women are emotional, but I assure you, I will never fall for the wiles of a member of the opposite sex. I have never yet met the man who could resist a weepy female.”

      John almost retorted that he wouldn’t take relationship advice from the Black Widow, murderer of three husbands, but he had the sense to clamp his jaws shut.

      John was prepared to fight all of them if he had to, but Torqanel decided to accept his word that the slave girl would not report them to the enemy. They moved on to the other business of the meeting, planning the invasion.

      John reported on the progress of the construction project.

      “We are trying to build a Tower that is made almost entirely of magic,” John reminded them, though he doubted they appreciated the delicacy of the engineering involved.. “Dark magic. The earthly sphere, the physical substrate of the Earth itself, rebels against this magic and seeks to eject it. Every brick we lay and every beam we raise must fight not only against the forces of gravity and erosion, but against the fabric of anti-magic itself imbued in this plane of existence. Nonetheless, I have made some changes to our work schedule that ensure we will have the tower finished by All Hallows Eve.”

      “Excellent,” said Torqanel. “Our half-brother Prince Taredd will be leading the Goblins, Ghasts, Hobgoblins, and Orcs in the first wave. My sister Ziratris and I will be leading special task forces of Elves from the other gate. Reylanna and…” His silver eyes flickered to the Dark Sorceress, “Others, will also be involved with coordinating another mission. Closer to the time of invasion, you will learn about that if it is necessary.”
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      John returned to his empty mansion at the end of a long day at work. His new schedule was grueling, but the truth was he had nothing to come home to but an empty house and the memory of asking Lyra to pick a color for the walls. What a fool he must’ve sounded like to her. He could still remember her incredulous look in response to his request.

      He walked in and immediately tensed for battle.

      There was someone in the house.

      Drawing a sword and a gun from the ether, to counter either a magical or a mundane threat, he crept closer to the sound and burst into the living room prepared to kill the intruder.

      A little squeak greeted him, and a paintbrush went flying into his chest. He looked down in surprise at the blotch of lavender paint on his work clothes.

      Lyra hurried to pick up the paint brush off the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “You startled me. I expected you home hours ago and then when you didn’t arrive, I decided to just go ahead and start painting. I hope you like the color. I didn’t want to get anything too dark, and I figured you might be tired of blue and white, but I still thought you might prefer a winter color. So I chose pale lavender. We can match it with creams and add Sea Mist Green for the accent color on picture frames, throw pillows, things like that.”

      He stared at her, completely befuddled by her presence in the living room.

      “Throw pillows?”

      “They are small pillows you put on a couch for comfort and for decoration.”

      “Yes, I know what throw pillows are.” He had to admit he had never thought about how to match them to the walls, however. “But I didn’t expect to ever see you again.”

      She looked suddenly vulnerable and uncertain. “I thought you wanted me… If you prefer never to see me again, I can leave… I could repaint the walls white if you…”

      “No!” John stepped forward and grabbed her hands, which still held a paintbrush. “Lyra, I can’t tell you how happy I am that you came back to me. I thought you hated me.”

      She lowered her lashes to her cheeks. “I don’t hate you, John. This doesn’t mean we are… I’m not ready to share a bedroom with you, do you understand? But if you’re willing to take it slow, I can live here in this house with you and try to make it work. Let us see if we have something. Are you willing to try that?”

      “I’ll give you as much time and space as you need,” he said. “If you want me to buy you your own house so you don’t have to share mine until you’re ready, I will even do that. I have money now, I’m in charge of the entire construction company.”

      A small smile played at her lips. “And a king,” she pointed out dryly.

      “Yes…” He hoped she hadn’t come back to him because he was now a rich and powerful man. But he pushed that thought away as unworthy. He might not know her as well as he wanted to yet, but he knew her better than that. She had made it clear that she had no interest in the fact he was king as long as he treated her like a toy. The fact that he let her go proved to her that he was not a bad guy, even if he did rule over a bunch of Ice Giants.

      She could only have returned for one reason. She loved him as he loved her.
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      Lyra had only come back for one reason only. To spy on the King of the Ice Giants and his allies and to stop the invasion of Earth from Autumndelle on Halloween.

      She’d feared that the Magician wanted her to lure John to Arcana Castle. It turned out that Alephander Guiscard asked Lyra to use her song to entice one of the Winter Elves to the Castle, not John. Lyra didn’t know what Alephander and the Winter Elf had discussed, as she waited in the atrium while the two men spoke alone. Afterward, the Magician assured her that the Elf had departed and wouldn’t remember anything that had transpired, including her role in the temporary kidnapping.

      However, Alephander had still asked Lyra to return to live with John until Halloween, as an ongoing spy. He’s given her a disguise, a new magic necklace, identical outwardly to the slave collar, and also imbued with shapeshifting magic so she could become a Golden Harp–but entirely under her conscious control.

      She’d agreed, knowing she would be nervous and frightened the whole time.

      What she hadn’t counted on was the way her heart would pinch inside when she saw how happy John was to see her. It was obvious that he believed she loved him. Instead, she was only here to betray him.

      In the fairytales that her parents told her growing up, creatures like demons and Jotun and Goblins were always unreservedly evil. Her experience in the war during the invasion of Springvale had only reinforced that to her teenage self. But now she realized life wasn’t that simple. What they were doing was still terrible and had to be stopped, but the people involved were not necessarily evil individuals. Some, like the Dark Sorceress, were pure sociopaths. Yet others, including John, his dragon cousin, Volt, and maybe Torqanel, the Prince of the Elves, did not seem to be evil individuals.

      That just made it worse that they were serving such an evil cause. It didn’t mean what she was doing was wrong, but it made her job harder. Whatever the outcome, she would suffer for it. If she was caught, her fate would be excruciating. But even if she succeeded, and her enemies were captured by the Guardians, she would be in pain, knowing that they hated her for the failure of their plans and possibly the death and imprisonment of themselves and their friends.

      What if John died because of the information she found out?

      But if the alternative were to let the earth be conquered by the forces of Winter and Darkness, then she had no choice.

      She tried to drive these crazy thoughts out of her head by focusing on painting the wall. It was nice to have a simple, tangible task to do. It was convenient that John had asked her to decorate the house, so she had someplace to focus her attention. He had gone upstairs to change after she had accidentally thrown the paint brush at his shirt.

      However, she was still halfway through the third wall when he came downstairs wearing an old t-shirt and jeans. The t-shirt stretched across his broad chest, outlining his sexy muscles. He grinned at her, then he went and picked up another paint roller from the kit she had bought from the supply store. He rolled on some paint and started painting the final wall.
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        October 24, Seven Days to Halloween

        New Moon -1

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

        Mundania

      

      

      Now that she had a reason to let herself enjoy it, Lyra had a surprising amount of fun playing house with John. They did all the things a couple just moving in together would do. They went to a wholesale hardware supply store and picked out not only more paint but all the other things they would need for their fixer-upper. Then they went to the furniture boutique in town, the one with the beautiful handmade furniture that Lyra had always loved but could never afford, and they picked out a few pieces to anchor each room.

      “If I had the time, I could make the furniture myself,” he promised her. “Maybe after the Project is complete.”

      A moment of tension passed as they both remembered what the Project was and what completion would be. Lyra mulled over the nature of the project he kept talking about. She didn’t understand why the armies of Winterdom didn’t just pour through the portal they already had underneath the mountain, the military base which they had infiltrated and taken over. That was how she had traveled to and from Winterdom in the first place, so she knew that they had a magic mirror that allowed travel in both directions. What else were they working on? And that reminded her that was what she was here to find out.

      He went back to work on the Monday before Halloween, but he left her in the house with all sorts of do-it-yourself projects to keep her busy.

      “I have to let them know that you are back,” he told her, “but I don’t have to expose you to them. I’ll keep you away from them as much as possible. The entire royal family of the winter elves are here right now and all of them are very, very dangerous. But worst of all, their advisor, the Dark Sorceress, it’s here as well. I know you don’t want to meet her again.”

      Lyra certainly did not want to meet the Dark Sorceress again. But only a week remained until the Quarter Moon Convergence on Halloween. And today was the New Moon. The Guardian of the Moon, Dahlia, had given Lyra an invisibility cloak. It was a regular black hoodie, but it would render her completely invisible on the night and day of the New Moon. The two days after that, she would be almost invisible, but the closer that it came to the Full Moon, the less well the concealment spell would work. By the day of the Full Moon itself, the hoodie would disintegrate back into dew and mist.
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      So that morning after she watched him get ready and pack his pick-up truck, she hurried to put on the hoodie she had hidden in her suitcase. She looked in the mirror. Even she couldn’t see herself anymore. She had enough Elemental Water magic to be able to sense the spell before she zipped up the hoodie. The cloak sparkled in the sunlight to protect her from being seen during the day and missed in starlight to protect her from being seen during the night. Once she zipped the hoodie up, she felt insubstantial, as if she were made of mist. It was a strange sensation.

      She hurried out to the driveway and climbed into the back of John’s pick-up truck before he pulled out. This way wherever he went, she would go.

      The truck traveled along the mountain roads heading upward. By the time he pulled into a gravel driveway and stopped, Lyra recognized where they were. It was the same construction site that John had been working on the first time she met him. It was the same place she had come for her ill-fated audition.

      John came to the pick-up truck to grab a metal work case from the back. He looked directly at the place where she was crouched and did not see her. She released the smothered breaths she had been hoarding. The invisible hoodie worked.

      She knew that he could not hear her or smell her or touch her, or in the unlikely event he had the chance, taste her, but she still waited until he was a little bit further away before she climbed out of the truck. It was good to start practicing stuff now, because if she didn’t find what she needed today, the hoodie would become gradually less effective every day of the week until it was too late.

      She followed him across the construction site. She didn’t know very much about construction, but she could tell that the building was almost finished. It was a gargantuan tower that rose from the peak of the mountain. They were so high up that it was very cold here, as cold as winter already even though it was only late October.

      Before her trip to Winterdom she wouldn’t have noticed anything strange about three of the men working on the site. But now she studied them carefully and realized something that shocked her to the core. Every single one of them was an Ice Giant in human form. Now that she knew what to look for, there was no mistaking the huge broad shoulders, the hulking height, the square jaw and harsh chin, the hair that was so pale it was almost white, and the ice-cold blue eyes. That was what an Ice Giant looked like in human form. The entire construction site, the entire Tower being built here, was being built by John’s people, the Jotun.

      Every. Single. One.

      She couldn’t tell why they were so intent on building this tower. Most of it seemed to be simply a framework of steel and stone, like a knock-off Eiffel tower. But deep at the core of it was a pillar that rose up like a spiraling serpent. That part was built of granite and other solid materials, and it was where John disappeared into a door that would’ve been large enough to accommodate him even in his giant form.

      Lyra had to hurry to accompany him to follow him into the building before the door slammed shut.

      She almost made it but just as he was about to dash through the door, a huge black raven dived from above her and flew in her face, trying to peck out her eyes. To her shock, the raven was able to tear the hood of her jacket off her face. John turned around in surprise. Then all the other Ice Giant construction workers also turned to stare. It was obvious that whatever the raven had done had destroyed her concealment spell.
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      John heard the raven and turned around to see what the bird was making such a fuss about this time. Everyone knew that the Raven was a spy for the Court of Swords. No one liked her or trusted her, but they feared her power.

      To his surprise the ravel appeared to attack empty air right behind him as he tried to enter the tower. The raven clawed the air as if something were there and then suddenly something had appeared, as if floating in midair.

      It was Lyra’s face, and she looked alarmed. As she noticed John and the other men staring at her, her expression of dismay deepened into outright terror.

      The raven fluttered to the ground and transformed into the Elven Sorceress, Princess Reylanna. Lyra flinched from her, because at first glance Reylanna looked very similar to the Dark Sorceress who had tortured Lyra and other slaves. Both women had the willowy figure of a typical Elven beauty, and both women had long jet black hair. However, the Dark Sorceress had hair that was almost like black wire, harsh and metallic and shiny. Reylanna had hair like raven feathers, and her long black dress was also like a raven's cloak. She wore a tight black leather bodice with red laces, tight black leather pants and matching boots.

      “This is the slave you set free, isn’t it?” She asked John, her disdain obvious. “It looks like she was trying to sneak after you. I don’t expect she wants to tell us why, but once I tear open her mind, I will find the answer.”

      “Please,” said Lyra. “That’s not necessary, I can tell you why I came.” She pulled out a paper sack from her backpack. “I just came to bring John his lunch.”

      John looked from Reylanna to Lyra and back. He spread his arms. “There you go,” he said. “Now you know why she’s here.”

      “Why would she have to make herself invisible to bring you your lunch?” scoffed the sorceress.

      “John asked me not to disturb the construction site, my lady,” Lyra said. “He specifically told me not to be seen here as it would distract people. I have to obey him literally, so I tried my best.” She bowed her head like a lowly slave girl. “I hope you’re pleased, master. I’m sorry if I did it wrong.”

      John knew very well that she did not have to obey his commands literally. Or... did she?

      He could have used the slave chain she wore to enforce something like that. He didn’t remember giving that explicit command, but maybe he had. He would have to be careful about his words. He watched as reluctant belief crept even into Reylanna’s eyes.

      “She returned to me of her own free will and now belongs to me completely,” he said a little smugly. “Come with me, Lyra.”

      “First, you will give me that cloak you used to try to hide,” commanded the Raven Princess. “I will examine it and see what magic went into it and that will tell me much about whether you were telling the truth.”

      Lyra shrugged out of the material, which turned out to be ordinary black hoodie when she took it off. However, as soon as she handed it to Raven princess, the piece of clothing disintegrated into a spray of mist and then evaporated. Reylanna looked astonished and then her eyes narrowed. “That is powerful magic,” she remarked. “Where would a slave get such an item?”

      “It was mine, obviously,” said John. “Please don’t forget that we are your allies, not your servants, and stay out of our business.”

      He motioned again to Lyra to follow him. To his relief, she didn’t argue or hesitate. She trotted after him all the way up to the elevator which brought him to his new office.

      The office was almost as empty as the house they were trying to furnish. The only piece of furniture so far was a large mahogany desk and swivel chair. There was not even a second chair for them both to sit down at the same time. He had covered the desk with plans and blueprints and papers. Otherwise, there was nothing else in the room, not even a human computer.

      “Why did you come?” he asked her. “Why did you wear the invisibility cloak, and where did you actually get it?”

      She lowered her lashes to her cheeks, looking shy and delectable. “I’m sorry if I made things difficult for you,” she said. “I wore the cloak so that I could avoid that. Obviously, I’m not very good at hiding. My friend Amy is a Vanir with Elemental Water magic. She made it and gave it to me when I told her I wanted to return to you. She was afraid for me and thought that the other Ice Giants might not let me see you. I told her needed something to get past them to find you. But I didn’t need the hoodie before because I was able to find you at the house. Then I thought I would surprise you with your lunch, which you left on the kitchen counter. I knew you didn’t want the others to notice me, so I was just trying to be discreet.”

      “You behaved like a spy,” he said. “It was very dangerous. If you were standing in the office of the Raven Princess right now instead of in mine, she would be using her telepathy to carve your mind like a jack-o’-lantern.”

      “I’m sorry, John. I just wanted to see where you worked and what you were doing that was keeping you away from me for eighteen hours every day.”

      He softened. “This Project won’t last forever. As you can see, the Tower is almost done. It was behind schedule before I took over.”

      She went to the window and looked out over the Rocky Mountains. From this site even the hefty construction workers below looked like toys. “It’s so tall,” she said. “But what’s the point of building a skyscraper in the middle of the mountains? There’s not even a paved road to get here. How can you rent out office space?”

      He laughed until his whole body shook. “We aren’t going to rent out office space. It’s not that kind of tower.”

      “What kind of tower is it?”

      “What you can’t tell is that this Tower is actually just the base of a much larger structure that transcends the earthly sphere and rises through every single one of the Seven Mortal Spheres. This Tower makes Portals and Gates obsolete. It creates a permanent staircase to ascend through all the Spheres. And using this Tower, we can aim even higher, at the Three Immortal Spheres.”

      “To do what?”

      “In a week, you will know.”
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      Lyra could not believe that John accepted her explanation for showing up in an invisibility hoodie at his work site. She could tell he had doubts, but he was working very hard to believe her. She felt guilty, even though she knew she had no reason to feel bad tricking someone who was working so hard for such an evil purpose. He believed what he wanted to believe about her and that was to her advantage. The last thing she needed to do was feel bad about betraying the evil Ice Giant.

      She convinced him to show her around the floor in the tower where he had his corner office. His was not the only executive suite. He showed her the door of Reylanna’s office. It was black and the silver knocker had a raven design. Then he showed her another door, with a crown and a sword. “That is the office of the prince and air to the throne of Winterdom. Prince Torqanel.”

      Lyra steeled herself not to react to the name. She wasn’t sure if John would expect her to recognize it or not, so she remained as neutral as possible.

      “Next to his office, you can see the office that used to belong to his younger brother, Prince Vamenor.” John shook his head. “If you still had any notions that you could defy the Dark Triad and get away with it, let his fate remind you that they will always discover and punish traitors. Even an Azir Prince.”

      A shiver of fear traversed her spine. She dared not show it, lest she look guilty. “Was he one they call the mad scientist?”

      “Yes. He was brilliant but much more erratic than the others. With as much responsibility as he has, you would think he would have been the last one to betray his people, but…” John glanced around to make sure no one could overhear them, then he added in a lower voice, “Apparently, he tried to become the Guardian of the Tower. He was going to turn over the plans to the Tower in exchange for defecting to the other side. The Guardians would have taken him with open arms. Maybe he was even Called. But he was caught by his own sister, Reylanna. Somehow, she, or maybe it was the Dark Sorceress, severed his Calling. He lost not only his chance to become a Guardian, but all his magic. And then he was cursed by the Dark Sorceress and turned into an Object. That’s the rumor. Remember, if you defy the Dark Triad, they can retaliate against you in terrible ways. You already know you must be wary of the Dark Sorceress. Be wary of Torqanel; no matter how chivalrous he seems, he’s one of them. Be wary of the Black Widow, Reylanna, she’s their premier tool. Be wary of everyone.”

      “Except for you.”

      “I’m dangerous as well.”

      “But you set me free,” she whispered. “You showed me that you can be trusted.”

      He looked at her with such hope and light in his eyes that she felt guilty all over again. What was worse, what she said was true. He had set her free and now she was repaying him with betrayal. If he found out, he would rage and retaliate. He was a naturally gentle and kind man, but he also had a temper and she had seen his deadly strength during the fight in which he slew twelve kinsmen to gain the crown. She must never forget his true face and form. She must never forget he was The Enemy.

      They were returning to John’s office when the black raven door opened and the Raven Princess Reylanna, the one John called the Black Widow, glided out. Every movement she made looked limber and lethal, like she was a black panther about to strike.

      “John,” she said, “Tonight I am hosting a small dinner party just for my family and our closest friends. It’s at my house here in Arcana Glen. I would love to have your slave girl provide music.” Reylanna smiled wickedly. “I have heard she has such a beautiful voice.”

      “I was going to ask you about that.” John cleared his throat. Lyra had the impression he was going to ask no such thing. “But,” he added, “I was going to ask to bring her as my plus one.”

      The Raven Princess was not surprised, but she pretended to be. “But John,” Reylanna said. “Surely you know that implies a relationship of equality. Do you intend to marry this woman?”

      He flushed red. Lyra also found herself blushing.

      “I would be happy to sing at the dinner party,” Lyra said quickly.

      “There is no reason you cannot also join us as an honored guest,” said Reylanna, reversing herself. “Before the meal, we would love to hear you sing. And play the harp. You do still play the harp, don’t you?”

      Reminded of what had been done to her, Lyra shuddered. What would she do if she revealed that the curse on her had already been broken by Bethany? The silver chain she wore around her neck now was a fake. She could no longer be controlled by John or any of them. However, to deceive them, she wore the chain to provide the illusion that they kept her under their control. If she had to take the form of the Golden Harp once again to fool them, she could.

      “Lyra may prefer to play a harp the traditional way,” said John. “I won’t make her take the form given to her by the Dark Sorceress unless that is her choice.”

      “What if we request it?” asked Reylanna. A sharp note of warning underlay her question.

      “What if I request that you not make any requests of my singer?” countered John.

      “Touché,” Reylanna murmured. “After all, you are allies not servants. As long as both of you are guests at my house, no one will be impolite to either of you. I give you my word.”

      The Raven Princess glided away. Even when she did not fly, she seemed to fly. Lyra envied the Winter Elf her ease with flight and the way she shifted seamlessly between a winged creature and her human self.

      “Well, that was surprising,” John admitted to Lyra.
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      Tuesday, October 25

      New Moon, Six Days to Halloween

      

      “I have nothing to wear,” said Lyra. “When I packed, it didn’t occur to me that I would be invited to a dinner party with royalty.”

      John looked at her helplessly. “I don’t know anything about women’s fashions,” he said. He studied her critically and found only one problem with her attire: too many clothes. He’d prefer to see her gloriously naked.  He couldn’t see any other flaws. “You look fine to me.”

      “A t-shirt and jeans is not appropriate clothing to wear to a formal dinner party.”

      “She said it’s just family and friends,” John said.

      “They are royalty, John. And have you seen how Reylanna dresses? Even when she wears a t-shirt and jeans, she looks like she’s going to receive an Oscar. I know it’s a silly thing to worry about, but…”

      “An Elf caused this problem, let’s turn to an Elf for help. There’s one other princess you haven’t met yet. I don’t think you’ll find her quite as intimidating as the others.”

      He took her to the elevator and down several floors. Whoever they were going to see did not have the same rank and prestige in the real family as her siblings. John explained this was because they were going to see a princess who was not a true born heir.

      “Her mother was a slave, a Vanir. Because of that she has true ice magic. Most Azir manipulate Wind, which they use to freeze water and create things out of ice. But Princess Ishael manipulates Wind and Water together. That’s why they call her the Snow Princess. However, she also makes dresses, and she always dresses really pretty. Maybe she has something she can lend you.”

      Lyra looked at him incredulously. “Do you think it’s a good idea to ask a princess to be my dress maker?”

      “The party is tonight,” he said, “And I can’t take you shopping in town. Maybe you could be seen there, but I don’t dare. Just as Reylanna was able to break your invisibility spell, there are Guardians in Arcana Glen who could take one look at me and realize I have been crowned King of the Ice Giants. They would know that does not bode well for them that I am here.”

      Lyra could not argue with that.

      “Don’t ask about her twin brother,” added John.

      “Why on Earth would I ask about her twin brother?”

      “You wouldn’t, I guess,” he said. “I just wanted to warn you that it’s a sensitive topic. He was killed during the war, by the Vanir.”

      “So this princess will see I’m from Springvale and hate me immediately,” said Lyra. “Yet you want to ask her for help.”

      He shrugged. “Or you could just wear jeans.”
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      John knocked on the door and a beautiful Elf answered. Although her features were as lovely as those of her dark-haired sister, that was where the resemblance ended. Her hair was pure white, and her eyes were lavender with specks of silver.

      Lyra had not met her before. John introduced them and Lyra held out her hand, but the Snow Princess did not take it.

      “I cannot touch anyone,” Ishael apologized in a soft voice.

      John explained their request.

      “My... companion... needs something appropriate to wear to your sister’s dinner party,” said John bluntly. “If you have an old, cast-off dress or something she could borrow, we’d really appreciate it.”

      It was impossible to read the expression of the Snow Princess. It was like talking to a statue carved from ice.

      “I would never give you an old dress,” she said. She sounded very cold and reserved.

      Lyra felt a sinking sensation. “No, no of course not, we should not have bothered you, your Highness…”

      “I will make you a new dress just for you,” said the Snow Princess. “Please come into my office.”

      The faintest pink blush tinted her cheeks and the smallest chime of enthusiasm sounded in her voice like a bell. “I love to make beautiful dresses,” she admitted. “It’s just a hobby, of course. Not important work like the others do. And it’s just a glamour, please understand that. The dresses I make are woven from Wind and Water, so they last a little longer and feel more solid than most glamours, but they will still not endure beyond the season of winter.”

      “Of course, if winter goes on for 10,000 years, then your dresses will last much longer too,” said John.

      The eyes of the Snow Princess widened, and she darted a look at Lyra, as if wondering if Lyra was supposed to be in on the secret.

      John said, “It’s fine. She knows what’s going to happen, but she is with me now.”

      The Snow Princess became even more reserved and inscrutable. “How nice for you.”

      Ishael examined Lyra and walked around her in a circle studying her body. Then she went to a desk where something had been covered up. From the shape, Lyra had assumed it was a computer, but when Ishael pulled away the top cover, she revealed a sewing machine. Apparently, her hobby was so important she did it even here in the office in the Tower. However, she was shy enough about her hobby to hide the sewing machine when anyone came in.

      The Snow Princess sat down at the sewing machine and began to sew even though there was no thread and no material. Sparkles of pure light and Elemental Water flowed toward the sewing machine and turned into gossamer silk. Lace came out of the sewing machine like magic. Well, it was magic, but like none Lyra had ever seen. She was in awe of the Snow Princess’s skill.

      By the time the Snow Princess finished, she had created a beautiful gown like a thousand monarch butterflies rushing through falling leaves. The colors were those of autumn, not winter: Gold and orange and auburn and sienna.

      “This will look beautiful with your brown hair,” said the Snow Princess. “I could have used winter colors. You would also look lovely in dark blue and silver. But since it is still autumn here in the earthly sphere, I thought we should capture these last colors of fall before the snow covers everything.”

      Lyra sensed there was a hidden level to her words. The Snow Princess sounded strangely melancholy. The dress was gorgeous, and Lyra clutched it to her. It felt soft yet solid. She could hardly believe it was a glamour.

      “Thank you so much,” she said. “Will we see you at the dinner party?”

      “Of course.” The princess touched a moonstone necklace that she wore. It was not a choker like the chain that Lyra had on, and yet when the princess drew Lyra’s attention to it, Lyra realized, with a shock, that it served the same purpose. It was a control collar.

      “We all must obey when our duty calls,” murmured the Snow Princess. She smiled sadly.
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      Lyra changed into the dress right there in the Tower because there was no time to go home before the party started. They drove in John’s pick-up truck just like usual, but when they reached the spot that they had been given as the correct coordinates, John scratched his head.

      “I have to admit,” he said. “I expected Princess Reylanna’s house to be a little fancier.”

      The only building in the clearing in the woods was an old shack that had become rotted and overgrown with weeds. The roof had collapsed, and the stairway had missing steps. It didn’t look safe for human habitation, never mind a fit abode for a princess throwing a dinner party.

      “It’s probably an illusion,” suggested Lyra.

      John smacked his forehead. “Of course it is. I have to remember we are dealing with Elves. Everything they do is a form of deceit. Even their clothes.” He glanced at her and his eyes glimmered with desire. “Sometimes, their illusions are fantastic, don’t get me wrong. But sometimes I wish they would just say what they mean and do what they say.”

      He climbed out of the truck, and sure enough, when they crossed an invisible boundary line, the old shack disappeared, and they saw a beautiful mansion in front of them. It was three stories tall and at least twenty-six rooms and every room glowed with light.

      “The question is, which is real?” John said, “Is the mansion a glamour created out of the reality of the shack? Or is shack the illusion that hides the mansion, so no one will know the Raven Princess owns a house in Arcana Glen?”

      Neither of them could answer that question.

      Inside the house, everything was beautifully decorated in the latest human fashion. It was obvious that the raven princess was quite familiar with earth culture. John said she was the CEO of a business as part of her fake human identity. It had something to do with high tech security and corporate espionage.

      “What did you expect?” he chuckled. “She’s a spy no matter what plane of existence she’s on.”
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        Tuesday, October 25

        New Moon, Six Days to Halloween

      

      

      The dinner party was even more intimidating than meeting the Elves at the skyscraper in the mountains. They were all beautifully dressed. Lyra had no idea if their clothes were glamours like her dress or something else. She met the Raven Princess and the Snow Princess again. Together they were like a Yin and a Yang, living opposites in many ways, and yet there was an underlying similarity to their reserved, secretive personalities.

      Lyra meant the other two princesses of the family. The other true born princess was also a general like her oldest brother. General Ziratris was impossible to miss; she wore her uniform to dinner instead of a civilian dress. The uniform was somewhat like a human uniform crisscrossed with the most barbaric and savage armor from the dark ages. It was all black, form-fitting in a way that emphasized her femininity rather than hiding it, with molded armor and chains and spikes. Dark magic radiated from the armor, hinting that even to brush against it would curse an opponent. Lyra gave the Warrior Princess a wide berth. Ziratris was much more outgoing than her Raven and Snow sister, but if anything, even less friendly.

      Prince Torqanel was also in uniform to show that he was a general in the army of winter. He wore the emblem of a silver sword against a purple moon, the symbol of the Court of Swords.

      There was another princess and prince who looked very similar to the Ice Giants on the construction site. Jorik and Jorildyn towered above the Elves, even though the Elves were quite tall. The Ice Giant half-siblings were simply huge. Not as large as John, however.

      The ninth son of the Court of Swords, Prince Taredd, arrived at the party last. He was even more different looking than the others. He had green skin like the Wicked Witch of the West in the Wizard of Oz, although his features were classically handsome in other respects. None of his siblings greeted him with hugs or kisses. They all seemed to be extremely reserved and did not hug. However, they looked genuinely pleased to see their brother.

      Being Azir, none of them minded the chilly air, so the veranda was open to the living room and everyone enjoyed hors d’oeuvres and drinks. Lyra found that a standing harp had been provided for her, so she did not have to assume the enchanted form imposed on her by the Dark Sorceress when she was a prisoner. Lyra sat in a chair and played the harp in the usual way. She played her own arrangement, wordless renditions of classical songs.

      Reylanna watched Lyra closely.

      “Can you sing as well?” Reylanna asked.

      Lyra nodded and let her music flow into a soft solo version of By the Rivers of Babylon.

      
        
        
        When the wicked

        Carried us away in captivity

        Requiring of us a song

        How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?

      

        

      

      Reylanna watched Lyra and John watched Reylanna. Lyra knew that she could not provoke the Elves, but sometimes the situation simply called for a certain song. However, Reylanna seemed amused more than aggrieved, and finally, the Raven Princess turned her attention to others at the party.

      After Lyra finished her song, she played a few more wordless tunes before she sang again, this time Nessun Dorma, or, in English, Nobody Sleeps. The words were in Italian, but they meant:

      
        
        
        Nobody shall sleep!

        Nobody shall sleep!

        Even you, o Princess

        In your cold room

        Watch the stars

        That tremble with love and with hope

        But my secret is hidden within me

        My name no one shall know...

        No!...No!...

      

        

      

      She was glad to have an excuse not to have to mingle with the guests or talk to them. The family, although not demonstrative with their affection, appeared very close. There was an unexpected warmth in the room. They loved each other. And yet they were here to plan an attack on unparalleled proportions against billions of people. How could they bring themselves to do it? How could they not see it was wrong?

      They were in their Elven form, open about it because they were amongst themselves, but even with their peculiar arcane features, such as pointed ears or green skin, what struck her most of all was that they were just ordinary people. Okay, maybe ‘ordinary’ was not the right word. They were not caricatures of pure evil.

      Why do we have to be at war with them? she wondered. Are they so terrible? Are we so terrible to them? Why can’t we live in peace? She played music on the harp that made her think of the tragedy of war and the wish for peace. It seemed to be an impossible dream.

      Wistfully, she sang:

      
        
        
        Let there be peace on earth

        And let it begin with me.

        Let there be peace on earth

        The peace that was meant to be…

      

        

      

      In addition to the royal heirs of the Court of Swords, a few other guests arrived. One was infamous to the Guardians and they had mentioned that she might see him. It was the black-winged Fallen Angel, the disgraced Seraph Raziel. Another guest was the Storm Dragon, Volt, whom Lyra had already met. Volt was there to support John.

      Another terrible guest was King Glug’ulgros of the Gluttony Demons. He arrived in a foul burst of sulfuric smoke, a huge corpulent worm with insectoid eyes, the schnoz of a swine and the girth of a walrus. He switched to his nominally human form, but even then, the globs of his pasty flesh stretched his robes, as if trapped animals were trying to claw their way out of his skin. A fluctuant odor oozed from him.

      As soon as he arrived, he glared at Lyra and snap, “What is this filth? Make this simpering bitch shut up!”

      Without anyone else having to command her, Lyra stopped playing and singing.

      A few of them are really are awful, she decided.

      “As soon as my father arrives,” said the Raven Princess. “We can eat. Thank you for your performance, Lyra,” she added pointedly. She turned her back to the Demon King. He watched Reylanna in a way that made Lyra’s skin crawl. Did the Demon King lust after the daughter of the King of Swords? If so, it was a lust that was not reciprocated.

      When King Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords himself showed up, he brought as his ‘plus one’ the Dark Sorceress. She was like a cruel combination of the Raven Princess and the Warrior Princess, but she lacked the enthusiasm of the warrior or the hidden kindness of the Raven. The Dark Sorceress noticed Lyra in her Golden Harp form, and a cruel smile spread the ruby lips that showed beneath the black mask.

      A bell rang and an Elf butler announced that dinner was served.

      Everyone marched into an enormous dining room. Lyra burned with nervous energy. She sat next to John, pretending to focus on the exquisite meal, while actually listening closely to the conversation, mentally taking notes on any clues dropped about the events on Halloween.

      Her real job was just beginning.
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        Friday, October 28

        Three Days to Halloween

      

      

      The next several days passed in a rush for John because he was so focused on finishing his work. His last day was supposed to be Sunday, the day before Halloween, but he wrapped everything up by Friday. He showed the Tower, complete, to Prince Torqanel, who was impressed.

      “You salvaged this project when we thought it would not be ready before December,” Torqanel said. “We even had to plan a second possible date to launch the invasion, on the Winter Solstice rather than Quarter Moon Cross Conjunction. That would have been more expected by the Guardians and therefore less preferable from our point of view. I doubt very much they have any idea we are ready to attack on Halloween.”

      “Thank you,” said John. “It wasn’t easy to build a tower like this on Earth. Unlike all the other towers, this Sphere resists magic more strongly than the rest, rejecting every block of our building as if it were some parasite that doesn’t belong. The Earth itself treated this building like a disease to be attacked by its immune system. And yet we have created the foundation tower, a strong base to support all the others towers in all the other Spheres... a keystone.”

      “It’s impressive magic,” said the prince. “I hope that my father is right, and we can conquer the remainder of our enemies in one fell blow. But just in case he is overly optimistic, there is a backup plan. Sooner or later, fast invasion or slow invasion, we will need this tower, however. Your foundation is critical.” Torqanel tilted his head. “You finished early, John, so why don’t you go home and enjoy some time with the beautiful woman waiting for you?”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “If you don’t mind, can I ask you a question? A personal question.”

      John grew wary but he nodded politely. “Of course.”

      “The singer you were with, she is a fairy from Springvale, isn’t she?”

      “A Laangfa…Yes.”

      “Is she your prisoner or your girlfriend?”

      John scowled.

      “Forgive me for prying,” said Torqanel. “Perhaps it would explain my curiosity if I confess that I happen to be in the uncomfortable position of having the Summer Elf Princess Faelara as a prisoner in my castle in Winterdom. I…” He paused. “There is, of course, nothing between us. But at one point, she pretended… naturally, she felt she had to seduce me to save some of the other prisoners with her. I rejected such overtures. Yet, I wondered if, under other circumstances…” Another pause dragged out while Torqanel did his best to repress any hint of his turmoil. Only flashes of pain in his eyes gave away the struggle. Otherwise, his demeanor remained cool, almost indifferent.  “Your companion. Lyra. She does not mind what you are doing?”

      “She understands it is inevitable. Besides, no matter what else happens in the cosmos, I love her, and she loves me.”

      “How can you know if she really loves you?”

      “I let her go. She came back to me.”

      “Interesting. Sadly, impossible now…” Torqanel lapsed back into brooding. “But still, if Lyra knows that we are going to win ultimately, maybe she only wants to be on the winning side.”

      John felt stunned. A sick feeling wheeled in the pit of his stomach. Could that be the reason she had come back to him? Not because she loved him but only because she was afraid of the alternative? He had worried if she might only want him for his title and his fortune now that he was a man of importance, but had decided that was unworthy of her. However, if she thought she would not survive the war, perhaps she wanted to be with him to help people, the way she had asked him to help the other slaves by convincing the Dark Sorceress to undo the curses on them.

      He asked himself if she would use him like that. To help not just herself but other people survive the coming apocalypse. As soon as he asked, he knew the answer. Of course she would. She cared about other people. If she accepted, as he did, that the coming apocalypse was inevitable, then she would do whatever she could to help others survive…

      But in that case Prince Torqanel was right. John could not assume that Lyra loved him for himself rather than what he could do for her. And even though he could not blame her for trying to help people, the thought that she might not truly love him made him sick to his heart.

      “You are a telepath,” John said in a strangled voice. “Would you be able to tell if she really loves me?”

      “You would need an empath for that,” said Torqanel. “And I am not an empath. You could try asking the Fallen Angel, Raziel. I believe you know him?”

      “We worked together on a few assignments,” John said.

      “I had demon advisor named Chetheviel Skolbrayk who was my officer during many years of the war.  I asked Raziel to weigh his heart. I wanted to know if Chet would betray me. And Raziel correctly predicted that Chet would never betray me to another demon, never betray me on the battlefield, and never betray me to my father, but he might betray me for a higher cause. And that is exactly what happened. He never did anything to harm me personally, and yet he defected from our side and joined the Guardians. For years I trusted him with my life. I considered him a friend as well as the warrior I trusted to fight by my side. And yet… He is not here with us now. He works for the enemy.”
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        Friday, October 28

        Three Days to Halloween

      

      

      Behind the house she shared with John, a stray cat came to the bowl of milk Lyra had put out. The cat looked up at her with intelligent eyes. The cat would not change form while she was anywhere that John or another enemy might see her, but Lyra knew the cat was really Moxie, the Guardian of Strength. The little calico kitten could understand every word Lyra said. Softly and quickly, Lyra repeated everything she had learned at the dinner.

      The cat blinked at her. Suddenly a tiny scroll appeared in the air before Lyra. She plucked it out of the air and opened it.

      Get the blueprint of the tower, the message on the scroll said. The scroll burst into flames and she dropped it. Even the ash disappeared before it hit the ground. The little cat rushed away into the woods.

      The Guardians wanted her to get the blueprints of the tower, but how was she going to do that? She would have to find an excuse to go with John into his office again. And yet tonight they were celebrating the completion of the tower. What reason would he have to go back there? And what reason would she give him to take her?

      “You seem distracted,” he remarked during dinner.

      She glanced up at him. He was so handsome, and his open, almost boyish face looked innocent as well as strong. If only the charade they were living were real. If only she could simply love him as he wanted her to, and accept his love in return. But he was working as hard as he could for a terrible purpose, one she could never surrender to.

      “When the King of Swords said that everyone would be cursed at once, what did he mean? Did he mean cursed the way the Dark Sorceress cursed the slaves at the Ice Giant castle?”

      “I’m not really sure… Perhaps,” said John. He stirred his peas with his fork as if he had suddenly lost his appetite. A big man, his appetite was equally big, so that was saying something. “I’ve been to the fortress of Black Ice, the Capital of the Winter Elves. You probably passed through it very quickly as well on your way to the land of giants Jotunheim. You saw the dark flickers at the heart of the blocks of ice there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Those are cursed, undead souls. They are used like batteries by the wizards of Winter. Just as the demons have created the Infernal Machine to drain the life force from souls and use it for their own power, the Azir have a less effective but still terrible ability to trap souls inside objects. They can trap them inside mirrors to create magic mirrors or inside blocks of ice, to build magical cities or inside other things, as you saw the Dark Sorceress do at the banquet.

      “So when the Azir King says he will do that to every enemy at once it means that billions of souls will be trapped into objects and used like batteries?”

      John looked unhappy and shrugged. “If we did not do it to them, they would do it to us.”

      “You can’t believe that,” she said.

      “The Guardians are led by the Magician Alephander Guiscard, a very ambitious man. He massacred the previous Guardians. He claims to have exonerated himself, but he’s a very powerful mage. He could’ve used trickery and deception to convince even the angels of his innocence. He and the King of Winter have the same goal, to storm the Last Home and take the Empty Throne for themselves. There are no good sides, Lyra, only bad sides, so if one side is going to win, it might as well be ours.”

      Lyra looked out at the forest which still displayed the warm golden, red colors of autumn, but in her heart, she already felt the winter wind blow.

      “You did a fantastic job on the tower,” she said. “So fantastic that now you will help the King of Winterdom kill millions and enslave billions.”

      She realized that her sorrow and bitterness could be heard in her voice and she plastered on a fake smile. “But it doesn’t matter as long as I am with you, right? At least I am on the winning side. That’s what matters, isn’t it, John?”

      He stared down at his plate and migrated his peas once again to the other side of his steak. He did not reply. They ate the rest of the meal in silence.
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        October 31, Halloween Night

      

      

      John wanted to go to the Tower to talk to the Fallen Angel. He’d heard that Raziel was going to be there to contribute whatever it was the Fallen Angel was supposed to contribute to the final plan. That had something to do with hooking up the tower to the Infernal Machine in Darkpyre. John wasn’t responsible for building the Apocalypse Engine at the core of the Tower, only for the building itself, so he did not know exactly what dark energies were involved in that process.

      He wanted to talk to the fallen Angel for his own personal reasons. Was that wrong? For some reason he felt it urgent to do so before Halloween, though common sense said that any personal matters could wait until after the execution of the final apocalypse.

      Lyra was excited to see the tower now that it was complete. He was surprised, given that she seemed to hate it in her more unguarded moments. In fact, the reason he wanted to talk to the Fallen Angel was her strange response at dinner. She had strongly implied the only reason she was with him was because she did not want to be further cursed during the apocalypse. He couldn’t blame her for that, but he had to know. Did she really love him for himself or not?

      Even if he found out she didn’t love him, he vowed that he would protect her. Maybe he didn’t deserve to be loved. But she did. So he would love her and safeguard her, whether she returned his feelings or not.

      Yet... he had to know the truth.

      They drove in silence to the site of the tower. John left her in his office.

      “Will you be okay here alone?” he asked. “I have some business I have to do. It should not take too long.”

      Obviously, he couldn’t take her with her when he went to ask the Fallen Angel about her real feelings.

      She nodded and flashed him a bright smile that he suspected was not sincere. “I will be fine. You have a beautiful view from your office window. I’ll just admire it.”

      “Great.” He mirrored back his own fake smile.

      This wasn’t how he wanted it to be with her. I screwed up everything, he thought morosely. He just wanted to love and protect and care for the woman he loved. Why did it have to be so hard?

      Raziel Renaci stood on the observation platform near the top pinnacle of the tower. The winds were extreme and bitterly cold this high up. The air was thin, but the angel didn’t care. He had his black wings open, and John could see that he was staring at a black feather, which matched the color of his wings. However, when Raziel noticed John, the feather vanished into the ether.

      John had to change just a little bit into his Ice Giant form, not enough to change size, but enough to handle the cold, the wind, and the thin air. No mundane could stand out here for very long.

      “Hey, Raziel,” said John. “Uh, are you busy?”

      The Fallen Angel snapped his wings shut and turned to face John. “Did you need to speak to me about something, Your Majesty?” he asked formally.

      “It’s not about work. Or war,” he added, remembering that for the rest of them, this was a battle, not a construction project. It was hard for John to keep in mind that the result of his engineering and skill was going to be used to hurt people. That wasn’t why he enjoyed building things. He shoved the uncomfortable thought aside and focused on what he had come to talk about.

      “Torqanel told me that you can see into people’s hearts. I love a woman but I’m not sure if she loves me back. I wondered if you could tell me if she is true.”

      He felt quite stupid after he said it, but it was out there now. He couldn’t take the request back.

      Raziel studied him thoughtfully. “You are talking about Lyra, the Wood Thrush fairy? The Laangfa?”

      “Yes. Can you read people’s emotions? Can you tell if she loves me or not?”

      “And what will you do to her if she does not love you, King Jotundrak of the Ice Giants?”

      “Do to her? Nothing. Nothing different than I would do otherwise.”

      Even if she hated him, he could never hurt her. Even if she betrayed him, he could never harm her. Even if she tried to kill him, he would stand still and let her carve out his heart rather than smother a single spark of her light. Everything in his being sang out to him to protect her and cherish her. She was his dragon’s treasure, his lifemate, his guiding star.

      If he found out the truth, that she did not love him, he would never tell her. He would not scare her by letting her know that he realized she was only using him. He would let himself be used, and gladly, just to be with her.

      “Maybe that makes me weak,” he finished his thought out loud. He knew the Fallen Angel could read his thoughts as clearly as the Dark Sorceress could, and this time John had made no attempt to hide his real thoughts.

      “I cannot read people’s emotions,” warned Raziel. “You would have to ask the Guardian of Love for that.” Raziel smiled wryly, knowing that this was not something John could do.

      “But Prince Torqanel said...” John trailed off.

      “My power,” said Raziel, “is to weigh the heart and see the balance of good versus evil. I can distinguish the light and shadow struggling within a heart, and I can see if they are evenly matched or favor either light or dark. To be absolutely sure, I need to remove the heart, especially if the balance is close, but in many cases, I can judge without removing the heart, with a simple glance.”

      “Can you see the balance of light and dark in my heart?” asked John. “I guess it’s probably mostly dark.”

      “Your heart, John, is teetering between light and dark, so closely balanced, I would need to yank it from your chest to determine the precise measurement. But about Laangfa, there can be no doubt. She is a good person. There is much more good in her soul than evil.”

      “But I already knew that,” said John.

      “What you have to ask yourself,” said Raziel, “is whether her love for you must be balanced against her love for the Light, or whether her love for you is aligned with her love of the Light. Since she is a good person, and she loves the Light, if her love for you is aligned with the greater good, then her love for you will be strengthened by her essential spirit. But if you stand in opposition to the Light, then you cast a shadow between yourself and the source of everything. If you make her choose between you and the Light of the Worlds, then I cannot guarantee she will choose you. The question is: should she? Would you love her as much as you do if she were the kind of woman who would choose to be with you rather than do what is right?”

      “I just want to take care of her.” John glared at the ground, as if it might betray him. He felt unsettled, like a man in freefall. He didn’t like it.

      “I once loved a woman who didn’t love the Light,” said Raziel. “I thought my love alone would be enough—but in the end, that love crumbled and all I have now is the darkness I chose. Love can’t stand on a cracked foundation, John. I learned that too late. But maybe it’s not too late for you.”
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      Lyra knew this would be her last chance to search the offices in the tower for any information that could help with the Guardians. She didn’t mind that John left her in his office because she hoped the blueprints would be on his desk or inside one of the drawers. That seemed the most obvious place to keep them to her. She had seen them here the first day she arrived, but he had been in the room with her, and it hadn’t occurred to her to try to steal the blueprints in any case.

      However, his desk had been completely emptied out. He was a meticulous man. On his last day, Friday, he had cleaned everything up and moved it. But he had not brought it home with him. She had checked his bag, and the truck, and his room, and the entire house for that matter.

      That meant he had to have given the blueprint to one of the others. The demons and the green-skinned Elven Prince had returned to their own realms, to prepare for the apocalypse. If one of them had taken the blueprints, she had no chance of getting it. But what about one of the other offices on this floor?

      She left the office. There was no one in the hallway. She tried the doors, one after another, but they were all locked except for one.

      The door to Prince Vamenor’s room was open.

      Who had opened it? Was this a trap?

      She had to chance it.

      Lyra crept inside and closed the door behind her. She looked around hoping to spot the blueprints right away, but the room was an utter disaster area, as if someone else had already searched the room. There were piles of papers and maps and blueprints everywhere. Most of the blueprints had nothing to do with the Tower; they were for infernal devices of many other types, such as the Beast Tanks, and various kinds of weapons and other attack vehicles that combined animal forms with mechanical.

      She sorted through the papers in stack after stack. She started with the desk and then started moving systematically around the room. This was going to take forever and the longer she was here the greater the risk of being caught. But Halloween was only one day away. She had to bring something to the Guardians they could use to stop the invasion.

      There were some odd things in the room. For instance, Prince Vamenor had some old nicely bound books with the titles printed in gold on the cloth covers. One was Jules Verne, The War of the Worlds. What an odd book for an Elf to read, she thought with amusement. She flipped through it to see if any loose papers would fall out, and to her surprise, it was not a book at all, but a secret compartment.

      She pulled folded blueprints and other plans out of the box book. Excitement tingled through her body. This was it. The blueprints for the Tower. The papers looked important as well. There was something about the Omega Site, with blueprints for another tower, much smaller than the one that John had built, but apparently a compact version of Alpha Site.

      They have a backup tower, she realized in horror. The papers on Omega Site also mentioned a spy codenamed, “Key.” Scanning the document, she could not tell who Key was except for one critical thing: he or she was a traitor from amongst the Guardians themselves. Key was the one responsible for opening the Omega Site if anything went wrong with the Alpha Site.

      She had just rolled up the papers into a small enough scroll that she could slip it between her breasts, the only hiding spot she had on her.

      The door slammed open and a tall, handsome Elf with a thunderous expression burst into the room.

      It was King Belliqas Izbognir.

      She gaped at him, too frozen with fear to move. He summoned a ball of magic and threw it at her.
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      John heard the commotion down the hall, and then he heard a sound that made his fists clench—Lyra crying out in pain. He raced to the office of Prince Vamenor, and found the Azir King, Belliqas, standing over her like Emperor Palpatine over Luke Skywalker, shooting purple lightning at her. The jagged purple electricity contorted her body and made her scream and writhe with pain on the floor.

      John converted his body into an amalgamation of stone and ice, becoming an Ice Giant in all but size. He barreled into the Elf King. The lightning stopped hitting Lyra, but she collapsed on the floor as if weakened and hurt.

      “What are you doing?” raged John. “Leave her alone! She belongs to me!”

      “She works for the Guardians!” snarled Belliqas. He held up a clutch of papers. “She was stealing these. She has been a spy ever since you stupidly let her go, you oversized, rock-headed fool!”

      Belliqas didn’t start hitting Lyra with lightning again, but he said to her, “When my daughter slices open your secrets, and you will be left with the mind of a radish!”

      John fixated on Lyra and at that moment she looked up from the floor and met his eyes. He could see that the accusations were true. He could read the guilt and the determination, the apology and the lack of apology, all mixed together, in that one tortured expression.

      His world collapsed inside, and yet he knew what he had to do. When the Elven King tried to leave the room, John blocked him.

      “I can’t let you hurt Lyra.”

      Fury boiled in the Elf’s expression. “You’re in on it with her!”

      “I am now,” said John. “If I have to overturn the entire world to protect her I will do it.”

      Belliqas did not hesitate but immediately struck out with more purple lightning. John absorbed the blow and stepped forward with his fist clenched. The Elf fought with magic, and he fought with his fists. But his body was reinforced by magic as well, strong as a mountain, tireless as a glacier.

      The Elf realized that summoning Wind and lightning would not be enough. Belliqas laughed, as if relishing the challenge. With one hand, he was blasting lightning wrapped in a tunnel of Elemental Wind. With the other hand, he now blasted out a jet of superheated red Elemental Fire. While John struggled to adjust his stance to repel both attacks, Belliqas started hurtling Elemental Stones from the walls of the Tower room itself at John. Ice water bullets sprayed at John’s face. In quick succession, Belliqas alternated between all the Elements, mingling each with venomous streaks of Dark magic.

      John submerged into his Jotun body of supernaturally hard granite and frozen air. All he could do at this point was endure the onslaught. He was no longer able to land punches. He didn’t bend beneath the Elf King’s assault, but soon, John feared, he would break.

      A winged figure swept into the room. At first, John thought had to be Reylanna, in her raven form, but it was Raziel. He carried a flaming sword.

      “The Ice Giant and his songbird are traitors!” shouted Belliqas “Together we can kill the Giant and take the Siren to my sister to be interrogated!”

      Raziel hurtled toward John like a meteorite, burning sword raised.

      But instead of slashing John’s throat, as he easily could have done, Raziel grabbed John. With the other arm, in the same impossibly swift and agile aerial move, Raziel caught Lyra up in his other arm.

      The Fallen Angel carried both of them out of the room.

      A cadre of Elven warriors who had heard the noise stormed up the stairwell toward them. The only direction left was to the top of the tower. Raziel had to set John and Lyra down because the stairwell was too narrow to carry both of them.

      “Go!” shouted Raziel. “Up! It’s the only way out!”

      The three of them raced up the stairs and spilled out onto the roof of the Tower. John blockaded the door with an iron pipe, but he knew that wouldn’t stop the Elves for long. They would have to fly off this Tower. He would have to take his dragon form. But first, he had to know whose side Raziel was really on.

      John wrapped his arm around Lyra, but he faced Raziel. “Why did you help us?”

      “Because I cannot stand aside and let the world burn,” said Raziel

      “We have to get the Tower plans to the Guardians,” said Lyra.

      “It’s too late for them to help,” said Raziel. “First, we have to stop tonight’s invasion. We will bring them the plans because even if we stop the Dark Triad for now they will try again, but we must make them miss the Halloween deadline. Then we can at least buy time to stand up against them.”

      “But how do we do that?” ask Lyra.

      “We must destroy the Tower,” said John.

      He glared defiantly at the Fallen Angel.

      “I agree,” said Raziel. Yet he sounded bleak. “But is it even possible?”

      “It is for me,” said John. “Raziel, you’ll need to fly Lyra to safety while I destroy what I have built. Stand back, both of you.”

      They scrambled out of the way as John exploded into the form of a colossal silver Storm Dragon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      John felt power flow through his form. He was more than an animal, he was a hurricane with wings and teeth. He soared above the Tower. For one glorious moment, he beheld the Tower in all its glory, awed by the grandeur and the beauty of this marvel that he and his fellow Jotun had built with their hands, their muscles, their grit and their brains. He loved the Tower. All his passion and all his genius had gone into it. It was a magnificent achievement, his Tower. It was a work of art, a magnum opus. To tear it down would break his heart.

      But now he would pour all the genius and passion that he had put into construction into destruction. What had been built on a false foundation had better to be ripped out of the Earth than left to stand, but at the cost of all the rest of what civilization had built.

      He had taken a long time to reach this point. But now, the revelation hit him like a lightning bolt, all at once, faster than conscious thought. As he had exploded into his dragon form, so now, a storm exploded from his maw. He roared, unleashing a storm of superfrozen jets of Wind, blasting the Tower.

      A corner of his mind noted that Raziel had spread his wings and was about to carry Lyra away from the Tower before it fell.

      But at that moment, the Elves broke down the door to the roof of the Tower. Belliqas himself led them. Close behind him was the Dark Sorceress.

      Belliqas blasted lightning at Raziel and Lyra.

      But John could not protect his star right now. He had to destroy the Tower, even if his beloved Lyra, and Raziel and all the Elves and John himself all perished in the cataclysm.
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      Raziel pushed Lyra out of the way before the blast of magic from Belliqas could strike her. At the same time, Raziel deftly deflected the blow with his sword of flame.

      “I’m not on your leash anymore, Belliqas!” Raziel taunted. “Let’s see if you can take me on in a fair fight!”

      Belliqas sneered. “You may have stolen your feather back, but you’re still weak, Angel!”

      Raziel swung his flaming sword. Belliqas met it with a steel blade encased in Elemental Wind. The two of them blurred in Lyra’s vision into a blur of blows, parries and magic flares that were too swift for her to track. However, she saw when Belliqas fumbled, just enough, and Raziel moved in for the killing blow–

      The Dark Sorceress ripped off her mask and stepped in front of Belliqas to take the blow in his stead–

      And Raziel, to Lyra’s shock, pulled back his blow, staring at the woman aghast. “You! Always you!”

      Belliqas took advantage of Raziel’s hesitation to run his sword through the Fallen Angel’s chest.

      The Dark Sorceress laughed at Raziel. She used her Wind magic to make a blade of sheer air, and she and Belliqas acted together to slash off Raziel’s wings.

      Lyra screamed.

      Raziel toppled from the Tower. His black broken wings stretched as if to catch him but the slashed, broken things could not hold him up. He disappeared over the edge.

      The entire Tower shuddered. While Belliqas, the Sorceress and Raziel had dueled, John the Storm Dragon had been flying in circles around the Tower, stirring up a huge storm in the sky. Now black clouds roiled overhead, silver rain streaked down from the skies in wet lashes, and purple lighting struck the tip of the Tower, mere feet from them.

      Lyra’s hairs stood up on her goose pimples.

      Meanwhile, the Storm Dragon also continued to blast at the Tower with wind jets.

      “Stop him!” shouted Belliqas at the Dark Sorceress. “I’ll get the siren!”

      She spread her arms and transformed…

      Was she a demoness?

      No.

      The Dark Sorceress morphed into a sleek, midnight Black Dragon.

      A terrible battle began in the air between the Black Dragon and the shining silver Storm Dragon. The Storm Dragon was at a disadvantage because his focus was entirely on hitting the Tower to tear it down brick by brick and beam by beam. He was not attacking the Tower at random but targeting deliberate joints and structures within the building. In contrast, the Black Dragon focused all her attention on her opponent, seeking to rip his own vulnerable places, especially his wings.

      Lyra ran to the edge of the Tower. Behind her, Belliqas and dozens of Azir warriors closed on her.

      At the same time, the Black Dragon tore a gash in the wings of the Silver Dragon. He, too, tumbled from the sky no longer able to sustain himself in the air.

      Lyra did not wait for the Elves to reach her. Her eyes were completely focused on the falling dragon. Crumbling masonry was all around her and the storm that John had created with his flight continued to strike lightning at the tower, further weakening it.

      Lyra focused within. The storm, the Tower, the shrieking of the Elves and the Black Dragon circling overhead did not matter. All that mattered was the torrents of water droplets swirling in the sky, the falling silver dragon, and the small spark of light within herself that she recognized as the source of her own magic. Although she was a winged arcane, she would not be using Elemental Wind to fly, but riding the Elemental Water currents that swirled in the heavens.

      She leapt from the Tower as it began to crumble beneath her.

      The ground rushed up toward her, but her wings snapped free and instead of hitting the ground, she swooped back up into the air.

      She dived to overtake John. In his dragon form she could not help to stop his fall. But she circled him until she landed on his neck, and then she cried directly into his mind from her own: “Let me catch you. Become human again, John. I will not let you fall.”

      He became a man falling from the sky, but she had wings like an angel, and she soared with him and carried him far from the toppling Tower.
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      In his human form, John’s arm was broken. It showed the blood gashes from the attack of the Black Dragon. Lyra gently landed him on the ground. The brown and white wings of a wood thrush extended from her back, although the magic that gave her flight used elemental Water, not any physics of her wings in the earthly sphere.

      “What happened to Raziel?” John asked.

      She bowed her head. “The King of Swords stabbed him in the chest, both he and the Dark Sorceress slashed his wings, and he fell. He’s dead. He died protecting me. Without him, I wouldn't have escaped Belliqas to fly free of the Tower.

      “How did you fly?” he asked. “I thought the slave chain prevented you from changing your shape at will.”

      “I had that curse broken when I went to the Guardians. After you let me go. When I came back to spy on you, they made me something that would look like the original, but have a different purpose. But the real difficulty was that I have been afraid to fly since your people attacked mine eight years ago. That time you found me on the cliff trying to jump… I wasn’t trying to practice using a parachute, John. I was trying to work up the courage to use my own wings. I was never able to use them before today.

      “Then you left from the tower not knowing whether you would fall or fly,” he said.

      “I knew I would fly, because it was the only way to save you.”

      He pulled her into his arms and slashed his mouth across hers. He captured her mouth into a deep kiss and caught her breath up with his in a whirlwind of desire.

      When they reluctantly broke apart, she laid her head against his chest. She said, “I know you can probably never forgive me for spying on you, but I want you to know… “

      He lifted her chin and kissed her again. “I’m the guy who must ask your forgiveness. Lyra. For standing between you and the Light, instead of helping you go toward the Light. If I could begin again with you I would. This time I would do everything right. But there is no time for that. If we want to stop the apocalypse, we must find the Guardians.”

      “They will all be at the Halloween Party at the Magician’s Castle,” she said.

      “If I could turn into a dragon again, I would fly you there.” He tried to move his broken arm and winced. “But...”

      “Then allow me to fly you there,” she said.
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      It was a good thing that they flew to the Castle, Lyra thought, because they never would have found parking. Lyra had forgotten that in addition to the Guardian’s Halloween Spirit Ball in the Magician’s ballroom, the casino and the hotel and even many of the boutique stores were holding their own Halloween parties. And that didn’t even count all the private Halloween parties being held in various hotel rooms and other venues around the casino and hotel.

      The Halloween party in the Castle ballroom was not open to the public. It was invitation only and most of those attending were either arcanes or humans that knew about Magic. The Magician had given Lyra a password, or perhaps it was a magic word, to say to enter Castle from the side door, so they were able to get inside without any trouble. They walked through the hallways until they reached the glorious ballroom, shining gold, mirrored walls, mirrors on the ceiling, and huge chandeliers. She could barely take in all the glitter and wealth.

      Lyra and John were wearing t-shirts and jeans which had seen better days. They were dusty and bloody and soiled. Their faces were grimy. Most of those who were attending the Halloween Ball wore clothes that were glamorous and glitzy. Yet because it was Halloween, there were also assorted costumes meant to resemble Ghouls, Zombies, Goblins, Cinema Serial Killers, and Depression-Era Hobos. Therefore, Lyra and John did not stand out as much as they would have for any other fancy-dress occasion in their rags and tatters.

      At the far end of the ballroom was an orchestra and a stage. An enormous pumpkin, a jack o’lantern, twenty feet high and thirty feet wide, dominated the stage. Other Halloween decorations, dwarfed by the  jack o’lantern, complimented the motif. The Magician was too much of a showman to forgo the opportunity for theater on any occasion. Right now, no one stood on the stage, but it was clear from the microphone and the Halloween decorations that earlier there had been speeches or singing.

      A weird feeling of deja vu rippled through Lyra looking at the giant pumpkin, but she couldn’t pin it down. She’d been to the Castle before, but not the ballroom. Maybe it was feeling so small next to giant food, she reflected. It reminded her of standing on the Giants’ dining table after their banquet amidst huge platters of food.

      “I’ve been here before,” John muttered.

      “You have?” she asked in surprise.

      “Yes, on a previous mission.” Yet he frowned at the ballroom, as if something about it made him uneasy, something more urgent than memories about a previous mission.

      The ballroom bustled with a much larger crowd than Lyra had expected. In addition to the guardians and their families, many families from the town had also been invited. And her assumption that humans would not be welcome was wrong because she recognized many customers from town who were perfectly mundane. The families had brought their children who were running from booth to booth aligned around the farm. Apparently, the Magician had opened his castle for a special trick-or-treating.

      An announcer took to the stage and declared that it was 10 o’clock and family time was ending. Adults were invited to stay until midnight. Almost as soon as John and Lyra entered the ballroom, the huge crowd began to stream out the main doors on the other side of the large chamber. It was almost as smooth as magic but superb organization. By the time they reached the stage where the Magician stood supervising the occasion, the only people who remained in the room were Guardians and other powerful residents of Arcana Glen, including Witches, Shifters and Dragons.

      A real arcane Leprechaun dressed as a cereal box leprechaun was the first one in the crowd to recognize one of them.

      “John!” the Leprechaun called out. He wore a saucy grin and he sauntered over to them casually, but there was an edge to his voice. “What are you doing here, John? You have a death wish?”

      “We brought something for Alephander Guiscard,” said John.

      “At the Magician’s own request,” added Lyra.

      “Brilliant,” said Owen. His eyes fastened on the folded papers that Lyra held. “I’m Alephander’s right-hand man. Hand it over to me.”

      Owen stepped forward. Lyra stepped backward, clutching the papers more tightly. “I’d prefer to hand it directly over to the Magician.”

      Owen’s eyes narrowed.

      Before he could argue, another man joined them. This man also knew John, but unlike Owen, he looked genuinely delighted by the encounter.

      “John! It’s great to see you here… And you brought a date!” Miles winked at Lyra. “Quite a looker, too! Does she have a twin? Just kidding. My wife is a Valkyrie, if she killed me in a fight, she’d also have to reap my soul, and that’s axing for trouble. Besides, you know what they say about witch twins. You never know which is which!”

      “I see that becoming a Guardian hasn’t changed you, Miles,” John said. “Yes, I know you’re a Guardian. You might have told me. It’s bad enough they let in the Leprechaun.”

      Miles raised his eyebrows, sobering abruptly. “Ah, so you’re here on business.”

      “Is Raziel Renaci with you by any chance?” asked Owen keenly.

      “Raziel is dead,” said Lyra.

      Even Miles looked shocked. They wanted to know the details, but Lyra shook her head. “There’s no time for that. Please…” Lyra explained again about needing to hand the papers over to the Magician. Owen and Miles had a brief, increasingly tense argument about whether to bring them to the Magician. Owen opposed it, but Miles simply didn’t know where Alephander was.

      “It’s odd, actually,” Miles said. “He was here not long ago…”

      “All of twenty Guardians were supposed to be here tonight,” Owen grumbled.  “We’re up to twenty, now, but several people are missing. I know that Bethany couldn’t be with us tonight, and neither could the Seeress, but where is Michael? Where are the two demons, Chet and Vass? Or Corazita, for that matter?”

      “Michael asked Chet to go somewhere,” Miles answered. “Vass went too.”

      Owen narrowed his eyes. He did not look happy about this at all. “Did Chet take his…” He eyeballed John, “His car?”

      “Michael said it wouldn’t take long and they would be back soon,” Miles answered.

      Lyra could tell that if she and John weren’t there, the Guardians would have said more. But all she cared about at the moment was finding the Magician.

      And then he appeared out of nowhere, literally popping into an empty space, Alephander Guiscard the First Guardian of the Council was suddenly standing right next to her.

      “Oh, there you are, Lyra Izara,” said the Magician. “And John Helwall. I’m glad to see you decided to join us. That makes things easier. Please come up on stage. I have an announcement to make.”

      “I have the papers you asked for…” Lyra said.

      “Yes, thank you.” Alephander took the plans she had gone to such trouble to find, and brought at such sacrifice, but he didn’t even glance at them.

      A spotlight highlighted them in the darkened room. Confused by the sudden attention, and the fact that the Magician seemed to be expecting them, the couple moved to the stage. There were only a few steps and then they stood beside the Magician on stage.

      He tapped the microphone. “Is this thing working? Good. Is everyone here? All of the Guardians? Some are missing? Isn’t that interesting, but no matter. They will all hear the news eventually. For now, I’m pleased to announce that we have found two more Guardians. Some of you were expecting us to find these Guardians last month, and instead we filled the Thrones of the Sun and the Moon. That gives me even more pleasure to announce that we have, after a few hiccups last month, finally found the true Guardians of the Tower and the Star.”

      The audience burst into wild applause. Lyra was puzzled. Why would he say something so obviously ridiculous? She wondered if she should bow, as if after a performance. But she hadn’t done anything. She looked at John and he shrugged.

      A man dressed like Julius Cesar walked right up in front of the stage and crossed his arms. The woman next to him was dressed like Cleopatra. They introduced themselves, without flourish, as Victoria and Troy. Stunned, Lyra realized that “Cleopatra” was the Empress and “Caesar” was the Emperor. They weren’t true monarchs, but something more important, real Guardians.

      “What is going on here, Magician?” asked Caesar. “This is not how we pick new Guardians. You haven’t told us anything about who these two people are. We haven’t tested them with the Sword of Truth or with a journey to the Temple of the Guardians.”

      Lyra wanted to explain there must be some mistake. John’s dyspepsic expression showed he thought someone was having a joke at their expense.

      “They proved themselves in battle,” declared the Magician. “As some of you know, the forces of the Dark Triad were building a huge Tower in the mountains for nefarious purposes. Thanks to John and Lyra, our new Guardians, that Tower was just destroyed…” He consulted his watch… “Fourteen and a half minutes ago.”

      Again, the audience burst into applause as if the Magician were a virtuoso who had just hit a particularly difficult aria or note. But Lyra noticed that most of those clapping were the other arcanes in the room, not the Guardians whose ranks the Magician just declared she was ready to join. She wanted to explain to those hard and skeptical faces that she knew as little about this as they did. Alephander Guiscard had never spoken to her of the possibility of becoming a Guardian of the Spheres. She was not at all qualified.

      “It was really John who destroyed the Tower…” She interjected, just as John started to explain, “This must be a mistake. Lyra may be truly called to be a Guardian, but I am an Ice Giant…”

      However, they did not have a microphone, so no one heard their feeble objections. The Magician left the microphone at the center of the stage and walked to them, grabbing their arms and walking between them. He dragged them back down to a table at the edge of the dance floor. Two place settings that had not yet been used were there.

      “Sit down and eat,” he said. “I am sure you are both hungry. Especially you, John.”

      “How do you know my name?” John asked.

      Alephander looked at him disdainfully. “Please. I’ve known your name since before you were born, when your mother was worried about whether you would hatch from an egg or be a live birth.”

      “Are you saying all of this was fated to happen?” John asked.

      “Knowing everything about the past doesn’t imply knowing anything about the future,” said the Magician, “Except in the way that it makes the mysterious obvious. That’s not a matter of fate, it’s simply a matter of knowledge.

      “For instance, I observed that you were in a battle, as a Dragon fighting a Dragon. And you shifted your shape several times. And you were wounded. Any of those factors would make you hungry. Put them all together and I included you need to eat a second dinner.”

      He produced a wand, seemingly out of thin air, but then he showed them that it had been tied to a string up his sleeve. “I was born in the earthly realm as a full-fledged human, and most of my magic is simply a combination of knowledge and misdirection.”

      Caesar and Cleopatra–Emperor Troy and Empress Victoria–came to their table in time to overhear this.

      “Who are you misdirecting now?” Cleopatra asked archly. “I do not appreciate being left out of the loop. We are the Emperor and Empress, the public face of the Guardians. You must  tell us if you plan to bring new Guardians on board!”

      “Remember Kyrah’s warning,” the Magician responded obliquely. “Who isn’t here now? And who is? Keep track.”

      The Emperor and Empress exchanged disturbed glances.

      “You think the traitor is…” Troy began. But he didn’t finish the statement out loud.

      The Guardians all stared at each other for a long time, and Lyra wondered if they were holding a private conversation telepathically.

      Naya, the beautiful Dryad, approached them. She was dressed as Iris, the rainbow nymph, and she carried a vase of water.

      “Lyra!” Naya cried. “I was so surprised to find you are a Guardian, but I shouldn’t have been! Didn’t I tell you that you had magic! I’m so honored to welcome you as a sister Sarmati!”

      “Surely that wasn’t real…” Lyra said.

      Naya laughed. “We all felt that way at one time. You’ll get used to it.”

      Naya hugged Lyra without putting down the vase. It was a genuine but brief hug, because Naya immediately turned her attention to John.

      “I heard that you have an injured arm,” Naya said to him.

      “It’s nothing,” he grunted, cradling his hurt arm at an awkward angle.

      “Indulge me,” Naya said dryly. She didn’t take No for an answer, but bossed John around until he finally allowed her to examine his arm. When she rubbed water from her vase on his wounds, the injuries healed, even the broken bones. Naya also made some of them sip some of the water. A wave of refreshing magic washed over Lyra when she tasted the water.  Lyra felt better than she had since the day she had been kidnapped by a demon.

      The food arrived and the orchestra started playing dance music. The Emperor and Empress allowed John and Lyra to eat. As the Magician had predicted, John was famished and even Lyra welcomed warm food. Not to mention the meal was delicious.

      Pomegranate wine paired with spiced cider marinated short ribs, “witches hair” squid ink pasta, pumpkin bread, barley risotto with butternut squash and scalloped potatoes in gouda cheese. For dessert, there were chocolate mousse-filled witches’ hats and marshmallow-topped ghost-shaped brownies. The tables were set with mauve and orange dahlias in golden chalices. Black plates and wispy white napkins in skull napkin holders rested on orange, jack o'lantern-design place mats.

      “Did you know about this plan to present us as new Guardians?” John asked.

      Lyra shook her head. Her mouth was full of food, so she didn’t want to speak.

      “It must be a mistake,” he said. “In regards to me at least.”

      “To me as well,” she said. “Maybe it’s a joke.”

      “The Magician strikes me as a man with a very peculiar sense of humor,” said John. “But I don’t think it’s a joke. A trick… A trick. It could be a trick.”

      “But who would he be tricking?” asked Lyra. “The other Guardians?”

      “Us? I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about Raziel. If he were human, I would be certain he was dead. But he’s a seraph. It’s possible even a chest wound and a fall from that high up might not kill him. Why did the Emperor mention a traitor? It suddenly occurred to me, they could be talking about Raziel, which means he might be alive. But if he survived at all, he must be injured, in the rubble of the broken Tower, possibly in need of our help. I’m grateful for the food and hospitality, but we shouldn’t stay here.”

      “The Magician asked us to stay until after midnight when the party ends.”

      “But he either doesn’t know or doesn’t care that Raziel is in trouble. Michael is the Guardian that Raziel betrayed. What if Michael and the two other missing Guardians went to finish him off? We have to speak up for him, or, if he’s dead, retrieve his body.”

      “You’re right. We owe it to Raziel to help him, if there’s any chance at all he survived.”

      The clock struck midnight.

      A gaggle of shrill voices, almost like children, but not quite, cried out: “Trick or treat!”

      And then suddenly the giant jack-o’-lantern on the stage exploded. It wasn’t a bomb; no one was hurt. But the entire pumpkin burst apart as if at the seams. The pumpkin was a real pumpkin. Slimy orange pumpkin splattered all over the room and the guests.

      Some guests were angry, and some laughed. Some only looked disgusted to have slimy strings of pumpkin over their beautiful costumes. It took several moments before they realized that whatever had destroyed the pumpkin was still working some uncanny magic. Out of the remnants of the orange gourd, hundreds of muscular green warriors purred out, like slime out of a broken squish-toy.

      Goblins!

      There were hundreds of them, wearing blackened iron armor. They were armed with swords and shields… and also machine guns.

      The guests were still torn between outrage and laughter. They couldn’t tell if this was a trick or a treat.

      It wasn’t until the Emperor, still dressed like Cesar, cried out, “It is a portal to Autumndelle! This is an invasion! Run! Go, get out of here!” that the crowd panicked and rushed to escape the attack.

      Civilians ran screaming for the doors. The Guardians shifted into their power forms, rushing to fight the incoming army but it soon became apparent that was not viable. The Gate had opened On All Hallow’s Eve and there was no way to close it. Hundreds and then thousands of enemy soldiers and wizards were streaming through from another world visible on the far side.

      The Magician was already standing up to the Goblins, who parted around him like water around a boulder. However, not even Alephander was able to close the Portal. A dozen other Guardians joined him, while the remainder shepherded the crowd out of the ballroom.

      Behind the Goblins, came Winter Elves riding White Wolves as large as horses. They hurled spells of hurricane Winds, spiked with ice and lightning. At the same time, the Goblins opened fire with their machine guns, although they didn’t manage to hit anyone thanks to the counterspells by the Guardians.

      Riding on the back of a huge three-headed black canine, a Cerebos, rode the head of the combined armies of Autumn and Winter, the green-skinned half-Goblin half-Elf Prince Taredd. He scanned the ballroom as his columns of soldiers marched into the Castle. He gave commands to an owl that rode on his shoulder, and the owl flew to different commanders to pass on the whispered orders. Most of his commands were to specific attack squads within the larger force that targeted specific Guardians for capture, but so far, the two sides were at an impasse. The Guardians couldn’t stop the waves of Goblins pouring into the Mundane Sphere, but they’d evacuated the civilians and formed a tight, defensive knot. Though surrounded by enemy soldiers and sorcerers, the Guardians hadn’t lost any of their own. Taredd grew increasingly frustrated.

      When Taredd spotted Lyra and John, however, a smile flashed over his face, and he saluted them. Clearly, he recognized them, and just as clearly, he hadn’t gotten the memo that they’d defected and destroyed the Alpha Site tower. Owen and several other Guardians followed Taredd’s gesture.

      Owen pointed at John and Lyra. “Those are the traitors who let the Dark Triad into the Castle!”

      The cacophonous ballroom had become a battlefield. There was no way that Lyra and John could defend themselves from the accusation.

      “The Guardians will see the truth when we die fighting with them,” promised John, who obviously had calculated the odds of who would win this battle and reached a grim conclusion. Yet he was ready to die fighting for the Guardians even if they didn’t believe in him. Lyra had never felt more terrified, more horrified and yet more proud and filled with love for him.

      An Azir General riding a White Wolf, both man and canine in platinum armor, joined Taredd on his Cerberus. The Azir lifted the visor on his helm, revealing that he was Prince Torqanel. He pointed at Alephander Guiscard and the knot of Guardians.

      “Magician!” cried Prince Torqanel. “Guardians! We’ve won! You’ve lost! You are surrounded by my forces, and unable to close the portal. You could kill everyone in this room but I could fill it again and again until the numbers overwhelm even you. But you don’t need to die for pointless vainglory. I will accept your surrender!”

      “You want my castle?” Alephander called back, his voice not raised yet magically amplified as if by an unseen microphone. “You can have this castle–and nothing else!”

      “We have to get out of here,” said John. “The Magician is going to seal the Castle, and we’ll be trapped with the Azir if we don’t get out first!”

      He snatched Lyra’s hand and they ran.

      Behind them, the Guardians all vanished in a cloud of glitter and sparkles while Torqanel cursed and Taredd bellowed in rage.
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        November 1, Halloween Night / All Souls’ Day

        sometime between 1 and 2 am

      

      

      They trudged through the conifer forest. Lyra wondered if it was her imagination or if the temperature were dropping as rapidly as it felt like. She shivered.

      Flecks of white, like dandruff from the shoulders of a celestial giant, drifted down over them.

      “It is snowing,” said John. “Winter is looming. It will be a cold November.”

      Overhead, the Quarter Moon gleamed in the night sky. Suddenly a shadow blocked out the moonlight and the starlight. Something huge and winged landed in front of them.

      The Dragon looked like John in his dragon form except this one was brilliant scarlet with a hint of metallic gold in the scales. The Emperor in his matching red cape and gold armor, rode on the back of the Dragon, leaving no question about who confronted them. The ruby Dragon must be the Empress.

      The Emperor pointed his sword at John and Lyra. “You opened the portal to the enemy!”

      “We did not!” cried Lyra. “We came to warn you of their plan and try to stop them!”

      “Two hours before the attack? Likely story.” The Emperor snorted. “You will come with us quietly... or we will fight. Either way, you will not leave this forest except as our prisoners or as corpses.”

      John snarled and shifted into a Dragon himself.

      The two huge mythical beasts faced off in the forest under the falling snow: The fiery crimson Dragon of Summerland versus the white Storm Dragon of Winterdom.

      Lyra ran between the two drakes before they could attack one another. “No, John! This is not the way! We cannot convince them by fighting them. We must go with them, as they requested. Have you forgotten? The Dark Triad will rebuild the Tower at the Omega Site—which must be the Castle! They may already be rebuilding it in the Castle right now! When we destroyed the first Tower, we took away their opportunity to use the Infernal Machine to link up the towers in every Sphere, but they can try again on the Winter Solstice.”

      “We have to find Raziel Renaci, if he is alive,” said John. “Then we can work out what is going on with the Guardians.”

      “The Fallen Angel has already been taken care off,” Emperor Troy said.

      John and Lyra exchanged a glance. What did that mean—taken care of? Saved? Captured? Killed?

      “Without Raziel’s help, we wouldn’t have been able to destroy the Tower,” John said.

      “We’re all on the same side now,” added Lyra. “If we fight amongst ourselves, the Dark Triad will win! Our only hope is to trust one another!”

      “Normally I would call those words of wisdom,” said the Emperor. “But we cannot trust you until you give us a reason to. And up until now, you have not given us one.”

      The Storm Dragon growled, and sparks came out from between his sharp teeth. But then he changed back into John Helwall.

      “I will go with you if you promise not to hurt Lyra,” he said. “But if you try to harm her in any way, I will tear your skin off your body and electrocute your bones.”
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      The Empress in her Red Dragon form carried them in her talons to Long Mountain, called by the arcanes, Dragon Mountain. There, more Dragon warriors took John and Lyra into custody and locked them in a rocky cavern with no windows and only a single heavy door of solid iron.

      “I guess we’re not going to become Guardians after all,” said John. “I knew that was too crazy to be true.”

      Lyra could not believe it either. She started to laugh. He laughed with her.

      “Who do you think really opened the Portal to Autumndelle?” asked Lyra.

      “The Magician himself,” said John. “He’s the only one who could open a Gate to Autumndelle. I told you all along he was responsible for the original Massacre. I can’t believe the rest of the Guardians ever trusted him.”

      “He chose most of them.”

      “Worse and worse. We can’t trust him any more than we can the Azir and the demons.”

      “But...” Lyra pondered the plans and papers she had found. Could the Magician himself be “Key”—the Traitor among the Guardians? Maybe... but what if John was wrong? The Magician clearly had the power to open a Gate to Autumndelle in his own Castle if he wanted, but what would he gain? What if “Key” was one of the other Guardians, someone no one would suspect?

      It could even be Moxie, the cute kitty cat girl. No one would suspect her... Lyra didn’t know the rest of the Guardians well enough to begin to compose a list of other suspects. For now, she would assume anyone of them might be the real traitor.

      “John, you said only the Magician could open a Gate to Autumndelle. But that’s not true. Not tonight, not on Midnight of All Hallow’s Eve. Any magic user with sufficient strength and desperation could punch open a hole between our Sphere and the Sphere of Autumndelle tonight.”

      “You’re right,” said John. He scowled. “Great. So any one of the Guardians could be guilty… Why was Owen so quick to accuse us? He knows me better than any of them there, except Miles. He should have known better.”

      “And what about the Guardians who weren’t at the party tonight? Even the Magician thought that was odd.”

      “I bet Miles could figure it out,” said John. “He’s good at all that detective stuff.”

      “Unless he’s the traitor.”

      “Miles Malone?” John asked, appalled. Then his shoulders sagged. “But it’s always the one you least suspect, isn’t it?”

      “Do you think they will believe it if we tell them that one of their own betrayed them, not us?” Lyra asked.

      “I’m an Ice Giant and a Storm Dragon. You...how many of them knew you were only with me because you were spying on me? That should prove your innocence.”

      She winced a little at how easily he spoke of the way she betrayed him. “The Magician knew, and Moxie... The Guardian of Strength, I mean.” After a moment, she asked, “If we are supposed to be Guardians, shouldn’t they trust us?”

      “Listen.” He stood up. “I’m not willing to wait around in a hole in the rock for people who have no reason to trust us to suddenly trust us. As a king of my people, my duty is to them. I can’t wallow around here, prisoner of the Red Dragons, waiting on their whim to act!”

      “But even if we want to leave, we don’t have a choice now.”

      “I say we do. Get on your knees between my legs.”

      Ahem. “John, I do love you, but this is not the time...”

      He grinned. “I wish, Lyra. Nothing so fun. I’m going to shift,” he explained. “If I can, now that you’ve distracted me with that image.”

      “You’re the one who asked me to get on my knees!”

      Teasing aside, she crawled between his legs just in time to avoid being crushed as his human body exploded into the massive form of an Ice Giant. He transferred the power of the shift into a punch to the rock wall, which collapsed outward. Cool air rushed into the hole left in the rock.

      The prison had been built up against the edge of a precipice.

      “We’re on a cliff,” Lyra observed. “What now?”

      “I’m going back to my home, where I’m going to organize my people, the Ice Giants, and our allies, the Storm Dragons, to formally end our alliance with the Azir and the demons. I want you by my side as my wife, my queen, and my star. But this time, no one will force you to go, Lyra. This time, I am asking. Please marry me and continue to inspire me to follow the Light. But I have to warn you. If I turn against the Winter Elves, I risk their retaliation against my people. We are going to go through a dark time.”

      “How will we get there? We can’t leave through the portal in the base controlled by the Winter Elves.”

      “If we leave tonight, we can cross freely to Autumndelle because it’s Halloween. We have enough magic, and we definitely have enough desperation to punch open a hole between the Spheres. From Autumndelle, if we stay ahead of the news that we’ve switched sides, we can find a portal to Winterdom.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?”

      They leaped off the cliff and fell until they both began to fly.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.
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          AN ARCANA GLEN HOLIDAY NOVELLA
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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.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set in the same town and time as The Magician & the Fool, with some overlapping characters.

      

      Read The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise.
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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.
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          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!
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          BY MATHIYA ADAMS
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      Sally O’Brian didn’t always see ghosts. But when she and her husband were murdered, she discovered that she wasn’t allowed to pass on through the Pearly Gates. She miraculously recovered but her husband is only with her as a ghost.

      She has to find out who had killed her husband…and may still be attempting to kill her.

      Sally also wants to help her young assistant Melody realize that her “fake” boyfriend Alan might have “real” feelings for her. Ghosts aren’t the only thing that Sally notices even when most of those around her are oblivious!

      But then Sally’s neighbor “accidentally” falls down the stairs. The talkative ghost can’t remember exactly what happened, but Sally is convinced that it was no accident.
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          FOR THE TOWER & THE STAR

        

      

    

    
      HERO & HEROINE:

      
        	Lyra Izarra – a Laangfa

        	John Helwall – an Ice Giant

      

       

      OTHERS:

      
        	Larry Flash - a demon from Procurement

        	Dod Rockhead – an Ice Giant, the manager at the construction site

        	Ygir Coldfield – another Ice Giant worker

        	Amilyssa “Amy” Merivar – a Vanir (Spring Elf), Lyra’s friend and unofficial “agent.”

        	Volt Edgewing – a Storm Dragon

        	Branse Armbreaker – a legendary Jotun prince who loved his brother so much that he let his brother kill him rather than take his life, even though Branse was the strongest of the two.

      

       

      THE HOUSE OF IZBOGNIR, COURT OF SWORDS:

      
        	King Belliqas – the Winter Elf (Azir) King of Swords of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Prince Torqanel – the eldest son and heir of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Princess Reylanna – the eldest daughter of the House of Izbognir.

        	Prince Vamenor – the thirdborn child of the House of Izbornir. (Appearing but not named in this tale.)

        	Princess Ziratris – the fourth born child of the House of Izbornir.

        	Lord Darcassan – an illegitimate son of Belleqas Izbognir. (Appearing but not named in this tale.)

        	Lady Jorildyn – an illegitimate daughter of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lord Jorik – an illegitimate son of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lord Taredd – an illegitimate son of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lady Ishael – an illegitimate daughter of Belleqas Izbognir. The youngest of the nine children of Izbognir.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.
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      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-VAOBC

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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