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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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        March 15, 2007,

        Thursday Morning

        Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      Fifteen-year-old Troy Stern slouched in his seat, swiping through the avatars offered by his computer multiplayer online game, Wyrm Slayers of Wyziria. With one hand, he sipped a soda; with his other hand, in between clicking the mouse, he shoveled fistfuls of Cheezy Chips ™ into his mouth. Gwen Stefani was wailing, If I could Escape, on the speakers. It was a school-day, but he ditched to stay home gaming. He’d easily forge a letter from his parents excusing himself. His parents wouldn’t notice. They assumed he was doing well in school because he aced his tests.

      Should he choose an Elf, a Wizard, or a Barbarian as his avatar? Or maybe something more exotic, like one of the races of Mythic Shifters: a Nine-Tailed Fox, a Griffin or a Phoenix... Those were just a few of the Summer Knights one could choose. Or, if he chose to play a Chthonic Warrior, he could play as a Dark Paladin, a Face Stealer, or a Manticore...

      The top tier level characters one couldn’t access as a newb. You had to earn them. The top Chthonic Warrior was a Dragon. The top Summer Knight was a Dragon Slayer. The Wyrm Slayers in the title were the few master gamers who had earned the right to join the top team of knights. These were the Dragon Slayers, and only these few could access the final levels of the game, in which they would face the Rogue Dragon himself, Kushu the Mad Wyrm.

      Troy had poured hours into Wyrm Slayers of Wyziria, and it was all about to pay off. Today, he vowed, he would reach the boss level of the game and ascend to becoming a Dragon Slayer.

      He chose a Barbarian, not because that was the easiest character to play, but because the Barbarians, the only Human characters in the game, had the lowest initial stats of all. Troy wanted to prove he could take the worst starting point, a Mundane Human with no Special Power-Ups, and push that character all the way to the top through sheer skill.

      Five and a half hours later, he did it. He defeated the Manticore, the strongest villain before the Dragon, and came to the Last Arch, a stone archway that stood alone on the precipice. Beyond the cliff were the Burned Lands that led to the Dragon’s Lair.

      A sign flashed on the screen in the imaginary language of the imaginary Elf Kingdom of Wyziria. The strange glyphs shimmered and turned into English:

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Hero!

        You have been found worthy to join the Wyrm Slayers.

        Touch the screen to accept the Invitation to Wyziria.

        But be warned! From now on, the danger is real...

        For the Kingdom of Wyziria is in the Sphere of Summerland,

        an arcane dimension where magic truly exists!

        

      

      

      Troy rolled his eyes. The lines in this game were cheesier than his Cheezy Chips. Nonetheless, he touched the screen...

      And vanished from Earth.
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        February 28, 2022

        Monday Evening

        Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      When he was fifteen, Troy had fallen into a video game.

      The way he told the story now, fifteen years later, was that he had been “really into” multiplayer online fantasy video games, not “fallen into.” Using that slight evasion, he’d even told a few buddies the truth, usually after a beer or two, and once after a battle as an Army Ranger in the Middle East. That battle had been in a dusty, desert country nothing like the lustrous teal forests of Summerland, but not too dissimilar from the Dunes of the Jinn. In the US army, he rode a RSOV (Ranger Special Operations Vehicle) not a Griffin, wore Kevlar instead of Dragon-scale armor; he fought with guns, not swords and wands. In Summerland, he’d fought alongside Summer Elves, the Wyzir, battling against Manticores and Basilisks. In Summerland, Troy had been anointed into an elite order of Summer Knights, the Wyrm Slayers; he’d trained and wielded a magic sword, a magic shield, and a magic ring. In Summerland, Troy had slain a Dragon.

      And then a mystic Fox Empress had crowned him with a wreath of golden leaves—and told him that it was time for him to return to his own world.

      At eighteen, Troy was thrown out of Summerland, as abruptly as he’d fallen into it. He stepped through a Portal and returned to Earth wearing human clothes, with no magic sword, shield, or ring. He’d returned to the exact place he’d left, and although the same amount of time had passed on Earth (three years), no one had noticed his absence. The Elves had arranged everything that way. Right before they’d stolen Troy into their world, he had just arrived at a live-in Reform School. The three years that Troy supposedly spent at school, an Elf had lived there in his place, done his work, gone through the motions of being a morose human teenager. Even Troy’s parents, who had never been emotionally close to him, had only noticed that Reform School “worked”, and he ceased to be a behavior problem.

      At eighteen, Troy knew that if he tried to tell the truth to mundane humans on Earth, they would think he was a liar or a lunatic. He kept his mouth shut and tried to go through the motions of a normal human life. He tried to hide how his heart had been broken by the magical world that had told him he was a hero but sent him home as soon as he finished his quest. He tried college but couldn’t find a major worth the time. He slogged through a business major, floundered for another year, and finally found a new home in the army, first as a grunt, then as a Ranger. It was the closest thing to being a Wyrm Slayer of the Wyzir as he was going to get in the so-called “real” world.

      He couldn’t forget that magic was real, and yet, he could never tell anyone. He couldn’t forget that Summerland was real, and yet he could never return.

      Now he didn’t even have the army anymore. He was thirty years old, with no house, no car, no girlfriend, living with his parents again, looking online for a job on their antiquated computer.

      The screen blinked and turned black. Great. Effing great. The old machine had died.

      Mundania sucked.

      Frustrated, he pushed away from his mother’s desk. His dad lounged in the living room watching television and his mother was out weeding the small garden. Troy shouted over his shoulder, “I’m going out.”

      “If you take the car, go to the store,” his dad grunted back. “The grocery list is on the fridge.”

      Troy rolled his eyes. He had been planning to grab a drink at the sports bar and stay late. Now it appeared he’d be strolling down the aisle looking for gluten-free bread and soy milk, to cater to his parents’ weird food phobias. But he grabbed the list off the fridge as he left.

      The car was about ten years old, but his dad and Troy worked on it when necessary, keeping it in good shape, so it came as unpleasant surprise when the engine turned over and died.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Troy muttered before he followed up with some stronger language.

      He punched the dashboard and climbed back out of the car.

      That’s when he noticed the Humvee parked across the street from his parent’s house, and an Air Force Colonel leaning up against the vehicle, like he was waiting for someone. That triggered his inner alarm, because Troy could have sworn the Humvee hadn’t been there a minute ago.
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      The Colonel drove Troy to a bar, but not the local one. It was about forty-five minutes away. The neon sign outside blinked red and blue: Summer Knights.

      Troy felt a shiver run down his spine. It’s just a coincidence. Just a stupid pun. This seedy bar in the middle of Idaho is not a secret door back to Summerland.

      Summerland was real. He knew it down to his core. But he wouldn’t mess up and expose himself in the “real” world as an effing fruitcake.

      The Colonel led the way into the bar and beelined for a booth like he knew it. The bar was nothing special, except it seemed to cater to off-duty military personnel. Some were in uniforms that Troy couldn’t place; others were in civies but had the unmistakable build and alertness of soldiers. Troy didn’t recognize any of them. There were only two females in the bar, and one was the waitress who took their order. The other was military and looked like she could bench-press Troy. If he’d been in Summerland, he’d have wondered if she had Troll blood.

      Their drinks arrived and the Colonel still didn’t say anything beyond small talk. How’s your family? Miss the Rangers? Got a job? A girlfriend? How do you like living in Idaho? Ever considered moving?

      “Colonel, you obviously know who I am, what I did in the army, and have something to say to me,” Troy said finally. “So why not just spill it.”

      “You’re right,” said the Colonel. “I do know who you are and what you’ve done. Everything you’ve done.”

      The Colonel pushed something across the table at Troy. “Believe this belongs to you, son.”

      Troy stared at the object. It was a ring, a gold-plated band with a single polished agate gemstone. His ring—his magic ring—from Summerland—the ring he had been magically gifted when he’d first stepped between dimensions and landed in Summerland. At first, Troy had thought the ring only translated languages, but he’d quickly learned it did much more than that. The ring gave Troy the ability see magic—and to wield magic—as Elves did innately.

      Troy didn’t touch the ring. His mind whirled. Was this a set up? Some kind of test or trick to find out if he was a crazy or a dupe? Or could it be...?

      “Put it on,” said the Colonel. He sipped his beer.

      What the hell. Might as well jump in with bot h feet. Troy slipped the ring onto the first finger of his right hand.

      At once, he saw lights in the bar he hadn’t noticed before. Everyone there except the Colonel and Troy himself was outlined in a faint blue glow. They also looked different. The big woman clearly had the grey-green skin and mohawk of a Troll. The two men with her had the pointed ears and fiery red-gold hair of Summer Elves—Wyzir! Another group of pointy-ear Elves belonged to a different tribe. Judging by their purple hair and faintly green skin, they were probably Stone Elves—Glamir. A couple of the other big men were outlined in an aura shaped to suggest an animal—two wolves, a bear, one wolverine. The missing badges now showed on everyone’s uniform, but the symbols were Elvish units, some that Troy recognized and some he only knew by reputation.

      Troy swallowed hard. He had learned to accept that magic existed in Summerland, and that when he’d left that world behind, he’d left magic behind. To see Elves and Trolls and Shifters here—on Earth—in an otherwise normal bar—he wasn’t sure he wanted to accept that. He would have loved to return to Summerland, but to have Summerland invade Earth was another matter.

      Troy looked at the Colonel. The officer’s craggy face gave away no emotion, no clue if he saw any glow, any magic or anything out of the ordinary. Troy decided to test him.

      “You aren’t glowing, Colonel,” Troy said. He leaned back, acting casual, but his whole body tensed up in anticipation of the man’s response.

      “You know why,” said the Colonel evenly. “Because I’m human, like you. The only difference is that I’m a Null. Ironically, I am so anti-magic that I can see magic naturally, because no glamour can hide the truth from me.”

      Troy nodded. He’d heard of Nulls, but never met anyone with the rare and highly valued talent. “Must be nice.”

      The Colonel pressed his lips into a thin line, as if he didn’t necessarily agree. “Keep your ring on and you’ll be fine. The same law works here as in Summerland: no one can remove it except you, without destroying it.”

      “Summerland,” Troy said flatly. I dare you.

      “You need me to say it?” The Colonel’s brows lifted. “You’re not crazy. Summerland is real. And it’s not the only other Sphere that exists besides Earth.”

      Troy wasn’t glowing but his whole body felt electric. He sat up straight, as if at attention. He rattled off what he had learned at sixteen. “Emperor Lunarian and the Council of Guardians safeguard the Seven Mortal Spheres: Dayhaven, Nightpyre, Springvale, Summerland, Autumndelle and Winterdom. And Earth.”

      “Emperor Lunarian is dead.”

      “What?” Troy rocked back. “No! How? Wasn’t he only three centuries old? Guardians live...”

      “He was murdered, son. Along with his wife, the Empress, and all the other Guardians of the Seven Spheres.”

      Troy spat a boorish word to indicate extreme shock.

      The Colonel unreeled a litany of bad news. “The Elven Spheres are at war. The Emperor and Empress, as you pointed out, were both young, by arcane standards. They left no heirs. The lineage isn’t clear. The descendants of the Dynasty who ruled before Lunarian’s grandfather are trying to claim the Throne back. We need you to stop them.”

      “Which Dynasty was that? I’m sorry, it’s been a while since I brushed up on my Elven lore...”

      “The Dragon Dynasty. From Summerland.”

      “Oh. Crap.”

      “Exactly. The Elves cannot let two Dragons take the Thrones of the Empress and Emperor. Especially not after what Kushu the Mad attempted.”

      At the name, Troy tensed again. Kushu was the Dragon that Troy had slain at the age of eighteen. He flashed back to the battle which had almost taken his life. Smoke. Fire. Blood. My Emperor’s brave young son, dead in my arms. His burnt skin, black and flaking off his body. No time to bury him. The Dragon is attacking again. Struggling to my feet to face my own death by Dragon fire.... After a moment, he shook himself free of the memories. The Colonel had not interrupted his silent journey into the past, only waited patiently.

      Troy cleared his throat. “You want me to return to Summerland ...”

      “Not exactly.”

      “But you do want me to kill another Dragon...”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then what, exactly, do you want me to do?”

      “You’re not going to like it, son,” warned the Colonel. “But if you still take your vows as a Summer Knight and Wyrm Slayer of Summerland seriously, don’t refuse until you’ve heard why it is so important.”

      “Is it more dangerous than slaying a Dragon?” asked Troy. In his experience, there was nothing more dangerous than slaying a Dragon.

      “This is more dangerous,” said the Colonel.
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday, 6:03 am

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      “I’m not ready to hatch an egg,” declared Victoria.

      The early spring sun yawned awake over the horizon, spilling golden light over the landscape. Victoria leaned on the iron rail which had been installed around the lip of the open cave to keep tourists from falling to their deaths. From this high up on the mountain peak, she could see for miles. The vista of the river that cut through the Rockies was breathtaking. The pretty little town of Arcana Glen followed the river at the bottom of the canyon. Arcana Castle, a Nineteenth Century conceit of the Silver Rush, perched on the slope of the largest peak across the river from Victoria’s mountain. She couldn’t see Majestic Lake from here, but she could see the sparkle of light off the hot springs at the base of Devil’s Peak. Princess Victoria Long spent most of her life in human form, reluctant to take wing except during rainstorms that hid her from prying eyes, but when she stood here, she felt like she was flying.

      “You’re a hundred and twenty-seven years old, Ning-Ning,” said Lady Opal. Opal’s  name was Dumaqu, but only other elderly dragons called her that. And only Lady Opal called Princess Victoria “Ning-Ning,” a diminutive of the princess’s Dragon name, Ningbauda. “Even Dragon females can’t wait forever to hatch young dragonettes.”

      Lady Opal didn’t lean on the rail. The tiny woman stood ramrod straight and tsked disapprovingly at Victoria. Opal was five thousand years old and never ceased to remind Victoria that she was barely hatched, as far as dragons went, although Victoria had been born during the reign of the British queen with her English namesake.

      “But that’s like being twenty-seven for a human,” said Victoria.

      “Twenty-seven for a human is old,” said Opal, deadpan. This was rich, coming from a Dragon who had lived five millennia. “You’re brave, to risk infertility by waiting so long to hatch younglings, but even if you are content to be withered and sterile, think of the example you set for your people. A Dragon Princess is a fine leader for a young, unimportant Roost, but a powerful Roost needs a full-fledged Dragon Queen, with a mate and a brood of her own, to guard all the eggs in the Hatchery of the Roost. How can the other Dragon families in the Roost trust that you will guard their eggs properly if you have no egg of your own? If your father were alive...”

      “If only my father were alive,” Victoria said tartly, “How much more exciting my life would be. A pity he was butchered by a barbarian Dragon Slayer before he could explain to me why he killed my mother and tried to eat me. I’m sure father had impeccable reasons.”

      “What could be more impeccable than following tradition? A pity your mother was too weak to defend her eggs. You remind me of her.”

      “And yet you wish me to hurry and marry a Dragon male who may decide that if he can defeat his mate in battle, he has a right to destroy my children.”

      Opal pretended to smile. “I certainly didn’t save you while you were still in the egg because I expected any gratitude from you. If I had hoped that you might grow up to care about your people, I made the wrong choice. I shouldn’t have raised you among humans. It’s my fault if you don’t know what being a Dragon means. How nice it must be to be as carefree as you are, a Dragon Princess who thinks she can live like a selfish human. Of course, humans care nothing for duty or family. I couldn’t live with myself if I filled my obligations so poorly. I’m glad that works for you, Ning-Ning.”

      Victoria kept a closed-lip smile glued to her face so Opal wouldn’t see the blow hurt. Lady Opal could hone a passive-aggressive compliment to a knife-sharp edge. Nonetheless, this wasn’t Summerland in the age of the Dragon Dynasty, it was Colorado, USA on Earth, and Victoria had no intention of agreeing to an arranged marriage just so that she could claim the Throne of the dead Empress to revive a dynasty that was best left in the prehistoric age.

      “I merely wish to keep up to date with current customs,” Victoria countered sweetly. “Arranged marriages are no longer considered in good taste.”

      Opal’s eyes narrowed to slits. Victoria had retaliated by implying that Opal had poor taste, a vicious insult to the elderly Dragon.

      “Of course,” Lady Opal pretended to concede. “In the old days, you would have been forced to marry Ydrim Ruelong, because he is the Prime Minister of our Roost. But in these modern days, a match between a majestic elder like Minister Ruelong and a feckless youngling such as yourself would be gauche. That is why he is only asking that you meet with his son, his young and handsome son, Seth Ruelong.”

      Outmaneuvered, Victoria had to agree, at least in principle, to such a reasonable request. It was pointless to explain to Opal that Victoria and Seth had met before and neither felt anything but polite respect for the other. There was no spark of passion, no hint of the lifemate bond. Unlike some Shifters, Dragons didn’t need a lifemate bond to reproduce. But Victoria knew from her own parents’ experience that marriage without that bond could be torture. Even deadly.

      “You will fly to New Orleans to meet with Seth today...” Opal said, pouncing on Victoria’s lukewarm concession.

      “Yes, but to discuss the threat from a group of swindlers who have been targeting Dragon Treasure Hoards... not to discuss marriage.”

      “It is important to protect the Treasure Hoard of the Roost,” Lady Opal intoned piously, “But while you meet with him, a more personal discussion may occur. Perhaps you would even like to stay in New Orleans for an extended stay.”

      “How unfortunate I won’t be able to do that,” Victoria demurred immediately. “I don’t want to leave the Roost undefended now that the Magician is actively seeking out new Guardians. He’s already found a new Fool and a new Seeress. The Magician is already too powerful... how much more dangerous will he be when he has restored the Council of Guardians to its full membership of Twenty-Two Guardians?”

      Actual steam snorted out of Lady Opal’s refined nostrils—that was how strongly she loathed the Magician. However, Opal wasn’t naïve enough to suggest that Victoria offend the powerful wizard. Victoria knew that this would not be the end of the “egg” argument. Instead, Opal changed the subject.

      “You have not been practicing your nine katas. You grow weak and fat, Ning-Ning. How can you expect to fight the Guardians with lazy magic?”

      “The Guardians aren’t going to attack me,” said Victoria. At least, she hoped that was not their intention. She had invited them to ride in the Lantern Festival Parade with her, and they had reciprocated with a dinner invitation to Arcana Castle. It seemed reputable and diplomatic. Perhaps they only wanted to thank her for the nice parade she’d thrown in their honor as a good will gesture. It would be nice if the Council of Guardians wanted peace with her people. It would be disastrous if the Guardians decided that the Dragons were enemies just because they were Dragons. It was shocking how many arcanes had that opinion.

      “I wish I had possessed your confidence when I was your age,” Opal said disingenuously.  “I never wasted any time to practice because I always needed to improve my fighting skills. Your skills must be beyond reproach, that you feel you can neglect your practice.”

      “Let’s go to the dojo,” Victoria sighed. “But I can’t spar with you for long. I need time to dress before the Guardians arrive.”
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      Opal attacked Victoria with her staff, moving with such electricity that she knocked Victoria to the floor. Victoria snapped her fingers, changing clothes from her casual slacks and blouse into a loose, black-belted training uniform. She flipped backward, as limber as any gymnast, and pulled a staff of her own from the wall. The game was on.

      Lady Opal claimed she was a direct descendant of Tiamat herself. As they aged, female dragons only grew stronger. Only in the twilight centuries of their life did they finally succumb to the ravages of time. Male dragons, who usually fought each other brutally more often than females, died younger. If they survived their wild youth, some male dragons softened in their old age into peaceful retirement marked by wisdom and compassion. Other elderly males went the route her father had taken.

      Opal did not hold back her blows as she fought Victoria. She attacked and attacked as if to bring the younger Dragon down. Even so, Opal held herself back, because she stayed in human form. As a human female, she had a frail, wrinkled body, and barely stood above four feet tall. But in her Dragon form she was an immense beast, larger than a passenger plane.

      Only after Victoria successfully fended off Opal’s repeated attacks did the old Dragon lady relent and withdraw with a bow.

      “Now show me your nine forms,” she commanded.

      Panting from the exertion, Victoria continued to twirl her staff as she moved through the familiar dance of the nine forms of magic. Dragons were one of few magical beings who could master any element with equal skill, but even among Dragons, mastery of all Four Elements of physical power and the Five Essentials of mental power was rare. 

      Victoria started with the Element that was easiest for her, the one she had learned naturally as a child, Fire. Because she kicked and speared the air with her hands and twirling spear, fire shot from her palms and her spear like bullets from a gun. A hula hoop of fire encircled her hips, snaked all around her body, and, finally, as she ascended into the most difficult of Fire forms, her entire body became encased in a second skin of living flame, burning red, then blue, then white hot.

      Emerging from Fire, she grounded herself into the Elemental Stone, stomping the ground and shaking the room. Pebbles and sand hurtled around her like a tornado. She let the rock and sand drop back to the ground.

      She chose to perform Elemental Water next. Responding to her summons, water seeped out of the rock and turned into a river, which she lifted into her arms like a living snake.

      Finally, she brought out the Elemental Wind and froze the water-snake into ice by chilling the surrounding air. She shattered the ice with blows from her hands and feet, and then used Wind magic to explode the shards in every direction like a grenade of crystal knives.

      The physical Elements were easy for her. She had mastered all four when she was still a child, even by human standards. She now moved onto the energy forms of Light and Shadow. The room brightened and darkened in response to her moves.

      Opal moved back into the practice ring to help Victoria with the mental practice of the Psychic Essentials: projecting illusions, exuding charisma, raising and shattering mental shields, manifesting nightmares, and teleporting through the ether. These were very difficult forms, and Victoria knew that compared to other magic users, such as the Magician, her control over the purely mental forms of magic was weak and inadequate. Opal knew this too and spent the rest of the session criticizing all of Victoria’s mistakes. Victoria endured the critique patiently. Lady Opal ran out of breath before she ran out of things to criticize, but she ended her complaint.

      “Highly inadequate, Ning-Ning, but for now that weak performance will have to suffice.” Lady Opal bowed to Victoria. “May the ancestors protect you if you ever have to go into real battle! Your enemies will wet their pants laughing at your feebleness. I fear for your longevity!”

      Victoria bowed back. “Thank you for your instruction.”
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      Victoria spent half an hour in the sauna after her session in the dojo. Although she had a lovely Victorian house in downtown Arcana Glen, she preferred her more palatial yet antiquated quarters here. The caverns beneath the mountain possessed a barbarian splendor that secretly delighted her. A long, convoluted maze of caves wormed their way through the mountain. The sauna, for instance, was a natural hot spring. The boiling water in the pools around the organically shaped cave were far too hot for her to enter while in human form, although it felt very nice against her scales when she was in Dragon form. However, in human form she could sit on one of the comfortable and aesthetically pleasing wooden benches that had been built along the sides of the room and bask in the steam.

      After every pore in her skin felt thoroughly cleansed, she left the hot spring and traveled through an artificial tunnel to another naturally occurring cavern. An Olympic size swimming pool had been built in the excavated cave, then filled with cold water drawn from deep within the bowels of the mountain. Victoria plunged into the frigid water, shivering, and grinning at the contrast to the heat of the sauna. She didn’t stay in for long, however. She jumped back out and ran to grab a towel. A flight of steps built right into the stone wall led her upstairs to her own suite of private rooms.

      By design, the stairs from the bathing pools delivered her right into her closet – although the word “closet” had to be used cautiously to describe the room that was as large as the floor plan of an average home. This room was not a natural cavern. Beautiful pillars and frescoes had been carved out of the stone. The racks and shelves carved from stone were fitted with elegant metal fixtures that complemented the overall design of the architecture.

      Victoria took a deep breath and smiled at her collection of feminine treasures. She admitted that she was Dragon enough to enjoy spending time simply admiring and playing with her fantastic collection of designer shoes and expensive clothing. Everything was arranged by occasion and color. Row upon row of shoes sat like jewels in their boxes on the lower shelves. A rainbow of dresses filled one rack; an ombré of suits from pure white to deepest mahogany black filled another rack. She also had blouses, pants and collection of deceptively casual T-shirt and jeans that were anything but cheap. In fact, nothing in her wardrobe was cheap. She loved her body and took good care of it, and that included keeping her outermost layer of ‘soft armor’ in good condition.

      That is how she thought of clothes, as a form of armor, even the softest silk. Clothes were a weapon, a defense, a disguise, or a declaration. They had to be wielded as carefully as any magic or sword that she practiced with in her nine forms. Opal had taught her this as well, and it was one lesson that Victoria was certain she had mastered.

      What should she wear for a meeting with Seth Ruelong? She perused her closet.

      She saw several outfits that she was certain would suffice to impress Seth. But at the back of her mind, she thought: And what if I encounter one of the Guardians today?

      Ever since new Guardians had started to answer the Call, Victoria asked herself this every day. The truth was, she feared them. She had no idea if they respected her or despised her.

      Business-shark suit or gracious princess gown? Hometown girl in blue jeans or arcane glitz and glamour? It would help if she knew what they wanted from her. What if they showed up one day and ordered Victoria to take her whole Roost and leave Arcana Glen because this town ain’t big enough fer the two of us?

      As a Dragon with royal blood, strong magic, and over a hundred and twenty years of daily training, Victoria didn’t often find herself outmatched. Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, head of the Council of Guardians, however, was another story. He outmatched everyone. For a long time, he’d been the chief suspect in the murder of the other twenty-one of the twenty-two-member Council of Guardians. The Council, called the Melkara ha Sarmateem in the Ancient Tongue, was composed of the most powerful arcanes in the Seven Mortal Spheres. Supposedly, he’d been exonerated, but the point was that everyone had only ever questioned whether he had murdered his fellow wizards, not whether he could have done it. Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, was the most powerful wizard of a Council composed of all the most powerful wizards in the realms.

      His wife, Bethany Dilly, had the formal title of “The Fool.” The Fool was not usually thought of as powerful. But Victoria had encountered the woman and didn’t underestimate her. Besides, Bethany had dared to marry Alephander after he’d already turned six previous wives into bric-a-bracs. That took guts.

      Victoria picked out a cobalt blue suit, almost dark enough to look black, with a subtle sheen that caught the light. She wore a crisp blossom print blouse and slip underneath and found a pair of electric blue shoes and a matching brooch to add a flash of color. She also picked out earrings and a choker that the blouse would hide, but she would feel against her skin. She loved the feel of high-quality gold against her throat. The simplicity and purity of the mineral reassured her. Gold was loyal and did not lie. Though seemingly soft and pliant, it kept its form over its lifespan. Gold was almost eternal even for a Dragon.

      After she put on the suit, she concentrated her magic and snapped her fingers. The suit disappeared into the ether, where it would wait for her summons to reappear when she needed it. Next, in case the business suit was the wrong approach, she chose a carnelian gown that was tasteful and flattering, yet not too flashy. She snapped her hands again and also banished that outfit to the ether. Finally, just in case of something unexpected, she picked out a simple outfit with t-shirt bra, a form fitting but unadorned T-shirt, and “tough but pretty” designer jeans. She completed that outfit with warm socks and solid hiking boots.

      Some Shifters destroyed whatever outfit they were wearing when they switched to their animal. By keeping extra clothes ready for any emergency, Victoria was never in the embarrassing position of finding herself far away from home stark naked because she had just shifted back from Dragon to human form. She always kept a spare outfit ready in the ether, and, in fact, she already had a few packed away, but she snapped her fingers and changed out one of the previous outfits she had picked for this one, just because she felt like making the change.

      Still nervous but more prepared, she snapped her fingers again and returned the cobalt blue suit to her body. She used Wind and Water magic, plus a can of hairspray, to fix up her hair into an elegant French bun, and a little Fire magic to dry the still damp locks. Finally, she did her make up, using no magic but years of practice. Her lips were too thin, but carnelian lipstick plumped them up; her cheeks were too puffy, but subtle layers of foundation and blush defined them; her eyelashes were pathetically thin and stubby, but a shadowy outline of kohl and pearl highlights made her eyes stand out. Classy make-up was an art form in its own.

      Victoria was ready for the Magician... but for now, she had to deal with the ‘young and handsome’ son of the Prime Minister. She took a deep breath and ascended a stone staircase to a balcony. She shifted into her winged form.
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday Morning,

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      Colonel Dilly and Troy Stern flew—by plane, not Griffin—from Boise to Denver and from there, via a much smaller plane, into the tiny but extremely well-equipped airport in a mountain town that Colonel Dilly called Arcana Glen.

      “How come I’ve never heard of it?” asked Troy, peering out the window. “Is that... a castle?!”

      “You’ll be summoned to the Castle soon enough,” said Colonel Dilly. “You’ll have to meet the Magician and the Fool, and any other Guardians they’ve already recruited since I last spoke to them. But there are some other folks that would like to meet you first.”

      Troy furrowed his forehead, trying to think who would want to meet him. Or why. He didn’t know anyone in Colorado. Colonel Dilly had held the reason for this mysterious trip tight to his chest.

      A limousine met them at the airport. Colonel Dilly shook Troy’s hand.

      “This is as far as I go, son,” said the colonel. “Your ride will take you to your friends.”

      “What friends?” demanded Troy. “You still haven’t told me who invited me here, why, or what they expect from me. Only that it will be more dangerous than slaying a dragon.”

      “And yet, you came.” Colonel Dilly saluted him. “Keep your wits about you and your ring on.”

      The limousine driver drove Troy over swerving mountain roads shaded by evergreen forests. Everything glistened white with snow. Although it was March, Arcana Glen was at 8000 feet. The temperature was two degrees over the freezing point of water.

      It didn’t bring to mind Summerland. Surely he wasn’t going to meet any of the arcanes from Summerland here, in the Rocky Mountains, of all places. Now, if the colonel had flown him to Baja California, maybe...

      Troy thought about the first time he’d met Summer Elves.
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        March 15, 2007,

        Thursday Morning

        Wyziria, Summerland Sphere

      

      

      Troy blinked.

      One minute, he’d been sitting in front of his computer. The next, he was here.

      Just like magic.

      He knew exactly where he was; he recognized this place; he was just struggling to believe he was really here.

      Forest surrounded him, but it wasn’t any earthly forest. Sunlight streamed through the branches, making the whole woods radiant. The intense teal foliage came in all shades of blue-green, from emerald to aquamarine. Bejeweling the trees and vines were huge, strange blossoms in colors so bright they were almost neon. Mushrooms that were as tall as his waist, with polka-dot lavender caps, grew where the biggest trees blocked the light.

      The air tasted as warm and sweet as frosting on a hot cinnamon bun. Although the exotic plants grew so thickly as to suggest this was a tropical forest, there were no insects, only luminous sparks of light that wafted through the air where insects ought to have been. However, there were numerous big-eyed, fluffy, climbing creatures and scampering bioluminescent amphibians in the trees. When the amphibians licked the spots of light, their own luminous spots glowed brighter. And there were even more fantastical specimens, like the tiny, winged unicorns, so iridescent they looked as if they had been blown from glass, except they fluttered from flower to flower, crawling deep into the orchids, and using their horns to extract pollen.

      This was Wyziria, the fabled Kingdom of the Summer Elves.

      He was inside the video game.

      And there, overgrown with lianas and vines, stood the picturesque ruins of the Last Arch, a donut-shaped rough-hewn stone, ancient even to the Elves. That meant that he was standing on the precipice, at the border of Wyziria, and beyond a cliff, which he couldn’t see from his current vantage, lay the Burned Lands.

      Troy examined his own body, hoping to find the massive thews of a Barbarian Warrior, like his avatar. To his crushing disappointment, he found himself still stuck in the body of a pudgy, acne-faced teen. He didn’t have any of the special armor he’d earned leveling up in the game either! No dragon-scale shield, no sword of Elemental Flame, nothing, zilch, nada.

      Wait, he did have one new thing he didn’t recognize: a ring. The ring fit as if he had been born with it, though Troy knew he’d never seen it before, not in his real life and not in the game. The ring was a gold-plated band with a single polished agate gemstone, on the index finger of his right hand.

      Apparently, Troy wasn’t the only one disappointed with his appearance.

      “This fat lout is the Hero summoned by the Last Arch?” a scathing voice asked.

      Troy jerked his head toward the voice. At first, all he saw was the teal forest.

      Then, one by one, a band of amazing warriors stepped out from where they had been concealed.

      There were five of them, three youths and two maidens, all tall, lithe, muscular, bronze, and gorgeous. Their hair color ranged in ginger shades from dark auburn to strawberry gold. They had huge, jewel-like eyes with a feline gleam, and elegant ears that tapered up to a point. They wore garments of tight teal leather covered in a trellis patter of living vines and leaves that created perfect camouflage.

      “Y...you can’t be Elves!” he stammered. “Elves aren’t real!”

      “He’s as intelligent as he is brawny!” snickered the taller, edgier of the two maidens. She had at least a dozen knives strapped to her in various places, plus a bow and quiver on her back and other odd devices made of bronze and bone at her hip belt and around her neck.

      “Maybe this isn’t the Hero brought by the Last Arch,” said a young man with dark auburn hair. He held his hand in front of him, made a strange gesture, and produced a ball of flame balanced over his palm, as if he were prepared to throw the fireball at Troy.

      The younger, softer looking maiden, the only one who wore a dress of shimmery gossamer woven with living flowers, and the only Elf who wasn’t armed, pointed to Troy’s hand.

      “He has the ring!”

      Troy’s heart thudded. Did they think he stole their ring? If he knew one thing from fantasy games and movies, it was that magic rings could be a mixed blessing. He pulled the ring off his index finger and held it out.

      “I didn’t steal it! If it’s yours, take it back!”

      They all stepped back, shaking their heads.

      The Elves chattered more at him, but he could no longer understand their lyrical language. Startled, he realized that none of them had been speaking English this whole time, yet, as long as he’d worn the ring, he’d understood them.

      The Elves gestured for him to put the ring back on.

      Troy hesitated. “It’s not an evil ring, is it? I... uh... I choose the path of Light.”

      He hoped he didn’t sound like an utter dork.

      The Elves replied, but he couldn’t understand them. Finally, he put it back on. Maybe it had no other special powers than translation.

      Troy announced awkwardly, “I can understand you now. Again.”

      “What is your name, Human Barbarian?” asked the tallest male Elf. He had a cascade of red braids and bright green eyes. Something about his manner made it clear that he was the oldest of the lot, and the one who usually took charge.

      “Um, Troy. Troy Stern.”

      “A noble name,” the fire-haired Elf said. His face was solemn, but his eyes danced; Troy suspected the Elf was teasing him. “I am Prince Braigan, and these are my siblings: Prince Delson, Princess Zohara, Princess Faelara, and Prince Zain. We are all scions of the Royal House of Norion, of the Court of Wands, rulers of Wyziria.

      “And now, because you have answered the summons of the Gate and stepped through the Last Arch, you, Troy, are going to become our foster brother.”

      “W...what?” Troy stammered. “But...I can’t...! I have a life back in the real world...”

      “Summerland is not your world, Human, but I assure you, it is just as real!”

      “Allow me to demonstrate,” the edgy female, Princess Zohara, offered. She stepped forward and slapped Troy across his face.

      It stung like heck. She may have looked petite, but she packed a wallop.

      “Ow!” he shouted. Troy rubbed his cheek.

      “Real enough for you?” Zohara smirked.

      “That wasn’t nice, Zo,” chided the other princess, Faelara. She, too, stepped close to Troy and placed her hand on his cheek. Troy stiffened, not sure whether to expect more pain, but quite the opposite occurred. Faelara’s hand glowed and with it a warm, healing sensation removed the lingering sting of Zohara’s blow.

      “Zain is going to live your life while you are gone,” said Faelara.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” muttered Zain. He looked less than pleased about it. “You get to stay here and have all the fun while I have to go live with the anti-magic barbarians. What a great trade!”

      “But how...?” Troy trailed off.

      “Zain’s very good with glamours; and he will have a magic ring, like yours, that will enable him to understand your world. This is how we do things.”

      “You were chosen for a reason, Troy,” Braigan said. “We need your help. The Last Arch chose you to destroy an evil that is devastating our world.”

      “An evil...” Troy had a sinking feeling he knew what that was.

      But the Elves insisted on showing him.

      First, they sent off Zain. Zain touched Troy on the same cheek that Zohara had slapped and Faelara had healed. Zain only brushed Troy’s skin. Then the air around Zain’s body shimmered an illusion transformed him. He now looked exactly like Troy.

      The Elves all stood in front of the Arch and chanted something together. The interior of the donut Arch flared as if on fire. Zain fearlessly stepped through the sheet of fire and disappeared.

      Next, the remaining royal siblings took Troy past the trees to the edge of the precipice. Here he saw a vista familiar to him from his computer screen. He looked out over the dark, desolate wastelands.

      “The Burned Lands,” Troy murmured. “They’re real.”

      A dark shape wheeled over the horizon. The winged form displayed an unmistakable silhouette.

      “That is the Rogue Dragon Emperor, Kushu the Mad Wyrm,” said Braigan grimly. “He has become a killer of Elves and Shifters alike. He must be stopped. Will you help us slay him?”
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday Morning,

        Arcana Glen, Seven Staves Lodge

      

      

      The limousine passed the Castle and several large, well-lit buildings nearby, and turned up a road that led to an area with several luxury ski lodges clustered along the edge of a frozen lake. Ski lifts carried skiers up the slopes and skiers zig-zagged down. The limousine bypassed Snow Queen Lodge and drove into the drop-off area in front of the Seven Staves Lodge. The driver didn’t wait for a tip but took off as soon as Troy disembarked.

      For a moment, he stood alone in front of the expensive looking hotel in the bitter cold wind, standing between the velvet ropes and gold-colored posts of a fancy barrier.

      Two beefy men jogged up to Troy. The ring he wore let him see their auras, which indicated one was a Manticore and one was Bear Shifter.

      Shit, it’s a trap! he thought.

      He yanked a metal post out of the velvet barrier and waved it like a club. “Stay back!”

      The two men exploded into their alter forms. One became a huge, nine-foot grizzly bear. The other, more dangerous yet, became a lion as large as a truck, with huge bat wings, a scorpion’s tale, a mane of dark, prickly poison hair and a single black, twisted horn, like some kind of monstrous, leonine, toxic unicorn.

      The odds weren’t good.

      So Troy attacked first.

      He bashed the Grizzly first, jabbing its eye with the blunt end. Then he rolled on the ground and came up under the belly of the Manticore with his make-shift weapon. He shoved the pointy end of the pole upwards into the soft, weak point between the jaw and the neck.

      The Grizzly staggered and the Manticore roared.

      He’d drawn first blood on each, but he was still outmatched, and the fight was nowhere close to over...

      “Stop the fight!” shouted a masculine voice. Footsteps pounded the pavement. “Troy, stop!”

      The man who ran between Troy and the two immense beasts wore human clothes, but he had metallic bronze skin, ruby-gold hair, huge emerald eyes, and pointy ears.

      “Braigan?” Troy gasped.

      A second man arrived a moment later, with identical coloring but shorter hair. He also wore mundane clothing.

      “What the hell, Troy?” demanded the second man. “Is this how you greet family?

      Gris, Menoch, are you okay?”

      “Cut him a break, Delson,” said Braigan. “I thought your team was a little strange at first, too. Troy, I know it’s weird, but the Bear and the Manticore work for Delson.”

      “Delson?” Troy said. “How are you guys here? Why are you here?”

      The two Shifters returned to their human form. The one Delson had called Gris had a black, bleeding eye. The one Delson had called Menoch—the Manticore—had a discolored throat. However, with supernatural Shifter stamina, both were already healing.

      “This is your human foster brother?” asked Menoch in a voice that sounded scratchy and rough. Troy wasn’t sure if he always sounded like that, or if it was because of his injured throat.

      “He’s a hard ass,” growled Gris. “I like him.”

      A bitter breeze whisked snow into their faces.

      “Braigan, Delson, I don’t understand,” Troy said. He gestured to the Shifters. “An Animal Shifter from Winterdom and a Chaos Warrior from the Burned Lands.... These guys work for the Court of Wands now?”

      “We shouldn’t stand outside here, airing our business to all and sundry,” declared Braigan, casting a dyspeptic glare at the Snow Queen Lodge across the street. “Let’s go inside.”

      A roar and a whoosh of wind came from the direction of the airport. A shiver of warning crawled down his back. Something the size of a small plane crossed the sky, but that unmistakable silhouette was no plane.

      “That’s a mother-effing Dragon!” Troy shouted. He pointed at the sky, as if any of the Elves or Shifters could have missed the winged beast overhead.

      Then he saw another winged mythical creature in the sky: a Griffin, carrying a rider, headed right at the Dragon. Troy tensed, expecting to see the Griffin and the Dragon tangle in the sky. Troy expected to smell the brimstone of dragonfire and to hear the shriek of a fighting Griffin.

      However, the Griffin and Dragon veered away from each other.

      “We’ll explain everything inside,” Delson said. “The Dragon isn’t your biggest problem, Wyrm Slayer. Don’t kill any Dragons in Arcana Glen.”

      “Yet,” added Braigan.
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday Morning, Mardi Gras

        New Orleans, Mundane Sphere

      

      

      When Victoria Long shifted into her dragon form, she was sized like a fighter jet: daintier yet more deadly than a passenger plane. Arcanes would see the dragon. They would feel the frisson of terror that the sight of a Dragon induced, the warning that any person with magical sensitivity would feel in the presence of a powerful, magic predator. She could shield herself with invisibility, but why bother? She was the top predator, and she wanted every arcane to know it and to show proper respect.

      Mundanes looking at her in the sky would invariably mistake her for a plane, either a military plane or a small passenger plane, depending on what they expected to see. To her annoyance, some mundanes even mistook her for a helicopter! What nerve.

      Living in the Mundane Sphere meant that a smart arcane didn’t fight mundane expectations but worked with them. For the Dragons, that meant allowing human Air Traffic control to treat her like a plane. She telepathed one of her people, who instantaneously repeated her words over the radio to the Arcana Glen Air Traffic Controller.

      “Arcana Delivery, Princess 001 requesting IFR to Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport.”

      “Princess 001, you are cleared to New Orleans via filed departure. As soon as possible, turn right to a heading of 360 degrees and hold this heading for at least 2 miles from the airport.”

      She automatically telepathed the procedures for departure clearance and takeoff clearance. She didn’t need to taxi, since she wasn’t a plane—she took off directly from the summit of Long Mountain. She didn’t really circle around the airport either, as real planes did to avoid outgoing traffic interfering with incoming flights, but she followed the spiral trajectory as instructed. She steered well clear of incoming air traffic, in this case, two human planes and one arcane, a Griffin.

      When she approached Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, the traffic was crazy thick, because today was Mardi Gras. She had to circle forever before her arcane contact cleared her for landing, even though she didn’t land at the airport itself, but nearby. Within the city, she maintained her human form. She accepted a limousine to carry her to the genteel mansion where her host invited her to watch the parades from a flower-covered balcony. She had been planning to wear her dark suit, but she had forgotten to account for the weather—it was 70 degrees Fahrenheit in New Orleans. Spring hadn’t really touched Arcana Glen yet, but it was in full bloom here in lovely Louisiana. She wore her red gown instead of the suit.

      Her host, Seth Ruelong, greeted her with a warm but formal handshake. Victoria wondered what color Seth’s scales were in dragon form. In human form, he was easy on the eyes. When he saw her in the red gown, his eyes lit up appreciatively.

      His father was Ydrim Ruelong, a Red Dragon like Victoria and the Prime Minister of the Colorado Roost, but Seth lived with his mother, Angharad Ydraig, a Green Dragon. It was a pity that Seth’s parents had broken up decades ago. When Victoria had been a child, she would have sworn that Ydrim Ruelong and Angharad were true mates, soulmates. Unlike most Dragons, they loved each other. But then, in 1940, they abruptly tried to kill each other. Angharad left, taking Seth with her to New Orleans.

      Love wasn’t enough to hold Dragons couples together, Victoria thought sadly. Maybe we hoard gold and jewels because we can’t have our real heart’s desire.

      Seth came from impeccable bloodlines on both sides of his family. He had strong magic and undeniable courage. Like her, he operated numerous businesses in the human world, and he owned a number of properties.

      Too bad she felt no spark between them.

      They discussed business and security. The New Orleans Roost had recurring problems with a Leprechaun gang, and Seth warned Victoria the thieves might target the Colorado Roost as well.

      “Leprechauns?” Victoria had to smile. “Cute.”

      Seth scowled. “They aren’t cute, they’re annoying as hell. Grubby, lying, cheating crooks. But let’s not discuss that now. Let’s enjoy the day.”

      Victoria made a polite show of enjoying the rowdy festivities in the streets below, but her mind ran along another track. Finally, she prodded Seth. “Why are we really here, Seth? I know that my people and yours want a union between us, but why the sudden urgency?”

      “Then you haven’t heard?” he asked. His eyes sparkled. Victoria was a Red Dragon with jade green eyes; Seth had ruby red eyes, which probably meant his scales were green. “I would have thought you’d have heard before me, given that the events are unfolding in Arcana Glen.”

      Fury channeled through her veins. Seth was right. If something was happening in her own territory, she should know it before any other Dragon. But Minister Ruelong had obviously told his son first. However, she hid her anger under a cool smile.

      “Go on,” she invited. “Don’t tease, Seth. It isn’t polite.”

      “Our people want us to claim the Thrones of Emperor and Empress on the Council of Guardians.”

      Shock reverberated through her. “Surely there are other candidates.”

      “My sources say the Elves do have a candidate in mind for Emperor,” said Seth. “The Winter Elves want one of their own Royal family to ascend the Throne of Emperor.”

      “Prince Torqanel?”

      “No, not the eldest prince, but his younger brother... Prince Vamenor. As for the Summer Elves, they will reject any Winter Elf as a candidate, obviously. They have another man in mind. One you’ll find quite interesting. It’s the Slayer who assassinated your father.”

      Victoria’s nostrils flared. Her body burned with the need to shift to her dragon form so she could roar and roast something. She trembled with the strain of maintaining control.

      Seth nodded sympathetically. He switched to the Ancient Tongue and used her real name. “I swear to you, Ningbauda. I will help you kill your father’s Slayer. I will help you regain the Throne that belongs to your family. All I ask in return is to rule at your side, as your equal, Emperor to your Empress.”
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        March 1, 2022

        Tuesday Morning,

        Arcana Glen, Seven Staves Lodge

      

      

      The interior of the ski lodge was luxurious but ordinary for a five-star hotel. Troy felt bemused as he watched his Elven foster brothers dressed in jeans, ski boots, and sports jackets, walking through a human hotel. They entered the elevator as if it were perfectly normal for them to travel in the metal box.

      Delson pushed the button for the fourth floor. Gris and Menoch fell into a stance of trained bodyguards.

      “I’m not from Winterdom, by the way,” Gris said. His voice was naturally deep and growly. “I’m from Alaska.”

      Troy lifted his eyebrows. “I’d heard rumors that there were Shifter Clans on Earth, but you’re the first I’ve met.” That I know about, he added silently, aware of the weight of his ring. Perhaps he had met dozens of Shifters before. Without the ring to highlight the blue shimmer of a bear around the man, he would never have known Gris was a Grizzly.

      “What about you?” Troy asked the Manticore. “I suppose you’re from New Jersey.”

      “I’m from the Fetid Wastelands,” said Menoch.

      “Close enough,” snickered Gris.

      “I was raised as an enemy of Elves,” said Menoch flatly. “But the War changed everything. My people and the Summer Elves have a common enemy now.”

      His throat had mostly healed, but his voice still sounded like chains dragged over gravel. Apparently, that was his natural bass.

      “What war?” asked Troy. He’d fought in a few wars himself, in the last fifteen years, but he had a feeling none were relevant to the Manticore or the Elves.

      The elevator opened onto the top floor of the lodge. The entire floor was a large open-floor suite, with a kitchenette and huge sunken living room, plus numerous bedrooms and bathrooms on either wing.

      Several more bodyguards, five men and two women dressed like soldiers, were already in the suite. Three women in civilian clothing sat on the couches. Troy recognized two of the civilians as his foster sisters, Zohara and Faelara.

      “Troy!” Faelara cried, rushing to throw her arms around him in a hug.

      Zohara had traded in one of her knives for a gun. She twirled it in her hand like a cowgirl. “Hey, Troy.”

      Another young male Elf sat on the couch, watching television. Troy recognized him only from paintings and photographs. It was Zain, the youngest of the Royal House of Norion, the Elf who had pretended to be Troy while Troy was in Summerland.

      “The whole gang is here,” Troy said in wonderment.

      Prince Delson introduced the bodyguards next.

      “I run a private security company called Delson’s Rangers,” Delson explained. “We used to do mercenary work, but recently, we’ve switched over to providing security for the newly Called Guardians, as the Council rebuilds its numbers. You heard about the Massacre of the Council ten years ago?”

      “Only a bare sketch,” Troy said. “I am missing a lot of what’s been happening in the arcane world.”

      “You’ve met Gris and Menoch. You’ve met Eli before too, back in Summerland. Eli, show yourself.”

      An Elf who had been hiding behind an invisibility Glamour appeared next to the fireplace. The Elf’s face was terribly burned. He was one of those whose village had been attacked by Kushu the Mad Wyrm. Eli’s family had all been killed and Eli remained scarred. Even Wyzir Elf Healers couldn’t heal dragonfire burns.

      “The others are Alinta, Hype, Logan and Rhyn.” Delson wrapped his arm around the human woman. “And this is my wife, Tia.”

      “Ma’am.” Troy kissed the back of Tia’s hand. “A pleasure.” In a stage whisper, he told Delson, “I can’t believe you married a human!”

      “She’s not a mundane,” Delson said. “She’s a Witch.”

      “What about your parents, Braigan?” Troy looked around, as if more invisible Elves might be lurking. “Are the King and Queen of Wands here too?”

      “No, Troy,” Braigan said solemnly. “They’re dead. They were murdered ten years ago, by the King of Swords. In that time, Winterdom has invaded Summerland and we’ve all be either hiding, in exile, or fighting for our lives.”

      Troy’s jaw dropped. An ugly vise clenched his gut. Ten years. He tried to absorb that. Summerland had been in peril for the last ten years. And he’d known nothing. Done nothing.

      “Why didn’t anyone call me? Or call other Heroes through the Last Arch?”

      Prince Braigan laughed bitterly. “Prince Vamenor of Winterdom found a way to destroy the Last Arch before our family even finished escaping an attack by the Winter Knights. Venemor stranded Delson here. For years, Delson thought we died with the destruction of the Portal, and we though he was killed by the Winter Knights when he was left behind.”

      If you hadn’t kicked me out of Summerland when I was eighteen, I might have helped you. Troy bit back the bitter words. He wished things had been different, but he had to focus on the present, not the past. The Elves needed his help now. They had finally reached out to him, after all these years. He vowed not to let them down.

      Troy studied Braigan. When Troy had known the Elf, Braigan had been full of the joy of life. An easy smile never strayed far from his lips. His charisma drew females to him like butterflies to milkweed.

      Braigan had changed. His eyes blazed with anger, not laughter. Crowfeet aged his eyes, and he wore a shaggy beard like a Fox Shifter bandit.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, brother,” Troy said softly. Then he put his hand over his heart and knelt to Braigan. “Your Majesty. Whatever I can do to aid you and Summerland, tell me and I will do it or die.”

      “Don’t kneel to me, Troy,” Braigan said raggedly. “And it’s still Prince Braigan. I haven’t been able to claim the crown of my father. Not that I deserve it. I’ve lost my homeland.”

      “You are now the King of Wands,” Troy said stubbornly. “You’ll have my fealty whether you want it or not. With all due respect, Sire.”

      Braigan placed his hands on Troy’s shoulders. “Your loyalty means more to me than you’ll ever know. But you mustn’t kneel to me. Stand, Troy.”

      Troy stood up.

      “We do need you,” said Braigan. “Summerland needs you. Emperor Lunarian named you as his Heir. He left you his Scepter. We need you to become the new Emperor of the Seven Spheres.”

      “What?” Troy blinked.

      Braigan and all the others in the room knelt to him, then pounded their chests with their palms. “Sarmat, we salute you!”

      “You’re all insane,” Troy said. “I’m no Emperor. I’m not even arcane. I can’t fill the shoes of Lunarian the Wise, the Nine-Tailed Silver Fox!” After a moment, he forced an uneasy laugh. “I get it. This is a joke or something. Well, you’re a month early. It’s April 1, not March 1, that you’re supposed to pull pranks.”

      The Elves and Shifters rose to their feet again, but their somber expressions told Troy they weren’t joking.

      “Braigan, if anyone should take the Scepter from Lunarian, it should be you,” argued Troy, “You’ve been raised to rule.”

      “To rule Wyziria in Summerland,” said Braigan. “If I answered the Call to be Emperor, the Wyzir would see it as a betrayal, as me giving up on the liberation of Summerland.”

      “What about Delson...”

      “No,” snapped Delson. “The Call is to you, Troy. We all agree.”

      “I didn’t agree!” Troy shouted. “Look, maybe at one time, I could be the Hero you needed, but I’m not that guy anymore. I just... never grew up into that guy. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you have a right to know.”

      “None of us are who we imagined we be ten years ago,” Faelara said softly. “All of us are less than we wanted to be. What my brothers don’t want to tell you is that none of us dares present ourselves as a candidate for Emperor or Empress. The Azir, the Winter Elves, control most of our homeland. Our capital, Ymeris, the last free Wyzir citadel standing, is under siege as we speak. The Azir won’t accept a Wyzir as Emperor. And the Winter Elves hold thousands of our people hostage to ensure we don’t try. To us, you are as close as a brother, but to outsiders, you’re a human with no blood ties to us. The Azir can’t reject you.”

      Braigan ran his hand through his hair. “If you turn your back on us, Troy, we have no other candidates to challenge the Azir.”

      “And the Dragons,” added Zohara. “Don’t forget they claim that the original Emperor was a Dragon and should be one again.”

      Troy scowled. “You leave me no choice when you put it like that.”

      “I’m glad you see it our way,” said Braigan.

      Delson cleared his throat. “There’s just one problem. The Winter Elves have stolen Lunarian’s Scepter. We need you to get it back.”

      “Actually, there are two problems,” said Zohara. “The Winter Elves are one problem. The Dragons are the other.”

      “Dragons, I can handle,” said Troy. “However, I haven’t spent the last decade fighting Azir, as you all have, so I’m not sure about them.”

      Braigan grinned, but Delson shook his head. “The Magician made me vouch that none of us would start a fight with the Dragons of Arcana Glen.”

      “Good luck with that,” said Zohara. “Do you know who the leader of the local roost is? She goes by a human name, Victoria Long, but her real name is Princess Ningbauda Sirrasu. She is the only living heir of King Kushu Sirrasu the Mad Wyrm. You killed her father, Troy. You better believe she has vowed revenge.”
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        March 3, 2022

        Thursday,

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain, The Hatchery

      

      

      Victoria checked her treasure. After hearing the Slayer was in Arcana Glen, she had become obsessed with the safety of her treasure and checked on it several times a day.

      Deep in the heart of the mountain, in the most protected spot, lay the greatest treasure of any Roost. Not the chambers of gold and jewels, though those existed too. Not elegant chambers filled with priceless sculptures, vases, and art, though the Dragons valued wealth as expressed through art nearly as much as gold and jade.

      Their most priceless treasure, however, was the Hatchery.

      In a round, stone room the size of a basketball court, close to a hundred eggs clustered in a bed of warm stones. Only about twenty of them were fertile eggs. The rest were decoy eggs. A Dragon mother delivered a clutch of a dozen small, soft eggs within a day or two of conceiving, but only one or two would be fertile. The rest were filled with raw Chaos magic. The decoys were like booby-traps that destroyed would-be poachers, and therefore acted as a layer of protection for the real, fertile egg.

      Within a week of being laid, the soft, small Dragon eggs grew as the Chaos magic within them expanded. The shell hardened to an impenetrable material as strong as an adult’s scales. In the case of the fertile eggs, the growing Dragonette would be nurtured by raw, liquid magic for nine months. They needed immense heat as well, or they would die.

      All the eggs currently in the Hatchery were older than a week, so the eggs shells were hard. Each egg was near two feet high and a foot wide. The stone-hard shells glowed with strange curlicues and webs of inner magic. It was properly the job of the Roost Mother to guard the eggs, but as the highest-ranking female, the job fell to Victoria even though she was a virgin. She knew that Lady Opal wasn’t the only Dragon upset by that situation.

      Victoria tried to imagine what it would be like when her own egg lay nestled among the others in the Hatchery. She tried to imagine herself as a wife and mother, but her mind balked. And now her people wanted her to replace the late Empress, a Spring Elf whom people had called Amagail the Flower Mother? Amagail had been a veritable goddess, always surrounded by baby animals. Flowers had literally sprung up under her feet when she walked. Her song had tamed Basilisks.

      I’m nothing like that, thought Victoria. I’m a hard, cold, mean reptile. I give zero effs for people’s feelings. I don’t grow flowers, I burn forests.

      But she did have one strong maternal instinct. She would barbeque the bones off any mother-effer who tried to hurt a single egg in her Hatchery. She would protect her Roost and her people.

      Come at me, Slayer, she dared her hidden enemy. You will find I am the most badass mother out there.
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        March 3, 2022

        Thursday,

        Arcana Glen, Drake Inc, Headquarters

      

      

      After checking the Hatchery, Victoria presided over a board meeting. The board meeting held no surprises. Her company, which she had built herself with no help from her omni-carnivorous father, now included several different subsidiary corporations. It was complicated, but she had a good head for numbers and a good memory for detail. She wasn’t afraid to fire incompetent employees, and she confidently expected only the highest standards from her management team, asking no less of them then she did of herself. Because they knew she drove herself harder than she drove anyone else, she earned their respect although some of them also work a bit afraid of her.

      After the meeting ended and the human members left, Minister Ruelong approached her with five other Dragons behind him. He bowed deeply to her.

      “We offer our congratulations on your upcoming marriage and ascension to the throne of the Empress.”

      Victoria narrowed her eyes but otherwise hid her displeasure. “Thank you for your gracious congratulations, but they may be premature.”

      This information should have been confidential, and yet he had clearly had the audacity to spread it amongst all the other Dragons in the community. They would naturally be excited about their patroness becoming the Guardian known as the Empress. They would see all of the imagined advantages this would bring to their own business affairs and political schemes. This was exactly why Victoria did not want the position. She knew she would be under pressure from old friends to do them favors, and she would reap animosity from enemies who would accuse her of dispersing such favors even if she refused to do so. She hated the whole idea.

      And yet Ruelong and the other Dragons continued to fawn over her and congratulate her on the marriage and coronation as if it were already a fait accompli. All she could do was smile graciously as if everything were under control, and she had not been blindsided by the opportunity. The mounting pressure to simply accept the arranged marriage and coronation only had the opposite effect on Victoria. She hated being manipulated into accepting something she had not chosen for herself.

      But Ruelong’s cagey analogy of the eggs reminded her of what was at stake. She had to protect her people and their future. So what if she had to endure a loveless marriage with Seth to do so? He wasn’t a bad man. It would be just another business transaction for both of them.

      What choice did she have? She couldn’t allow the duplicitous Azir, who had enslaved many Dragons, to appoint one of their own to the position. She definitely couldn’t allow the Slayer to ascend to a position of power over her people. What if he waged a crusade to kill all Dragons? Her people would be waging a two-front war, one against the Winter Elves and another against the Guardians themselves.

      The only way out was to marry Seth, and, if necessary, accept Seth’s help to kill the Slayer before he could kill them.
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        March 3,

        Thursday,

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain, the Dragon’s Lair Tour

      

      

      The Dragon Caves were a tourist attraction in the mountains near Arcana Glen. A little brochure at the entrance to the caves informed Troy of the history of the human man who had discovered silver there and in the process of mining also found a network of natural caverns with beautiful formations of stalagmites and stalactites and Hot Springs. The brochure explained that for safety’s sake, the area that tourists could explore was limited and to please stay on the wooden pathway behind the safety banister.

      This was interesting, because Troy’s ring allowed him to sense leylines of Elemental magic, which told him that the caverns extended much deeper into the mountain than the pamphlet showed. Many of the caves were simply enormous, and they appeared to be interconnected in a way more reminiscent of corridors and connecting hallways than pure mother nature. Certainly, the caverns may have started as natural formations, but obviously someone had turned them into something much more.

      Kushu the Mad Wyrm, the Dragon that Troy had slain, had lived under a mountain filled with interconnected caverns just like this.

      Troy bought himself a ticket for the morning tour of the caverns. He joined a group of ordinary humans who trailed their chipper tour guide into the tunnels, which were illuminated by electric lights and blockaded by ropes and wooden banisters.

      The tour was disappointingly short and completely devoid of any sign of magic except the wonders of geology and erosion. His attempt to stalk his target was a bust. That’s what he thought until a tingling sensation at the back of his neck caused him to stiffen. Up on a platform behind a fence of metal banisters, in an area the tourists had been warned not go, he saw a woman staring at him. She looked puzzled, as if trying to recollect if she had met him somewhere before.

      She was gorgeous—that was obvious even in the odd lighting of the cave. It wasn’t just her perfect hairdo, perfect make up, and obviously expensive yet tastefully understated pantsuit. There was a sensuality and confidence to the way she moved that exuded both femininity and power, sexuality and intelligence, that immediately attracted him. Granted, her slender, shapely figure didn’t hurt either. The way the material hugged her curves and drew attention to her cleavage was dangerous enough it should be classed as a deadly assault weapon.

      In fact, her beauty had totally disarmed his own wits. Only after staring at her like a slack-jawed yokel for a full minute did he recognize her from the folder that Delson had given him to study his target. She was Victoria Long, the owner of this mountain, the company that mined it, several other corporations. Most importantly of all, she was the Dragon princess, daughter of the creature he had slain.

      She was his enemy but also his target. She was the one he had come here to study, to see if he could find out more about her before he might have to face her in combat. But now that she was standing on a balcony like Juliet to his Romeo, he felt completely out of his league. It was one thing to fight a Dragon like her father, a vicious murderous beast who had already scorched and devoured hundreds of innocent people.

      It was quite another thing to take on an antagonist like sexy femme fatale Victoria Long.
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        Thursday,

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain, the Dragon’s Lair Tour

      

      

      Victoria was returning from her board meeting to her own chambers deeper within the mountain. The easiest shortcut crossed the tourist path, which was fine with her. She liked to drop in from time to time in order to observe the tour guides and make certain that they were delivering a quality service to those who paid for a tour of the famous Dragon Caverns. It was just another part of being a hostess.

      But she felt someone’s eyes on her and felt the clang as if on a giant gong. Her psychic awareness of other minds warned her that someone recognized her and that someone had an extreme emotional reaction to that recognition. The reaction was neither clearly hostile nor friendly, but some mixture of intense attraction and repulsion. That in itself wasn’t uncommon, but the strength of the reaction and her response to it, which was just as strong and inexplicable, was something she had never experienced before.

      She stared down at the group of tourists and locked eyes with a handsome human male. He stared up at her boldly, completely void of any of the fear that humans normally felt by instinct in the presence of a magical reptile.

      He was definitely human she concluded after studying him as boldly as he stared at her. He was not a Null like Bethany, nor a wizard like the Magician. But he did not seem to repel magic the way most humans did. Strange. Perhaps he was one of those humans who had the potential to become a wizard, although he had obviously not yet fulfilled such potential, or she would’ve sensed more magic radiating off of him.

      Other than his complete fearlessness in a situation where he should have cowed and ducked his head, and other than his noble bearing and handsome face, he seemed entirely ordinary. He had piercing blue eyes and sandy blonde hair, a manly beard, a square jaw and linebacker shoulders. But he was wearing a five-dollar flannel jacket over a white T-shirt and jeans that had probably been purchased in a secondhand store. Only his boots were of good quality; they looked like combat boots. She also noticed that he had a concealed weapon in a pocket carrier swung over one shoulder under his flannel shirt. He wasn’t wearing a cowboy hat, but he fit in with the country boy look of many of the human males around this area. But if he was a local, why had she never seen him before? She had an excellent memory and knew almost every resident, whether mundane or arcane, by sight.

      Curiosity burned through her. Dragons were as curious as cats. She could not resist the urge to learn more about him.
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      The tour guide stammered to a halt when Victoria descended the steps and joined the group.

      “Carry on,” she said mildly.

      He stuttered and tried to find his place in the script. He kept darting nervous glances at her. The other human tourists also reacted fearfully until she beamed her smile at them and reassured them with just the subtle waft of a Relaxation variant of her usual Charisma charm. They relaxed and ignored her after that, and the tour guide remembered his lines.

      Only the man with piercing blue eyes had not fallen for her charm spell. She could tell he was completely unaffected. She glanced at a ring he wore on his hand and suspected that it was a shield against magic. So. He was mundane, but he was aware of magic and did not automatically reject it as most humans did. Interesting.

      “Are you enjoying the tour?” she asked.

      “I am now.” His flirty smile left no doubt as to his meaning. “It was a little boring before, to be honest. I have a feeling all the really interesting sites are deeper inside.”

      “Of course,” she said, “but those areas are too dangerous for people to go.”

      “People? Or just humans?”

      She looked at him sharply. “Aren’t we all human?”

      “We’re all people,” he answered ambiguously. They exchanged barbed smiles, each aware of the other’s awareness of what was not said. Victoria was now 100% certain he knew about magic. But did he know what she was? Some humans believed Dragons were real and wanted to hunt them for exotic parts like endangered rhinos. The thing was, unlike rhinos, Dragons were extremely capable of defending themselves from poachers.

      “This doesn’t really seem like the kind of activity you would engage in,” she prompted him. “Unless you enjoy spelunking.”

      “I’ll do it if I have to,” he said, “but I admit worming through caves is not my first choice.”

      “Are you staying at Arcana Hotel? Or one of the ski lodges?” she probed. 

      “Never learned how to ski,” he said easily. “I grew up in a city and never had the money for it.”

      She noticed he’d evaded her question.

      “And yet you have the money for a vacation in a ski town like Arcana Glenn... Or are you here on business instead of pleasure?”

      “Hell, yeah, I am here on business,” he said firmly. He grinned at her with a twinkle in his eye. He put his hands in his jeans pockets and scuffed the wooden boardwalk with his army boot. With a sexy sidelong glance, he added, “I haven’t figured out yet whether it’s going to pleasure... or just business.”
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        Thursday,

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain, the Dragon’s Lair Tour

      

      

      Victoria had come through the tourist parts of the mountain in a deliberate attempt to avoid other Dragons, most of whom avoided the tourist areas. However, Ruelong had tracked her down and followed her. He would not relent in his quest for more details about the supposed upcoming marriage and coronation. He even ignored the throng of tourists around her to hurry to her side, something that was most out of character for the aged and reticent Minister. He must be extremely worked up about this wedding. Too bad he couldn’t get married and take the crown of Empress. He would clearly enjoy it more than she.

      “Ah there you are at last!” Ruelong said, grabbing onto Victoria by her sleeve, again a most unusual sign of excitement from the old Dragon. “I have been meaning to ask you one other thing about…”

      For the first time the Minister noticed the crowd around him and suddenly cleared his throat awkwardly.

      “Oh dear,” he said. “I apologize for the intrusion. Perhaps we could retire to a more private setting…” His gaze fell directly on the blue-eyed man who had been shamelessly flirting with Victoria. It wasn’t hard to notice him, because he had not stepped away from the Dragon as the other humans had but continued to stand right there beside Victoria with his arms crossed. He sported an expression of undisguised curiosity.

      “You!” Ruelong sputtered.

      Victoria expected him to berate human for his impropriety and rudeness. She did not expect to see Ruelong’s face to blanch white with fear and then to turn purple with rage. Ruelong jabbed a finger at the human and screeched to Victoria. “Arrest this man at once! He is a murderer!”

      The other humans might not have understood much about Dragons, but they understood an accusation of murder. They gasped and several of them stepped back. But others looked on eagerly to see what would unfold in the confrontation.

      “You had better have a good explanation for your accusation,” said Victoria.

      “I certainly do,” declared Minister Ruelong.

      Victoria expected the human man to deny the charge, to run away, or perhaps to pull out the weapon she knew he had hidden under his shirt and go on the offense. He did none of those things. He stood his ground, his arms still crossed, a nominal smile still on his face. But his stance had grown tense, and she sensed, one predator to another, that he could spring into action at any moment.

      Despite the human’s apparent lack of magical ability, Victoria was certain he would be physically dangerous in hand-to-hand combat. She was strong for a woman, even in her human form, when compared to a human female, but she was still much softer and more fragile than in her Dragon form. She hoped she would not have to shift in front of the mundanes.

      Victoria flipped her gaze up to the security cameras she knew were hidden about the room.

      Security, detain this man, she telepathed. In fact, she guessed they were already on their way just because of Ruelong’s accusation and the possibility of violence it created. With her command, they would know they had permission to act. Indeed, only seconds after she spoke, Dragon warriors dressed as ordinary security guards rushed into the room. Their generic blue uniforms could not hide the strong muscles and fierce demeanor of the male Dragon Shifter warriors in human form.

      To her surprise, Seth Ruelong led the crew. Seth was visiting, in theory, to help with the Leprechaun art thieves issue, but really to discuss the marriage, Guardianship—and to defend her. Victoria was pleased that he took his job personally.

      The human tourist was not a weakling, but the Dragon warriors still towered over him and certainly outnumbered him.

      “Okay, okay,” the human said calmly, as they forced his hands his back. “No reason to get excited, I will come quietly. Let’s not upset these nice guests.”

      Seth checked with Victoria who indicated with a nod to take the human quietly.

      Mentally she telepathed, Take him to the Ruby chamber. Don’t make a big deal about it.

      Seth first frisked the guest and found his weapon. Seth glared at the human, who only shrugged and smiled.
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      This was probably not the best way to meet Victoria if he had hoped to convince her to let bygones be got bygones, thought Troy. 

      You killed this woman’s father, Troy reminded himself. Why would she ever forgive you? Now that she knows who you are and knows what you’ve done, she will hate you. She would probably be within her rights to kill you.

      He wasn’t certain how the law saw it, but, as far as he was concerned, if some a-hole murdered his father and he caught up with that a-hole, he would snap that mother-effer’s neck in on the spot. And damn the law if it forbade him. How much stronger would be the rage of the notoriously temperamental Dragon Shifters? And she was a princess among her people as well, so as far as she was concerned, Troy’s crime was not just simple murder but regicide.

      She was a beautiful woman and he hated that he had hurt her, but even now and even if she killed him for it, he could not bring himself to regret having killed the beast that had spawned her. That monster had committed many murders himself and deserved his fate.

      As I deserve mine? Troy wondered. Those that lived by the sword die by the sword. He hoped that if he were to meet his end today, that he would do so bravely and with honor.

      The Dragon warriors, six in front and four behind, accompanied him, or rather, frog marched him, into the mountain through the hallways and corridors of stone he had detected with his Stone magic earlier. The magic radiating off the walls and off the Dragon warriors was immense. He could hardly believe he was still on Earth, in a Colorado tourist trip. He had not felt this much magic around him since he had lived Summerland.

      Because the entire cavern system was underground, Troy had expected to be taken to some room that looked like a dungeon. On the contrary, the room they escorted him into, although carved from stone and without windows, was not like any dungeon he had ever imagined. The ceiling was high and vaulted and filled with lights to illuminate the large space. Flower vases perfumed the air. Frescoes depicting dancing and fighting Dragons adorned the walls. Couches scaled for human beings and plush with scarlet velvet were arranged in comfortable conversation squares throughout the room. Rich hand-woven carpets, also scarlet, covered the floor around teak tables and vases of priceless porcelain.

      The Dragon Princess seated herself on one of the red couches. The Dragon warriors shoved Troy to his knees on the rug in front of her. So, they hadn’t taken him to a dungeon yet, but they weren’t about to let him forget he was a prisoner.

      The elderly gentleman, whom Troy presumed to be one of the older Dragons, remained standing, although he positioned himself between Victoria and Troy, as if the ten menacing warriors were not quite enough protection for his princess. Troy bet, gauging by her slender but muscular arms and lithe movements, that Victoria was a competent warrior herself in any form. He wasn’t willing to bet money on whether he could defeat her one-on-one in combat.

      “Now, if you please, Minister Ruelong,” said the Princess daintily to the elderly Dragon at her side, “Explain what you think of this man has done.”

      Minister Ruelong challenged Troy, “You tell her, human. Confess your crime. Explain to Princess Victoria exactly what you have done.”

      Troy was fully prepared to do so, or he thought he was. To any of these other Dragons, he could have spat the words out with a smirk. But it felt sick and wrong to boost to the daughter of his victim. All he could do was meet her eyes and state the facts.

      “I’m Troy Stern, ma’am, Wyrm Slayer. I’m the one who killed your father.”

      I’m sorry I hurt you, he finished only in his mind, because words were caught in his throat. But I’m not sorry I killed the bastard.
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      Victoria heard his statement although his words were low. She also heard the words he kept in his mind. She couldn’t be sure, but she did not think he intended her to hear the rest. I’m sorry I hurt you but I’m not sorry I killed the bastard.

      Chills coursed through her body from the tip of her nose to her painted toenails.

      Victoria contemplated the human kneeling in front of her. He was strong for a human and clearly had some of their military training, but a Dragon Slayer? Even among Elves, that was considered the highest achievement and the most difficult challenge to undertake. Her people did not surrender to death easily. The main danger to other Dragons was another Dragon. Even among Dragons themselves, to be called a Wyrm Slayer was a rare accolade.

      If this was the assassin who slew her father, he wasn’t at all what she had expected.

      “Was it in self-defense?” she asked Troy.

      “No,” he said. “I sought him out in his own lair.”

      Victoria flinched at his arrogance. She was trying to give the idiot some chance to save himself, but he refused to hide his guilt. Not that he would have fooled any Dragon here, they would have smelled the deception on him instantly. But if he had lied, she could have had the fig leaf of pretense to have some doubt and release him. If he boldly proclaimed his responsibility for the death of the Dragon King, how could she honorably spare his life? Seth Ruelong, his father and ten Dragon warriors in the room were already snorting and streaming from their nostrils in human form, and the youngest of them was so worked up that his commander made him leave the room, lest he change form then and there and bite off the human’s head.

      Victoria knew the truth about her father, but most of their people refused to acknowledge it. Some of the younger Dragons were perhaps genuinely ignorant of what he had been like especially in the last few centuries of his rule when his madness had overtaken him. Victoria thought that if the Dragons truly understood what her father had been like and what he what grief he had brought upon their own people as well as many other people, they would give the man on the floor in front of her a trophy. But as the daughter of the lunatic tyrant, she was the last person in the Seven Mortal Spheres allowed to express her loathing for her biological parent. She had to pretend to honor him in death as she never has been able to do in her heart.

      “Why did you kill him?” she asked.

      “He was a murderer,” said Troy.

      Minister Ruelong exploded, “He was not under your jurisdiction, human scum!”

      “I was a knight in the ranks of the Wyzir King.”

      “It was not the jurisdiction of the Elves either!”

      “It was Emperor Lunarian who issued the decree of execution,” said Troy.

      The issue was perfectly clear in terms of Dragon custom and law. It was so clear, that one of the warriors guarding the prisoner handed Victoria a sword, as if she weren’t perfectly capable of summoning one herself from the ether. She had not yet done so because she did not want to take the next obvious step demanded of her by tradition.

      Minister Ruelong said to her, “It is your duty as the daughter of the destroyed one to avenge his death personally. Do you wish to behead the Wyrm Slayer here or would you prefer he be taken to one of the Devouring Rooms so you can change into your Dragon form and eat his heart?”

      “As tempting as that sounds,” Victoria said, “This sword will suffice. Do you have anything else to say in your defense, human?”

      “Well,” Troy said, “I could point out that we are not under Dragon jurisdiction, if jurisdiction is so important to you people. We are in fact in Colorado, and you have no right to execute me without a trial.”

      The Dragon Warriors burst out laughing and even Minister Ruelong allowed himself a small cross smile.

      Victoria said, “I am afraid that we don’t recognize the interior of this mountain as being under the jurisdiction of any human authority. We are actually quite deep under the crust of the earth, out of reach of any of your people or authorities. I’m afraid you need a better defense than that.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way to simply agree that what happened in Summerland stays in Summerland?” Troy flashed an apologetic smile and self-effacing shrug. He wasn’t using magic Charisma, but his natural charm was enough to make her tingle.

      “No,” she said flatly, fighting off the urge to agree.

      What was wrong with her? Why was she hesitant to execute her father’s killer?

      Remember the vulnerable eggs in the Hatchery, she reminded herself. You can’t let a Dragon Slayer walk free!

      “Last chance, Slayer,” she said. “Is there any reason at all I shouldn’t kill you?”

      “Beg for your life, Slayer,” taunted Seth. “Test our mercy.”

      “What is the point?” Troy asked. “You won’t offer me a trial and you have already decided my guilt.” Troy shrugged. “Do it then.”

      Victoria ignored the sword offered to her and pulled her own sword out of the ether. Appropriately, she had inherited the blade from her father.

      She no longer hesitated. She brought the blade down toward Troy’s neck.

      Suddenly, he yanked something out of the ether himself, despite his hands chained behind his back. A grenade rolled onto the floor.

      “Grenade!” shouted Seth, throwing himself in front of Victoria.

      The grenade exploded but instead of a fireball, all that burst out was a cloud of dust.

      The Dragon Warriors started to cough and wheeze. Victoria felt the tickle of an allergy.

      “It’s dragonsbane!” she shouted. “Don’t let it touch your skin!”

      It was too late. Powder from the explosion coated all of them. None of the Dragons could shift form or draw on magic.

      Troy, however, had no such problems. He drew on the Elements and shattered the handcuffs that bound him. The Dragon Warriors attacked—they could still fight hand-to-hand—but he rolled, kicked, ducked, and whipped around them, somehow retrieving his gun in the process. He also grabbed the other sword, the one that Victoria had refused, and slashed at her with it.

      She brought her own blade up to deflect by instinct. They clashed blades, neither able to land a blow. All of the Dragon Warriors attempted to surround Troy, but he kept Victoria between himself and them, so they could not take advantage of their numbers.

      Minister Ruelong tripped over a vase attempting to leave the room. The sound distracted Victoria.

      At once, Troy rushed her. She raised her Elemental shields—but the dragonsbane blocked her magic. He shoved the edge of his blade to her throat. She tried to teleport—but the dragonsbane blocked her magic.

      She ducked backwards and flipped him over her body. But he countered her move on the way back up. He twisted behind her, and this time pinned her arm painfully behind her back while the tip of his blade nudged under her throat.

      Every other Dragon in the room froze.

      “Let the Princess go!” commanded Seth. He visibly struggled against the dragonsbane, trying to shift to his other form. The powder had not worn off yet. A desperate note entered Seth’s voice. “Trade me for her, Slayer! I am the future Dragon Emperor!”

      “Noted,” said Troy dryly. “I’ll add you to my list. Right now, I want everyone to clear the room!”

      Growling, the Dragons obeyed.

      Troy released Victoria as soon as they were gone. She leaped away from him and stared at him. She could hear her heartbeat thunder in her ears.

      “Why did you do that?” she demanded. “Why didn’t you slice off my head?”

      The handsome Slayer gazed at her with something suspiciously like compassion. But his voice was hard, uncompromising. “I slew your father because he destroyed villages, murdered innocent Elves, and as a final disgrace, tortured to death the son of Emperor Lunarian, an innocent boy who was but a child. The Summer Elves will not allow a Dragon to sit on the Council of Guardians. This is a warning to you and to all your people. Do not push this.”

      “How dare you!” she snapped back, although inside she recoiled at his recitation of her father’s crimes. “The original Emperor and Empress were Dragons. The position is our birthright. It doesn’t belong to the Elves, and it certainly doesn’t belong to you, human!” She added, dripping scorn, “I suppose you intend to claim the Throne for yourself!”

      “Well, actually...” Troy offered that same combination of a bashful smile and self-effacing shrug that he had before. It made her heart somersault. He rubbed the side of his jaw, along his beard. “It wasn’t my idea.”

      “You should have killed me when you had the chance,” she scoffed.

      “Probably. But it doesn’t feel right, given you’ve never killed anyone that I know of. Or have you?” He asked that almost hopefully. “It would make my job a lot easier, if you had.”

      “I was about to behead you.”

      “Aw, that doesn’t count. I killed your father. Only natural you’d be sore about it. I mean, have you killed any innocents? Burned any villages? Tortured any children?”

      “No. I run a business that mainly sells high-end sporting equipment, like Drake Bikes.”

      “Drake Bikes?” Troy said in surprise. “Those are yours? Those are some good motorcycles. Damn, now this is even harder.”

      “What’s going to be harder is getting out of this mountain alive.”

      He traced his jaw with his thumb again. “I suppose you’re right.”

      The air around them condensed and expanded. The change in air pressure made Victoria’s ears pop. She recognized a teleportation spell.

      So did Troy. He yanked out another dragonsbane grenade, ready to douse any of her people who tried to pop into the room to rescue her.

      However, the two people who appeared in the room were not Dragons, nor were the affected by the dragonsbane.

      Victoria had never thought she’d be so happy to see the Magician and the Fool.
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      Troy was momentarily distracted by the two Guardians who apparated into Victoria’s receiving room. Victoria used the split second to kick his face. Before he could flip himself back to his feet, she kicked him again in the chest and aimed a sword at his neck.

      “Stay down, human!” she barked at him.

      He didn’t obey.

      Troy punched upward quickly, grabbed her collar, and yanked her down on top of him. He’d pulled a knife from somewhere. She felt the cold metal against her neck, but she still had her sword against his throat too.

      “This is cozy,” he grinned.

      She didn’t dare take her eyes off of Troy, but she hissed at the two Guardians who stood watching this. “Alephander! Bethany! Are you here to help me or to help the Slayer?”

      Alephander was a tall, powerfully built man, with an actor’s good looks—tall, dark, and handsome—that helped him in his “day job,” a stage magician in the Enchanted Circus. The Enchanted Circus performed in the local casino in Arcana Glen but was better known for their flashy shows in Las Vegas. In reality, Alephander was much more than a stage Magician. He was not just a magician; he was The Magician, the most powerful Guardian on the Council, and the most power wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres.

      His wife, Bethany, was also a Guardian, with the title of The Fool. She was pretty, perky, and blonde, and also a complete derp.

      “Victoria!” Bethany cried happily, as if oblivious to the deadly stand-off. “We were looking for you! And look—you’re with Troy Stern! We were going to look for him next! We’ve found both of you in the same place! That’s a good omen, isn’t it Alephander?”

      “It would be a better omen if the princess and the knight did not have blades drawn against each other,” Alephander said dryly.
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      “Why were you looking for me?” Troy asked the two newcomers from where he lay prone on the ground with a sword to his throat. “I don’t even know you people!”

      “We will explain, if you two would kindly refrain from killing one another,” the tall man in the black suit explained dyspeptically.

      Troy looked into the strange glowing jade eyes of the Dragon Princess.

      “I’ll back off if you will,” he promised.

      She glared at him, but fractionally pulled back her sword. He responded by a slight move that released the pressure of his knife from her neck. Then both of them scrambled apart and stood up. Troy didn’t know how the Princess felt, but he was embarrassed, as if the two strangers had caught them kissing instead of trying kill each other. The way her full body had pressed down his, with her breasts crushed into his chest, had been as intimate as he had been with a woman in a long while.

      Victoria brushed off her power suit. “Sarmat. Sarmati. Welcome to my Roost.”

      Troy’s eyes widened. He examined the two strangers more closely. They looked to him like ordinary humans, with round ears, normal eyes, and plain, non-glowing, skin. Neither had any aura of magic that he could see.

      “Princess Victoria, perhaps you would like to do the introductions,” the strange man said. His face was serious, yet Troy had the impression the man was amused.

      “Alephander, Bethany, welcome to my Roost. This... person... is Troy Stern, the Dragon Slayer who killed my father. Troy, this is Alephander Guiscard, the Magician, and his wife Bethany, the Fool. Alephander is the only survivor of the Massacre of the original Twenty-Two Guardians. Bethany is the first of the new Guardians chosen to replace those lost. So far, she is the only one...”

      “Actually, since we last spoke to you, we’ve found two more Guardians, the Seeress and the Hierophant,” said Bethany brightly.

      “Indeed, that is good news,” said Victoria, inclining her head regally.

      Troy envied the woman her aplomb under these circumstances. Only her brittle smile indicated that she might feel some of the same turmoil he did in the presence of two powerful Guardians.

      “I assume that the Guardians are here to make a determination which side shall prevail in the dispute over the next two Thrones,” continued Victoria. “If the Guardians side with my people, then my betrothed, Seth, and I, shall become the new Emperor and Empress.”

      She flashed Troy a look that indicated, in that case, he could kiss his butt goodbye. Nothing would stop the Dragons from executing him for killing her father.

      “But,” she went on tightly, “If the Guardians side with the Wyzir, then you shall be Emperor and the Empress shall presumably be some Summer Elf maiden. In that case, I expect you will do to me what you did to my father, and my people, if they are not all slain, will still be driven out of Arcana Glen.”

      She stared challengingly at the Magician and the Fool.

      “We were thinking of a compromise,” said Bethany, with her usual musical optimism. “Something to make everyone happy!”

      “Or no one,” said the Magician. “But something that would not result in the slaughter or exile of anyone’s people.”
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      “Marriage! This is outrageous, your Highness!” cried Minister Ruelong. He and his son Seth and the Dragon Warriors as well as Lady Opal had been allowed back into the receiving room to discuss the Guardian’s proposal. “You need not be bartered like chattel to inherit the Throne that is yours by the Mandate of the Light!”

      “You did not oppose making marriage a condition of my ascension to Empress when it meant marrying your son,” Victoria pointed out tartly.

      Seth flushed and rocked on his feet.

      Minister Ruelong shook his head. “Seth did not kill your sire! It’s outrageous! Even for the Elves. How could they send us your father‘s murderer as your proposed bridegroom?” He bowed to Victoria. “There is no way you can marry the assassin who killed your father. Send the Guardians away.”

      “You surprise me, Minister Ruelong,” she said. “Usually your advice is somewhat more diplomatic.”

      He gathered himself together. “Of course, Princess.” He bowed again. “Forgive an old man an outburst of passion. This is a deep affront indeed, but we must always use caution and discernment in proceeding.”

      “Indeed,” said Victoria.

      She said archly to her prisoner/guest, “Well, Troy, since you are here to court me, perhaps you should have a seat on the couch instead of pacing the floor.”

      “Ma’am.” He brushed absolutely no dust whatsoever off his jeans and sat down on the couch across from her. He leaned back and spread his arms against the back of the couch and rested one ankle across his knee. He looked for all the world as if he had not a single care. He gave no signs that his brush with death had discombobulated him in the least.

      He was a cool cucumber under stress, Victoria had to grant.

      Alephander and Bethany already sat together on a third chaise arranged around an ogre-tusk ivory coffee table.

      Minister Ruelong paced the room and wrung his hands. Victoria had never seen him look so upset. The poor thing. He had been so excited about the prospects of her becoming Empress—and his son becoming Emperor. His feelings must be even more conflicted than her own right now.

      And what about Seth himself? He looked wary and suspicious, though he didn’t react like a jealous lover. His feelings for Victoria were no deeper than hers for him. Nonetheless, Seth couldn’t be happy about having his bid for Emperor rejected in favor of the enemy of the Dragons. Mostly, he radiated deep distrust for the Wyrm Slayer.

      More Dragon Warriors escorted two more guests into the room. Victoria knew one of them: it was Pastor Mike, the minister from a local church. He dressed more like a cowboy than a man of the cloth. She was puzzled. Wasn’t he human? Why had he been chosen to become Hierophant? The young woman with him also looked perfectly human to Victoria. Certainly, she was lovely, with dark hair, pale skin, and gleaming purple eyes, but withdrawn and quiet. She wore long-sleeved black turtleneck and black slacks.

      Staff arrived with ample refreshments. It all looked quite civilized once cheese and meat platters filled the coffee table. A polite servitor asked Pastor Mike if he wanted tea, coffee, or a soft drink. Pastor Mike chose the soda for himself and a glass of water for the dark-haired woman, who was introduced as Kyrah Nestor, the new Seeress. Alephander ordered wine. Bethany ordered a Screwdriver, which she drank in one swig.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t realize that was alcoholic!”

      “A screwdriver is vodka and orange juice,” Alephander told her. His voice was deep and gravely. It still surprised Victoria any time he spoke out loud, for the entire time she had known him, almost a century, he had been under a vow of silence. He had only begun to speak out loud again since his marriage to the silly girl he appeared to love slavishly and inexplicably. Victoria hoped that she would never become so foolish over anyone. Truly love was the worst curse.

      “Oh, is that what is in it?” asked Bethany. “Learn something new every day! Don’t listen to anything I say after this point, I think I’m already tipsy.”

      “You lived in Las Vegas for over a year,” Alephander said. “How could you not learn the ingredients of a Screwdriver?”

      “I watched your show every night and sometimes twice a night for over a year as well. And I never learned how to do your magic tricks either!” She confided to the room at large: “And I still don’t!”

      “I apologize for arriving without more warning,” said Alephander, taking the lead. “We were intending to combine our approach to your people with the diplomatic mission from the Wyzir. But we discovered that our timetable had been unaccountably pushed forward.”

      He turned to stare pointedly at Troy.

      Troy cleared his throat. “Yes, ahem.”

      “Then we must expect that the Wyzir Elves will also be invited to discuss this matter with us?” Victoria asked, frosty.

      “You must,” said Alephander.

      She did not like the way he turned that into almost a command.
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      Troy had been told of the existence of the Guardian Council. When he was a teen in Summerland, he’d seen pictures of the old Guardians.

      He said politely to Bethany, “I had the honor to meet your father, Colonel Dilly. He seems to be a good man.”

      She beamed at him. Despite the serious situation they were in and the severity of everyone around her, she seemed to be as happy as a frog and a pond.

      “Yes, yes, I am the one who suggested that dad talk to you. I figured since you were both in the military, maybe you would have something in common. We have known about you longer than you’ve known about us. You see, my bestie here, Kyrah... the Seeress... had a vision about you when we were searching for the next Guardian.”

      Troy scratched his chin. The Seeress was the beautiful yet extremely quiet young woman who had come in behind Pastor Mike as if trying to hide in his shadow. She was too lovely to succeed in hiding, yet her obvious shyness made it easy to forget she was there.

      “You?” He asked. “You saw me in a Vision?”

      She nodded. “I have the gift of prophecy. But you must understand it is only a prophecy of the probable and the best. Not the inevitable and not always the possible.”

      “Kyrah can actually ask for visions of either the best or worst outcome in any situation,” explained Bethany, bouncing around on her balls of her feet. “This time we were searching for who would make the best Empress. And since the Emperor and Empress usually come as a pair, we looked for him at the same time. That’s when Kyrah saw both of you in her Vision.”

      “With all due respect ma’am,” said Troy to the Seeress, “Perhaps you were led astray by some wonky Vision. Maybe Visions can get their wires crossed? I don’t know. But I can tell you, her and me together is toxic. It’s more likely to start a war than end one. Didn’t your Vision warn you that I killed her father?”

      “Lots of couples have troubles to overcome at the beginning,” said Bethany, “I mean, it could be worse.”

      Victoria made a rather unlady-like noise. Troy darted a wry, regretful glance her way.

      “How?” demanded Troy.

      “I can’t think of it right off the top of my head,” said Bethany. “But give me time, I’ll come up with something.”

      Kyrah looked extremely pained. “I am so sorry if this caused you and the princess to experience grief and conflict.”

      “I’ll survive,” Troy said grimly. “But maybe you better ask your special visions for a second runner up. Because I’m telling you, trying to make us work in a ‘relationship’ would be like driving 110 miles into a brick wall.”

      “Apparently,” said Victoria, “The Dragon Slayer and I agree on one thing.”

      “All we are asking for now is that you agree to talk more with us... and with the delegation from Wyziria,” said Pastor Mike. “They left their homeland in the middle of a war, at great risk to themselves, because we asked them to meet with you.”

      “Very well,” said Victoria. “The Elves are welcome to meet us to... negotiate.”

      “Negotiate,” said Troy. “Not eat them for dinner.”

      “How droll you are,” Victoria said with an acid smile.
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      “Troy! When we found out where you went, we were afraid we’d never see you again!” Braigan exclaimed when Troy stepped back into the suite.

      Braigan and Delson and two other bodyguards, Elves this time, came to meet Troy at the front of the Lodge. Delson noticed the next car driving up.

      “That’s the Magician’s car,” said Delson. “Troy, what have you done? I told you not to attack the Dragons!”

      “I didn’t attack them. Exactly.” Troy scratched his jaw. “I did end up in a duel with the Mad Wyrm’s daughter, but it ended a bit differently than I anticipated.”

      “If you’ve turned the Guardians against the Wyzir...” Delson was furious.

      Even Braigan looked worried. “Ymeris is buckling under the siege. They are begging me to come defend the city. We were hoping to make allies here, not more enemies!”

      “What if you could get the Red Dragons from the Burned Lands to help defend Ymeris?” asked Troy.

      “Are you kidding? The Dragons hate us as much as the Azir hate us. And the Azir already have the White Dragons on their side. The Reds won’t want to fight their own kindred.”

      “But if we could recruit Dragons to our side as well, wouldn’t that help Summerland?” demanded Troy.

      “Of course.”

      “There may be a way. That’s what the Guardians have come to discuss. And, uh, they’d like us to sit down and talk with the Dragons face to face.”

      He shared everything he had done, including a brief synopsis of how he and Victoria had nearly killed one another before the Guardians turned up to propose a different solution to the rivalry.

      The five royal siblings exploded into argument when they heard the proposal.

      “It’s a bad idea,” said Zain. “The Dragon bitch will kill you on your wedding night.”

      “Zain may be right,” said Delson. “The Dragons can’t be trusted. This is too dangerous, Troy.”

      “What I want to know is...” said Zohara, “What’s in it for her? The Dragon Princess? No offense, Troy, but even if she considers you to be our true brother, and a Prince, not just a human nobody, the Court of Wands is in ruins, and the flag of the House of Norion no longer flies over any citadel except one. Ymeris, the last free city, could fall any day. We are exiles, beggars, and bandits. There’s a reason they call Braigan the Bandit King. He’s a king without a kingdom.”

      Braigan winced. “Harsh but true.”

      “Also,” pointed out Faelara in a soft voice, “The Scepter of the Emperor isn’t in our hands... or the Dragons’. Prince Vamenor has it. And he’s here too.”

      “The Azir prince is here?” Troy asked. “In Arcana Glen?”

      “He and his retinue are staying in the Ski Lodge right across from us,” said Faelara. “In The Snow Queen Lodge.”

      “Nervy bastard,” muttered Braigan.

      “Have any of you met him before?” asked Troy. “What are his weaknesses?”

      “Delson and I have met him,” said Braigan. “Ten years ago, in this very town. We were here for negotiations then too. Each Royal Family was allowed to bring two adult children. Delson and I were there for the House of Norion. The House of Izbognir ignored the rules and brought their whole brood. We met all of them, but we had no chance to learn their weaknesses. They kept to themselves. Since then, Torqanel and I have clashed on the battlefield several times. He’s a military genius. He and his sister, Ziratris, have been responsible for most of the military victories by the Azir. But Vamenor? I don’t know. He’s not a soldier. Unlike Torqanel, Vemenor has never set foot in Summerland.”

      “You must know something else about him,” Troy protested. “Weaknesses. Follies. Sins. Habits. Hobbies?”

      “He collects and rebuilds motorcycles,” said Delson.

      Everyone looked at him in surprise.

      Delson spread his hands. “You asked about hobbies. My Rangers and I have detailed files on the entire Court of Swords, especially the nine Royal children.

      “Vamenor spends most of his time either here on Earth or in Autumndelle. He did most of his schooling here. He attended the University of Southern California and obtained a degree in engineering. But he also attended a Glamir school in Autumndelle, before the Elven War. Vamenor loves ‘things.’ He loves mechanical toys. He loves all human technology, but he’s fascinated by any kind of gadgets, be they Golem, Gnome and or Gremlin... You name it. He buys them, builds them and tests them out himself.”

      “Unfortunately,” drawled Braigan, “He’s mostly used that talent for devising war machines that have cost thousands of Elves and others their lives.”

      “If I can get the Scepter from Vemenor, I’ll have something to offer the Dragons for an alliance besides myself,” said Troy. “Because, to be honest, I don’t think Victoria is eager to marry her father’s slayer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        March 3,

        Thursday Lunch,

        Arcana Glen, Jade Dynasty Restaurant

      

      

      “You don’t have to do this, Victoria,” said Seth.

      They sat in Jade Dynasty Restaurant eating shrimp noodles, lobster dumplings, shark fin soup and braised duck.

      Victoria had asked to dine with him alone because she needed to sound him out about the Guardians’ proposal. Oh, Victoria knew Seth was opposed to the marriage, but how opposed? Would he attempt a coup, or an open attack?

      “It’s terribly unfair for you,” Victoria said. “You would make a good Emperor. Perhaps we should suggest you marry a Wyzir Princess. I think the family has two daughters. They’re Elves, so I imagine they are beauties. Although, they are Wyzir, so I imagine they have tempers and the Fire magic to match.”

      Seth almost spit out his wine laughing. “Tempting. I suppose if any Elf could put up with me, it would only be a Fire wielder. But I want what’s best for our people.”

      “We all want that,” said Victoria dryly. “Me. You... Your father...”

      “I’m not sure about my father.”

      Victoria raised her eyebrows.

      “I know this is going to make me sound like a bad son and a bad Dragon,” said Seth. “But my father has been erratic lately. He’s been reclusive and angry since the divorce, but now he’s... even stranger. For instance, his desire to see you and I wed. He’s never hidden that he would like such a match, but he’s become obsessed lately. And obsessed too about us becoming Guardians. It’s never mattered so much to him before. On the other hand,” Seth added bitterly, “He doesn’t care much about what happens to the Dragons in other Spheres. If he did, he would welcome an alliance with the Wyzir.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want to offend you, Victoria, but the Red Dragons are notorious for their isolationism and antagonism to all other arcanes. However, my mother’s people, the Blue and Green Dragons, always had good relations with the Vanir Elves, in Springdale. When the Azir invaded Springdale, the Blue and Green Dragons sided with the Vanir, against the Winter Elves, the Ice Giants and the White Dragons from Winterdom. I would love to see the Red Dragons join the fight—against Winterdom. Even if it meant giving up my own chance to become Emperor.”

      “Seth... I had no idea...” Victoria popped a bite of steak into her mouth. Ironically, his admission made her opinion of his qualifications to be Emperor go up. “I have been so busy simply trying to protect my own Roost, I haven’t considered taking sides in the War.”

      “And I suppose, as a Guardian, one isn’t supposed to.” Seth winked. “So even if you marry the human, maybe I should snatch one of the Wyzir Princesses as a mate anyway. Carry her off to my cave and demand an alliance...”

      Victoria smiled. “I don’t think the Elves would take a Bride Abduction as a welcoming overture, no matter how traditional it may be for our people!”

      “What would you do if the human kidnapped you and claimed it was a Bride Abduction?” teased Seth.

      “He did sneak into my lair and try to kill me. So romantic,” she snickered.

      Was it wrong that she did admire his daring? She had dreamt about their duel the night before... but it had ended differently. She blushed.

      “Which brings me back to my point,” said Seth. “You don’t have to do this. Don’t let anyone, even my father, tell you that you have to marry anyone if you choose not to. Not the Wyrm Slayer... and not me. Like you, I really do want what’s best for our people. Not just what’s best for me.”

      “Your friendship and your integrity mean a great deal to me,” she said. “But, Seth, it sounds like you actually believe we should make this compromise with the Wyzir.”

      He focused on slicing up his steak for a moment. “Have you been to Summerland since the Elven War started?”

      “No... I haven’t been there since my father was slain... that was five years before the Elven War broke out.”

      “It’s covered with snow, Victoria. Glaciers as far as the eye can see. Summerland—buried under ice! The last time I was there, Ymeris still stood, but other than that, only the Burned Lands of the Red Dragons were frost-free. Do you think once the Elves are defeated the Azir won’t turn on us too?”
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      Despite Seth’s unexpected support, Victoria still worried about the safety of the Hatchery. What if the Wyzir had suggested this marriage, not for the alliance, but to eliminate their rivals before the Red Dragons could ally with the Azir instead? Alliances could be broken. Promises could be broken. Eggs could be broken.

      Who was guileless enough to be completely honest and yet powerful enough to be reliable, that Victoria could trust a pledge that her Hatchery would be safe?

      Victoria asked to meet with Bethany. The Fool.

      For the first time, Victoria accepted an invitation to Arcana Castle. Both Lady Opal and Minister Ruelong advised against it. Even Seth didn’t like the idea, and he offered to go with her. Victoria refused to take any bodyguards or friends. She went alone, and she met with Bethany alone.

      She wore a bespoke silk suit with jade jewelry. The interior of Arcana Castle still made her feel underdressed. The collection of sheer power in the form of priceless artifacts, paintings and architecture exceeded anything she could offer in her lair.

      Bethany met Victoria in the Red Parlor on the ground floor. Crimson velvet sofas and crimson satin wallpaper lent the room the richness of a ruby. A fireplace roared along one wall, while the snowy March landscape showed through the diamond-paned windows on the other side. Dragons of all colors were depicted in the murals on the vaulted ceiling. That was a nice touch, which suggested the Guardians were still trying to woo her to their proposal. Victoria felt more confident that she had leverage for her demand.

      “Thank you for meeting with me, Sarmati,” Victoria said. She accepted a cup of tea poured out by a gossamer ghost. Victoria could barely make out the glimmer of the spirit’s outline. At least she could see that much, or she would have been alarmed to see the tea serving itself.

      “Thank you for accepting our invitation!” beamed Bethany. “I’ve wanted to show you the Castle ever since that first time we met. Okay, maybe not that very night, since I didn’t want you to fight Alephander, but after that. And the parade you threw for us was so nice! We should throw a parade for you. Hey, would you like a wedding parade?”

      “I haven’t determined whether to accept Mr Stern’s suit yet,” demurred Victoria.

      “Right, sorry! I know it must be weird...” Bethany reached for a floating cup of tea, but as soon as she did so, the cup crashed to the floor and broke. “Oops! I have to be careful not to get too close to the ghosts or I make them go POOF. I’m getting better at holding in my Null field, but when I get nervous, it hangs out.”

      Bethany scooted her chair backwards. After a moment, a glowing outline cleaned up the broken teacup.

      Victoria tried not to show how unnerved she was by the Fool’s casual display of Nullification power. Bethany was like a living, walking grenade full of dragonsbane. Troy had demonstrated how powerless Victoria was without her magic.

      “For myself, despite the personal pain it might cause, I am willing to endure the marriage,” said Victoria. “But I am not responsible for myself alone.” She explained her responsibility as the Mother of the Roost, how all the Dragons in her Flock laid and kept their eggs together under her protection. “I need security for the Hatchery.”

      It was Victoria’s hope that Bethany would immediately burst out with a promise to safeguard the eggs with her life. That would bind not only her, but Alephander, whether he liked it or not.

      But Bethany chewed her bottom lip and stared hard at Victoria.

      “Hmmm,” said Bethany.

      Victoria’s heart sank. “If you can’t guarantee the safety of the eggs...” Victoria paused. Did she really want to make an ultimatum that she would reject the political marriage without such a guarantee? Did she dare? What if the Guardians called her bluff?

      “I haven’t been completely honest with you, Victoria,” Bethany said slowly.

      “You astonish me,” Victoria admitted, heart thumping. “I had no idea you were capable of duplicity.”

      “Well, I’m bad at it but I’m trying to get better!” Bethany said, bouncing in her seat. “It’s like the thing with the ghosts, a few steps forward, a few steps back. One of these days, I’ll become a superb liar!”

      Victoria raised her eyebrows. “What have you lied about?”

      “It’s not a lie, but a secret. A secret that Alephander says we can’t tell anybody. Not even other arcanes. Uh, I guess especially not other arcanes. He says they’d use it against us. But I have to tell you, because I need your help.”

      “My help?”

      “We’re trying to have a baby!”

      “Congratulations,” Victoria said automatically. She couldn’t help but add, gently teasing, “I am sure neither of you need my advice on how that’s done.”

      “Kyrah says we do.”

      “The Seeress told you that you need my help having a baby?” Victoria said in astonishment.

      Victoria reflected that she had never had a single encounter with the Fool that went as she expected. Why should today be any exception?

      “Kyrah is in on the secret too,” said Bethany. “She’s my bestie. And also, she has Visions. When Alephander and I decided to hold a public wedding, we inadvertently discovered that our magic is, um, incompatible. He’s the ultimate Arcane; I’m the ultimate Null. It doesn’t combine naturally. That has a lot of weird consequences, but the most important is that while neither of is infertile on our own, we’re sterile together. We can’t, um, combine our... uh...”

      “I believe I understand,” Victoria smoothed over Bethany’s embarrassed floundering. “The baby would be torn apart by the clash between the extreme magic and anti-magic it would inherit from both of you. It needs a safe place to grow. You need a surrogate Dragon egg. The shells of Dragons are imbued with Chaos magic, which is the only form of magic capable of handling the conflict.”

      “Wow, you do understand!”

      “Dragon eggs are valuable to many people for many reasons,” said Victoria. “This is is just one. It is why I am so worried about attacks on the Hatchery. But most people either want the shell and not the dragonette or they want the dragonette and don’t care about the shell. What you need is both. Your baby only has a chance to survive if it grows inside a living egg, which means your child must share an egg with a dragonette!”

      “Is that possible?” Bethany asked anxiously.

      “It would involve complicated magic and absolutely precise timing...” Victoria’s mind whirred. “Which, of course, Alephander could handle.... Yes. It would work. But you would need a Dragon mother who is willing to share her dragonette’s egg with your child. The two infants would need to grow synchronously. They would hatch on the same birthday. They would be as close as twins, although not genetically related. Oh... and the dragonette itself would have to be half-human, or else it would be naturally compelled to eat its egg-mate.... Oh. Oh!”

      Victoria dropped her teacup. It shattered on the floor.

      Somewhere in the room, a ghost sighed.

      “That’s why you want me and the Wyrm Slayer to become the Empress and Emperor!” Victoria whispered. “That’s the real reason!”

      Bethany turned beet red. “I’m sorry. It’s selfish of us, but...”

      “No, it’s perfect.” Victoria broke in a wide smile. “My baby would act like a bodyguard for yours, protecting your incubating child from its own magic until it was old enough to survive outside the shell.... But your baby would also be a bodyguard for mine. The Magician would uproot mountains and rain hellfire down on cities to protect the Hatchery if his own child was there. No one would bring any harm to my egg!”

      “Nope, they wouldn’t dare,” agreed Bethany. “And I would pop anyone who tried in the nose too!”

      Victoria nodded, smiling at the thought of faceless hoards of enemies trying to break into the Hatchery while the Magician, the rest of the Guardians, and Victoria herself in Dragon form, incinerated the miscreants. It filled her with a golden, happy glow to know her brood would be the safest eggs in the Seven Spheres.

      “And all you have to do is fall in love and get knocked up by the guy who killed your dad!” Bethany said cheerily.

      That shut down Victoria’s smile.

      Bethany slapped her own face. “I’m sorry. I should just keep my shoe in my mouth to remind me to shut up.”

      Victoria plastered a much more frigid smile on her face, one lacking any of the warmth she’d felt before. “I won’t love him, but I can still marry him and get an heir by him,” she said frostily. “My mother managed it with my egg. Dragons don’t need love.”
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      “Of course, you should marry him,” agreed Lady Opal.

      “Yes, absolutely,” said Minister Ruelong.

      Victoria eyed the two elders warily. They agreed with her decision far too easily. If Victoria had shared Bethany’s plan about the Shared Egg, then perhaps they would have come around quickly to the idea, for the same reasons she had. However, Victoria knew that Alephander wanted to keep the existence of his child secret as long as possible. Considering how many enemies the man had made over five centuries, Victoria wasn’t surprised. The child would be in danger from the moment of its conception, from the day of its birth and for the rest of its life. Victoria even considered whether that danger outweighed the benefit of having the Magician protecting the egg. She decided to bet on the Magician. Nonetheless, she was not about to blab about the arrangement, not even to her closest Dragon associates.

      Given they had no idea about Victoria’s arrangement with the Guardians, why had her advisers decided to back Victoria’s union with the Wyrm Slayer?

      They were up to something.

      “May I remind you both,” she said, “That it was you to who insisted on a marriage of convenience in the first place. All that’s changed is which groom is most convenient. My own preferences are not relevant—and neither are yours. What’s relevant is what is best for our people.”

      “I know that all three of us had our difficulties with your late father the king of the Dragons in exile,” said Minister Ruelong. “But he was still the last descendant of the Dynasty. In his more lucid moments, the king wished his dynasty to reclaim its position on the Council of Guardians. In fact, he wished for the Guardians to resume their proper function as a unified government over all the Spheres.”

      “I suppose he thought that the Emperor should be above all the other Guardians as well.”

      “Exactly!” said Minister Ruelong. He inclined his head. “As would only be proper I must say. Of what use is an Emperor if he is not the true and unchallenged ruler? An Emperor without absolute power would have to compromise his rule by taking into account the will of lesser creatures, even humans!”

      “No, we wouldn’t want that,” remarked Victoria sarcastically. “So you think that Troy should proclaim himself absolute despot?”

      “Certainly not! As long as he and the other Guardians are powerful, you have to insist that all the Guardians are Equals on the Council. But once you have maneuvered yourself into a secure position, you can eliminate any threats.”

      Even now, all the Minister could see was how to maneuver her into a position of maximum power. It occurred to her that when he thought the Dragon candidate had a chance to be in one position, Minister Ruelong suggested one principal for organizing the council, but when he realized that his candidate would be in a different position he argued for the complete opposite principal. A man who would change his principles based only on how it benefited him, or his faction, had no principles at all.

      Minister Ydrim Ruelong had not always been without principles. Once, he had risked his own life to help Lady Opal save young Victoria and help the princess establish a rebel Roost in Arcana Glen. Unfortunately, as he aged, and especially since he’d separated from his wife and son, Ruelong had grown harsher and crueler. In a dark corner of her heart, Victoria feared him might be following the same road to madness as her father.

      There was an ancient principle that had ruled the Dragon dynasty in the days of Tiamat and her immediate descendants: Power over all. The intermediate centuries had done little to impact the ideas of the older generation about how to run things. Victoria acknowledged this but it didn’t mean she had to go along with it.

      “There is of course a way that this can still work for us,” said Minister Ruelong. “A way in which the princess can restore of the dynasty as her father wished and yet avenge his death.”

      Lady Opal emitted a chuckle. “I know what you are thinking, Minister. But don’t you think that the Elves have anticipated this line of thought as well? Why else would they have chosen a Wyrm Slayer as their candidate?”

      “What are you two talking about?” demanded Victoria. She did not like the twin expressions of scheming glee on their faces.

      “Simply that you marry this man first and only once your coronation is complete and your position is secure do you honor your father by avenging his death.”

      “Are you seriously suggest I kill my husband?”

      “Honor demands it.”

      “Why stop there?” asked Victoria. “Why not kill the Fool and the Magician and all the rest too?”

      “Exactly,” said Minister Ruelong. “As the Magician did. But you won’t make the same mistake he did. You won’t allow a power vacuum to spring up. You must seize control immediately. Appoint loyal people to the positions—all Dragons.”

      There was no sense arguing with them when they were like this. She would never talk them out of their antiquated ways. She tried to be pragmatic instead.

      “There’s a problem with your charming plan. The Elves will anticipate this. If I try to do what you suggest, all that will happen is the Dragon Slayer will add my skull to his collection.”

      “No one said you had to do it all at once,” said Minister Ruelong. “But the best place to poison the guests at a feast is from a seat at the table. That is why you should accept this offer.”
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      The lodge had a veranda that overlooked the slopes above and the lake below. Through the judicious use of money, Victoria rented out the entire Seven Staves Lodge, except for the suite already occupied by the Wyzir.  Therefore, it was easy to reserve the balcony for the couple to have the opportunity to get to know each other. A single two-person table at the edge of the veranda was set beautifully for lunch. A pianist inside played music that was piped to the veranda.

      At a discrete distance, the knights and warriors from both sides kept watch for any foul play by the opposing side. The distance was not enough to block psychics spying on their conversation, but any spoken words would be private. Of course, Victoria created a shield for her mind, and presumably Troy did the same, but Victoria also asked Lady Opal to put up a psychic shield around them for added protection.

      “This is weird,” Troy said as soon as he sat down across from her.

      “It is awkward,” she agreed.

      “Oh yes,” he said. “The thing between us is awkward as all hell. But I meant having this whole lodge empty out for us. Having this veranda all to ourselves. I’m going to have to get used to being rich if I marry you. I’m not sure I like the idea of living off my wife’s fortune.”

      “How very old-fashioned of you, “said Victoria. “You should want your wife to be rich.”

      “When you put it that way...”

      “You should also want to be rich yourself.”

      “I am not going to apologize for who I am,” shrugged Troy.

      “No, indeed, you made it clear you would not even apologize for what you’ve done,” replied Victoria tartly.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      “My feelings are not easily bruised,” she said. “That is not at all the issue. It is a matter of honor.”

      Troy looked bewildered. “Are we talking about the death of your father again?”

      “Of course.”

      “I would have thought that would have been a matter of love, not honor.”

      Victoria lifted her hand and made a gesture to indicate to the servers that they should begin to bring out the meal. The arrival of a stream of waiters and waitresses bringing a ridiculous variety of expensive cuisine cut off any intimate conversation. The two of them were silent while the food was served, and they began to eat without speaking to one another.

      Calling this awkward was the understatement of the millennium, Troy decided. The food was good enough he supposed, but was it worth fifteen times the price of a burger down he’d had last night when he convinced all the Wyzir to go to the Woodland Grill for BBQ? That meal had cost two digits, not three, and it came with fries and a coke. This meal came with red and white wine and champagne and a hell of a lot more indigestion. But maybe he was wrong to place the blame on the food instead of the company.

      If she were any other woman, he would have been more pleased with the company than the most expensive meal in the world. She looked delicious. He didn’t know how she did that thing with her make up, but her eyes seemed to smolder, and her lips looked red and luscious and entirely kissable. He wanted to smear that perfect make up as he kissed her so hard, she moaned. He wanted to unbutton that perfect outfit and reveal the smooth as certain bare skin underneath.

      Meanwhile, she was probably just thinking of ways to strangle him.

      How was he going to go through with this farce? And yet, this was the only thing the Elves of his adopted family had asked of him since he turned eighteen. How could he let them down?

      “I have decided I will marry you,” declared Victoria.

      Troy blinked at her. A slow, satisfied smile spread over his face. Apparently, this would be a lot easier than he thought.

      “Okay,” he said. Victoria cluttered her fork on the plate the first slightly less than graceful move she had made the entire time he had known her.

      “Is that all?” She demanded. “That’s all you have to say? ‘Okay’?”

      “I admit, I’m a little surprised,” he said. “Pleased. I think.”

      “You think. Are you pleased to marry me or not?”

      “I was told by my people that your people wanted you to marry me as a way to kill me. For revenge and all that.”

      Her face gave nothing away. She picked up her fork and begin to delicately make her way through her meal once more, seemingly unperturbed.

      “What a completely absurd idea,” she said.

      “Is it? You yourself said this was a matter of honor. Were you talking about revenge?”

      “In the antiquated traditions of both Dragons and the Elves,” she said, “marrying the daughter of the man you slayed is considered to wipe out the debt you owe my family.”

      “Well, that’s dumb as fu...” He swallowed the word and blurted, “...really dumb.”

      He surprised a laugh out of her. She clapped her hand over her mouth and swallowed it. He wished she had. He had a feeling she would look gorgeous laughing with her throat thrown back and her lips spread in a real, uninhibited, smile. Had she ever smiled? Not around him. Not a real smile. Not one that reached her eyes, those gorgeous smoldering eyes.

      “This may surprise you, but we found something we can agree on,” she said. “I also believe it is dumb as fu... really dumb. That is why my initial inclination was to refuse.”

      “Your initial inclination was to lop off my head.”

      “I don’t wish this to start a war between our people. I would rather not have to behead you. But I need assurances from you.”

      “I would rather bed you than behead you.” He exaggerated a leer.

      She looked so startled that he held his hands up. “I’m kidding! I mean, it’s true, but if you want this to be a marriage in name only...”

      “That is out of the question,” she said firmly.

      Troy was surprised to hear her so adamant. “I guess you’re hot for my body. Understandable, I suppose...”

      “I am quite serious. I must have an heir.”

      Troy leaned back in his chair. A naughty smile curled his lips. “In that case, I’m not sure if I can go through with this marriage.”

      “What?” Victoria sat up straight to glare at him.

      “If we’re going to get down and dirty, don’t you think we better make sure there’s spank in the bank?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Let’s start with a kiss and see how that goes. If we like it, then maybe this thing will work. If the kiss is no good...” He shrugged. “Seems to me, we’d better reconsider the whole plan.”

      “You insist on kissing me before you will agree to a political marriage?”

      “Uh huh. Here.” Troy stood up. “Hold that thought. I’m going to set the mood. I understand a lady likes to be warmed up.”

      He jogged to the French doors that led from the lobby of the Lodge to the veranda. He tapped on the glass to get the attention of the piano player.

      “Hey, your music is great, but could you play something we could dance to?”

      The bewildered pianist shrugged and started playing a cover of a country song.

      Troy returned to Victoria and pulled her to her feet. “Dance with me.”

      “I don’t really dance,” she protested, although she was able to follow his lead in a country two-step.

      Troy was an excellent dancer. He led her in a promenade and around-the-world, and before she knew it, he spun her into his wrapped arms with her head tilted upward at him. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips parted. He went suddenly still, gripped her closer and lowered his head.

      “May I kiss you, Victoria?” he asked politely.

      She nipped an intake of breath.

      Victoria wanted answer but she couldn’t speak. However, while she stared at him, and he looked into her eyes, a tangible heat seemed to glue them together. Neither of them was able to pull away. It wasn’t a spell. She wished she could blame magic. It was the raw physical attraction of body for body, an unspoken need that went completely underneath and around anything the intellect wanted. This is what chemistry was all about, she realized. If he were any other man, she would have suggested that maybe they meet secretly in the hotel later to explore something purely physical, with no confusing talk of marriage or political alliance involved. But, of course, that was insane and could never ever happen.

      The attendants and advisers from both sides who were waiting on the far side of the veranda began to fidget. They had no idea what was going on or why the two were standing still staring at each other like idiots. Victoria guessed that they thought she and Troy were having some private telepathic conversation which they cleverly shielded from everyone. Lady Opal looked particularly distressed. 

      Suddenly, self-conscious, Victoria yanked herself out of his arms.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Victoria said.

      “Do what?”

      “Woo me. Pretend this is anything but a business transaction. We both know the facts. You want to be Emperor. I’m your stepping-stone. Nothing more. I want to be Empress. If I marry you, the Guardians will support my claim. If I oppose you, I risk alienating them, even enraging them against all Dragons. It is what it is.”

      His eyes darkened. “If that’s what you think, let’s end this right now. I’m not buying you like a cow!”

      Troy also stepped back. His face flushed with anger.

      “You can’t pull out of the wedding now!”

      “It’s better to pull out before I’ve stuck it in!”

      Victoria choked on an unlady-like snort.

      Troy pulled her back into his arms. “I think you’re just scared, Victoria. Haven’t you ever been kissed before?”

      “That’s none of your business!”

      “I’m going to kiss you unless you tell me to stop,” he warned.

      Her tongue wet her lips and inside, she sang, Kiss me.

      Troy lowered his head toward hers.

      A ruckus at the far end of the veranda interrupted them before he could kiss her. Troy and Victoria both jerked their attention toward the noise. A distant rumble had been building for some time before Victoria consciously noticed it. She dragged herself away from the head of Troy’s sexy body to frown upward at the mountain top.

      Troy noticed at the same time as she did. “What the hell…?”

      Alarm contorted his face. “Look up there! Look at the snow at the top of the mountain!”

      A ripple of snow far up on the mountain accompanied the rumble. The ripple was growing bigger and louder as it descended.

      “Avalanche!” someone screamed.
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      The avalanche was on the slope full of skiers. Not only dozens of innocent humans but some Dragons and Elves and other arcanes were skiing there as well. All of them were in danger from the avalanche.

      “It’s headed straight at the lodges,” said Troy. “The snow break won’t stop it! We have to get out of here!”

      “I can shift form and fly us both,” said Victoria, “but I am not supposed to shift in front of the humans.”

      “You’re going to have to count on their natural immunity to magic,” said Troy.

      “Surely there must be enough magic users to dissipate the avalanche before it is a danger to anyone.”

      “Too late for that,” said Troy, “Look at the mountain!”

      The torrent of snow moved like a wave in a river. Already, snow had buried the skiers toward the top of the slope. There was no stopping it.

      However, as Victoria expected, the Magician who owned the lodge and controlled ski slopes was aware of the problem. He appeared down slope of the avalanche and lifted his arms toward the slope. He spoke a word of power, and she saw waves of Elemental Wind shoot from his palms and sweep up toward the oncoming snow.

      However, to her shock, the Wind swept only halfway up the slope before it reversed course and rejoined the hurling mass of snow, scree and ice catapulting down the mountain.

      The Magician disappeared from the mountain and reappeared on the veranda beside Victoria and Troy. He said loud enough for everyone on the veranda to hear.

      “This avalanche is not natural. There is a spell at the heart of it, but it is stuck like a thorn in the natural laws of this universe. I can’t reach it directly. By the time my magic can unravel this spell, the avalanche will have already buried the lodge. Everyone needs to evacuate. Use whatever magic is necessary to save your lives and those of innocents.”

      Victoria stood up. Excitement jolted through her body like electricity. Released from the need of secrecy she knew exactly what to do.

      She turned to Troy. “Have you ever ridden on the back of a Dragon before?”

      “Maybe,” he said eyeing her suspiciously.

      What the hell did that mean? Victoria had no time to worry about it.

      “If you want to come with me, hop on as soon as I shift.”

      She ran to the balcony edge and leapt into the air while still in human form. Troy shouted out in alarm. Did he think she was throwing herself to her death? How adorable.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Troy panicked when he saw Victoria throw herself over the edge of the balcony, but of course he had forgotten the single most important thing about her. She was really a Dragon. She never hit the floor. Instead, she transformed into a huge red magnificent wind surfing beast. She flew far above the landing before he could even gather his thoughts. She circled around again and swooped very close to the balcony. He realized she had come back to give him a second chance.

      This time he didn’t blow it. He flipped over the balcony just as she had it and he had about half a second to double sink to second-guess his folly. Then he landed against hard but smooth skills that flexed just enough under his weight that the landing didn’t hurt. He clung on for dear life to the neck before she swooped up into the sky again. 

      Victoria the Red Dragon, with Troy on her back, dived at the oncoming avalanche. Even compared to her dragon size, the avalanche dwarfed her. The forces of magic and nature combined to create a huge sheet of onrushing ice which yammered like jaws to clamp down on her. Troy couldn’t believe she was flying so low, straight at the oncoming wave of out-of-control snow.

      Then she opened her jaws and screamed. A burst of flame shot from her snout right at the snow. The heat turned snow to water. With powerful, deliberate flaps of her wings, she lifted the water into the air.

      She screamed again this time using pure Elemental Wind to disperse the newly frozen water back into snow. Although all she had done was melt snow and turn it back into snow again, by dispersing it from the oncoming wave rolling down the mountain, she dispersed the momentum of the avalanche. The rest of the avalanche continue to roll down the hill, but it had been plucked of much of its momentum and it did not go as far as the Lodge before it rumbled to a halt. 

      Victoria had stopped the avalanche where even the Magician himself had failed.

      But their work was not yet over.

      Snow piled everywhere and there were many skiers who had been caught in the avalanche. The other Dragons and Elves joined in the search for lost skiers, and for the next hour they scoured the mountain side. Victoria flew low over the landscape while Troy used his five elements of magic together to search for life signs. Whenever he felt a beating heart deep under the snow, he pointed to the spot and Victoria dug through the snow pile with her claws until the skier was found. Elves would run to the spot and help the skier to his feet.

      Troy was impressed as hell with Victoria. It wasn’t just that she had stopped the avalanche, although that had taken a rare combination of insight and power. It was more that she had cared so much that she wanted to rescue innocent lives in the first place. And to do so she had even been willing to work with her worst enemy. How many people would have been willing to do that? How many people would have been both willing and able?

      He didn’t have any more qualifications to be emperor than the next Joe. But Victoria was different. She was born to lead others. Hell, she should be the emperor. Screw old fashion gender roles. Then she could dispense with this idea that she was only a steppingstone for some ambitious ass to use and discard.

      Although she had put her magic on full display, the majority of humans at the hotels had already fallen back into their natural immunity to an intrusion of laws from another sphere. They convinced themselves that they had seen fire fighter helicopters flying over the mountains not Dragons.
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      The second-born of the Wyzir Royals, Prince Delson, placed a small object on a table.

      “This is what caused the avalanche, Your Majesty,” Delson told Braigan.

      While everyone else had been either trying to stop the avalanche or find buried skiers, Delson and his team, the Delson’s Rangers, had been investigating the source of the magic that triggered it.

      Troy knew Delson used Braigan’s title for the sake of the guests. The Elves and Dragons had moved inside. Outside, as sunset approached, the temperature dropped. March in Arcana Glen was brisk. The thermometer would drop below zero after sunset, if it hadn’t already. Both the Wyzir and the Red Dragons were tough enough to endure huge temperature swings, but that didn’t mean they liked the cold.

      “I’ve already told the Guardians what I’m about to tell you,” Delson added. He now looked at Princess Victoria, not his brother. Probably, Delson had conveyed whatever information he’d found during his investigation to Braigan first, then the Magician, and now with the other Elves and Dragons. He gestured again to the small, innocuous looking object on the table.

      The object didn’t look dangerous or mystical. It was mostly plastic, shaped like a snowflake, with a few metal spikes and ball-bearings.

      “It looks like a fidget spinner,” Troy said.

      “It may look like a toy, but it’s not,” said Delson forcefully. “This device combines Elemental Wind and Elemental Stone magic to start an earth tremor under loose, alpine snow that will be the most likely to result in a ‘natural’ avalanche.”

      “Can you identify who made it?” Braigan asked. It was obviously a leading question; Troy could tell that Braigan already knew.

      “Yes, Sire,” Delson answered formally. His eyes burned with banked rage. But for the sake of the Dragons, he pulled out a metal box, set it on the table, and opened it. Numerous other devices, similar to the one on the table, were inside the box. Most of the older devices were charred and blackened.

      “Throughout the war, we’ve seen devices like this used in several different Spheres. The spellwork is delicate and distinctive. It’s the work of Prince Vamenor of Winterdom and one of his assistants, a Goblin, I believe. From Autumndelle, obviously. Vamenor has also extensively studied science here in the Mundane Sphere. Although his devices are based on Wind magic at their core, they always cleverly employ the physical laws of whatever Sphere they are used in.”

      “But what’s the point of attacking us?” demanded Victoria.

      “It’s a warning,” Braigan said. Sparks danced in his eyes too. Like Delson, Braigan was enraged and only his iron control kept him from combusting. “A warning to you, Princess Victoria. Apparently, the Azir don’t care that Troy is not an Elf.  If you marry him, they will regard you as our allies—and treat you accordingly.”

      The elder Dragon, the one called Minister Ruelong, bowed to Victoria. “Princess, if this is true, perhaps it would be best to rethink this marriage. If you have to marry an Elf to please the Guardians, why choose the side of the losers and brigands?” Minister Ruelong glanced contemptuously at Braigan. “Perhaps it would be better to approach Prince Vamenor. He is powerful and his father is even more powerful.”

      Several of the Summer Elves reached for weapons or summoned balls of Elemental Fire to their palms.

      The Dragon guards responded by partially shifting into dragon form, with sharp teeth and reptilian heads.

      “Enough!” Braigan barked. “We are all meeting under a truce! There will be no violence between us, no matter what the Dragons decide!”

      “I have not decided anything yet,” Victoria said.

      Troy frowned. He thought she had decided—to go ahead with the alliance. “Are you really going to let Vamenor bully you into backing out now?”

      “No one bullies me,” Victoria said.

      “That’s what it looks like to me!” Troy said.

      Seth, the handsome man who wanted Victoria—and the Throne of the Emperor—for himself thrust himself into Troy’s elbow space. “Watch what you say to her, human!”

      Lady Opal, the other extremely elderly Dragon, cleared her throat. “There is another matter which may be a deal-breaker,” she declared. “The Wyzir have misled us, Ning-Ning. They implied that Troy had been given the Emperor’s Scepter by the previous Emperor, Lunarian...”

      “I was!” snapped Troy.

      “But you no longer possess it,” Lady Opal said acidly.  “The Azir, Prince Vamenor, has that too.”

      “He stole it!” said Braigan.

      “Who cares how he took it?” demanded Lady Opal. “Power is in the possessing.”

      “That’s outrageous that you led us to believe you possessed the Scepter when you lost it to the Azir already!” Seth exclaimed. “Princess Victoria, don’t you agree?”

      “As it happens, I’ve met Prince Vamenor,” said Victoria, sidestepping the question. She stared past all of them. “I sold him a Drake Bike. He collects motorcycles, you know. He would have known quite well that an avalanche would have posed no threat to me, a Dragon. But he also would have known that innocent humans might be killed. I think Prince Braigan is correct. This was a threat. If I do something the Azir don’t like, they are threatening to bring the Elven War into the Mundane Sphere.”

      She frowned. “I don’t like that. But I suspect, neither do you, Wyzir.” Finally, she looked at Troy directly. “Perhaps you are the one who would like to reconsider the wisdom of this match. Maybe you shouldn’t anger the Azir.”

      “What would a Dragon do?” demanded Prince Braigan. “Back down, out of fear of angering the people who declared their plan to enslave us?”

      “Dragons would fight back,” said Victoria.

      “So will the Wyzir.”
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      Victoria wasn’t certain what she expected, or what she hoped. Perhaps, secretly, she hoped that Troy would argue that the marriage must take place, and the brilliance of his arguments would sway even the hard-headed Dragons like Seth and Lady Opal.

      But Troy didn’t answer her at all. He stood up and put on his jacket. Then he walked away.

      “Troy? What are you doing?” Prince Braigan asked, as shocked as she was.

      “I’ll follow him...” began Prince Delson.

      Troy didn’t stop his trajectory toward the front atrium of the lobby when he turned around to answer; he continued to walk backwards.

      “Nobody follow me!” shouted Troy. “I’m going alone!”

      He spun on his heel and marched forward. He was almost to the atrium.

      Braigan shrugged. “You heard him, Delson.”

      “But he’s about to do something stupid, Braigan,” Delson muttered.

      “That’s what humans are for,” said Princess Zohara.

      “Stay here!” Victoria commanded her own people. She hurried after Troy and caught up with him as he blasted through the revolving door at the front and emerged into the bitter cold twilight.

      Troy didn’t slow his stride. She was much shorter than he, in her human form, and she had to scurry to keep up.

      “Where are you going?” Victoria asked.

      “You should go back to the Lodge, Victoria,” he said. “Or back to your Mountain.”

      “Not until you tell me where you’re going!”

      “The Azir threatened innocent lives with an avalanche to make us do what they want. Doesn’t that make you angry?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, “It makes me furious.”

      “Exactly,” said Troy. “I’m going to tell those asinine ice cube wankers that if they want to stop me, it’s going to take a lot more than that. Are you coming with me?”

      “You still haven’t said where you’re going!”

      “To the Snow Queen.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Not a Who, a Where. The winter bastards are staying at the ski lodge across the street from us.”

      He pointed to a large lodge across the street. It was indeed, illuminated with a giant neon sign that read: THE SNOW QUEEN LODGE.

      “You can’t just march over there and challenge Vamenor to a duel to the death!”

      “Why not?” He winked at her. “It worked with you.”

      “Well, I hope that if you lose the fight, you’re not going to propose marriage to the Prince of Swords!”

      “Look,” said Troy. “I’m a simple guy. If someone wants to be my friend, I’ll be their friend. But if someone wants a fight, I’ll give them the fight they want. I’m not going to beat around the bush and play games.”

      He did exactly what he said he would. He marched across the slushy street to The Snow Queen Lodge. He didn’t try to stop Victoria from following him.

      As soon as they entered, it was obvious that the Azir had done the same thing that the dragon said, simply bought out the entire lodge for the duration. Everyone that scrambled to confront them in the lobby was a winter elf.

      Victoria followed closely behind Troy. She couldn’t believe she had decided to follow along with his plan of simply barging into his enemies’ lair. The two of them were immediately surrounded by a circle of armed Elven soldiers and several men and women in Elven robes, who were undoubtedly powerful wizards and wizardesses.

      “I’m here to see Prince Vamenor,” Troy declared. He smiled at the soldiers who surrounded him, seeming perfectly at ease with dozens of guns, swords, and wands aimed at him.

      A big, ugly hulk, who might have been an Ice Giant in human form rather than an Elf, grabbed Troy by the hair in one beefy hand and shoved a steel knife against his neck with the other. “How bout I just slit your throat, human?”

      Troy winked at him. “Try it, friend.”

      The whole room bristled with the rising crackle of magic and testosterone.

      “I am Princess Victoria Long of the Colorado Roost!” Victoria announced loudly. “I would like to see Prince Vamenor!”

      A slender but athletic, platinum-haired Elf in snow gear walked into the lobby. Snow dusted his shoulders; he yanked off ski googles and shoved them back on his head. He’d obviously been summoned by his people from some outside activity. His gaze swept the room, the tense soldiers, the wizards with their wands aimed at Troy. The Elf frowned. Then his eyes lit on Victoria. He broke into a grin.

      “Victoria!” he cried. “Nice to see you again! I see you got my message. Well, my father’s message really. I just wanted to send roses. But what do I know about women? Obviously, the snow worked.”

      “Perhaps not quite as you intended,” she murmured. She gestured to Troy, who still had a blade to his throat. “Would you ask your goons to release my friend? He came to have a friendly conversation with you.”

      Actually, Victoria doubted Troy was feeling all that friendly.

      Vamenor shrugged and gestured to the Ice Giant, who released Troy.

      “Nice to meet you, Prince Vamenor,” Troy said without missing a beat. “I am…”

      “I know who you are. Why are you here? Do you have a death wish?”

      Victoria had been silently wondering the same thing.

      Troy crossed his arms and jutted his chin. “I’m here to call you a coward.”

      The Winter Elf stared at him in amazement. “So you do have a death wish!”

      Troy spread his hands to show his hands were empty. “Look at me,” he challenged the Elves. “I came here unarmed, and alone—except my for my friend, who insisted on remaining by my side,” he smiled at Victoria and continued, “I, myself, am nothing more than a simple human. A Barbarian, the Wyzir would say. Are you so intimidated by me that you’re going to kill me in cold blood?”

      “If you want to make it so easy for us, why shouldn’t we?” asked Vamenor, although he looked intrigued.

      “Because it will prove you’re a yellow belly chicken, Like I just said,” drawled Troy. And then he started flapping his elbows and making loud chicken noises. “Bok Bok Bok!”

      Vamenor looked at Victoria. “Really? This is the creature you decided to marry?”

      “I think maybe he’s right,” said Victoria. “I notice you have not accepted his challenge. It’s easy to hide behind your toys in the snow that hurt other people, but you’re not willing to risk your own neck are you? Troy just challenged your honor. Are you going to hide behind your bodyguards?” She added sweetly, “Or behind your father?”

      Vamenor’s neck pulsed red. Furious, he narrowed his eyes. “It’s beneath my dignity to accept a challenge from a creature such as this.”

      “Bok Bok Bok!” crowed Troy, dancing around like a chicken.

      “Name your weapon!” shouted Vamenor.

      “Motorcycle!” declared Troy.

      Vamenor looked flummoxed—then delighted.

      “I challenge you to an ice bike race,” said Troy. “You’re a Winter Elf, Vamenor. That should be right up your alley. But I’m betting a pansy Elf like you doesn’t know how to ride a motorcycle!”

      Vemenor laughed. “This is going to be much more fun than an avalanche. You’re on, human. If you win, I’ll spare your life and let you go. If I win, I’ll let my sister turn you into an ice statue for our Ice Garden in Izdarq.”

      “Nah, I don’t think those stakes are high enough,” said Troy.

      “Is your life not a high enough stake? How about this? If you lose, I give you to my father, and he injects ice roaches into your veins. They lay their eggs and their maggots start to crawl through your veins as they slowly consume you from inside out. After tasting that pain, you’ll wish you died, but the magic won’t let you free. The suffering will simply go on and on, and until you’re reduced to wordless crawling on your belly, sobbing and retching.”

      Troy didn’t even react to the threat. He continued to smile challengingly at Vamenor.  “Let’s put something real on the line. The Emperor’s Scepter.”

      Deathly silence fell over the lobby.

      Vemenor locked eyes with Troy.

      “Your Highness,” rumbled the Ice Giant who had wanted to kill Troy. “Your father won’t allow that.”

      “Sounds like you’re really afraid of your daddy,” Troy taunted.

      “Easy for you to say,” grimaced Vamenor, “You’ve obviously never met him.”

      “I won’t fight for any lesser stakes,” said Troy.

      “Let me snap his neck!” begged the Ice Giant.

      “Go ahead,” Troy dared Vamenor. “Have your daddy’s loyal thugs kill me. That way you’ll never have to face the fact I would have beaten you!”

      “We will duel for the Scepter,” said Vamenor. “But it’s going to be a real duel, not just a race. I propose a joust. Two bikes, two riders, racing in opposite directions around the lake, with Wind lances. We keep circling around until one of us is dead.”

      “I’ve never tried to joust with an ice lance on a motorcycle before,” said Troy. For the first time, doubt crept into his voice.

      “Oh, are you a chicken?” mocked Vamenor. “Bok bok bok...!”

      “Swan Lake,” said Troy through gritted teeth. “Three days from now. And this fight is not to the death. The first man to fall, loses. Bring the Scepter. I don’t care how many Azir and other minions you bring to watch, but on the ice, it’s only you against me.”

      “I’ll be there,” promised Vamenor.
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      Troy waited until they were well out of earshot, even Elf elf-shot, of The Snow Queen before he whooped in glee. He startled Victoria when he picked her up and swung her in a circle around him.

      “You were great!” he told her. “I didn’t want you there at first, because I was afraid what they might do, but you held you own—and then some! You really helped egg him on. I’m not sure he would have agreed to the joust if you hadn’t been there!”

      “So at the end, when you seemed nervous and said you’ve never done this before... that was fake?”

      “Nah, that was real, but I needed him to agree, so I let him see just enough fear in me to get him cocky.”

      “But you have ice jousted before.”

      “Nope.”

      “But you have at least raced motorcycles on ice.”

      “Yes.”

      She exhaled in relief. “Oh, good...”

      “Okay, not on ice. On dirt. How different can it be?”

      Victoria stopped in the middle of the dark, snowy street, half-way between The Snow Queen Lodge and The Seven Staves Lodge. “Troy, you’re going to die!”

      He stood there wearing a lopsided grin. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You’re going up against a Winter Elf. On ice. With a weapon made of Elemental Wind. Every single thing about this tournament is stacked in favor of the Azir!”

      “Why do you think I said the joust would take place in three days?” he asked.

      “How does that help?”

      “That gives me three days to practice.”

      Victoria threw up her hands. “I don’t believe you!”

      “Oh, and uh, one other thing.” He scratched his jawline and flashed her a bashful smile. “I know you’re still not sure about marrying me, but could you at least loan me a Drake Bike? They’re the best.”
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      “You agreed to what?” Braigan demanded when Troy told him about the agreement with Vamenor.

      “I told you he was going to do something stupid,” grumbled Delson.

      Princess Victoria and her retinue had returned to their mountain. The issue of whether the marriage would proceed was left hanging. The unspoken implication was that everything now hung on whether Troy or Vamenor would win the Scepter.

      Most of the Elves’ attendants had also been dismissed. Now it was just the Norion family—and Delson’s team of Rangers—who had returned together to the suite on the top floor of Seven Staves Lodge. Braigan and Delson sat on one couch, Zohara and Zain on another. Faelara was in the kitchen with Tia, Delson’s wife, making hot cocoa. Of the seven Rangers, two were out in the hall and two paced before the windows, on duty. The Manticore, Menoch Mazzarin, and the Grizzly Shifter, Gris Johansen, whom Troy had met (rather disastrously) on his first day, were standing near the fireplace. Technically, they were on break, but they still looked on alert.

      It was snowing outside, but at least the fire in the fireplace was big and warm and cheery.

      “It was the Azir who were stupid,” insisted Troy. He glanced at Victoria, who stood to the side of the Wyzir, with her arms crossed. “If we don’t get the Scepter, we can kiss the alliance with the Dragons good-bye. Vamenor had no good reason to risk us winning it from them, and every reason to tell me to go to hell. That’s why I had to offer him a sweet set-up he was sure he couldn’t lose.”

      “I don’t see how he can lose it,” said Braigan. “Ice and Wind are on their side. Unless Vamenor is all talk and no action. Delson, you’re the one who said he collects motorcycles. Is he any good at riding them?”

      “Vamenor can make a road of ice appear in the air in front of him, regardless of the season or temperature, and ride on that magically unfolding ribbon of ice, thirty feet above the ground, from here to the coast,” said Delson. “So, yeah, I’d say he’s got more experience than this knucklehead.” Delson punched Troy in the arm.

      Troy shrugged. “He won’t be allowed to ride on magic ice in the air. He’ll have to keep his bike on the lake, like me.”

      “Did you stipulate that the riders couldn’t use magic during the joust?” Braigan asked.

      “Uh... no.”

      “Then he can fly his damn bike if he wants to,” growled Braigan.

      “While throwing blasts of lighting at you,” added Zohara.

      “Then I can use magic too,” said Troy.

      “How are you going to use your wand while holding on to both the Wind Lance and the motorcycle?”

      Faelara and Tia arrived with mugs of hot cocoa for everyone. Tia drew a deck of cards from her pocket.

      “Are we going to play poker?” Troy asked.

      “I’m going to do a reading,” Tia said. “If this joust is really doomed, we ought to know so we can still withdraw.”

      Troy clenched his jaw. He had no intention of withdrawing now.

      Tia handed the deck to Troy. “Please shuffle these.”

      Instead of the usual playing cards, Troy knew, Tia’s cards had brightly painted and highly detailed pictures. They were Tarot cards, Troy realized.

      No one spoke while Tia laid out her cards. She placed them in a fancy pattern and studied them for what felt like forever.

      “Well?” Troy prodded.

      “It’s not as bad as I thought,” Tia said. “The card that represents the Querent—that’s you, Troy—came up as the Emperor. I can’t think of a better omen than that.”

      “Oh.” Troy sat back on the couch, surprised. He knew magic was real. It was hard to argue with a fireball aimed at your face, or a man who changed form into a giant bear right in front of you. But stuff like Tarot cards and clairvoyance... mushy stuff... still seemed a bit suspect to him.

      “The Querent is crossed by the Challenger card,” continued Tia. “Which, as you can see, is the Knight of Swords. Clearly, that represents Vamenor.”

      “Good!” said Troy. “I’m glad we know so much more than we did before!”

      Delson kicked him. “That’s my wife. Show some respect, Barbarian.”

      “Have I told you how much I love the idea of you being stuck among humans for ten years, fighting for the Barbarians as a mercenary, Delson?” Troy mocked.

      “Troy, shut up and let Tia do her reading,” said Braigan.

      “For the most part, Troy is right, the cards only confirm what we already know,” said Tia. “In terms of the terrain, the vehicle, and the kind of magic, Vamenor has far more experience. I’d also like to point out that although Vamenor looks about nineteen and Troy is thirty, Vamenor is actually decades older than Troy. So Vamenor has more experience and knowledge, in general, although the Elf is physiologically younger and fitter.”

      “Ouch,” said Troy.

      “But Vamenor does have one handicap,” said Tia.

      “Finally, some good news.”

      “He understands as well as anyone here that this race is not just about the Scepter. It’s about who marries Victoria.” Tia rolled her eyes. “A little too much like a medieval joust! But anyway, that works in our favor, because Vamenordoesn’t want to marry Victoria. Our Knight of Swords is in love with someone else.”

      “Who?” asked Delson. “Maybe we could kidnap her and threaten him...”

      Tia glared at her husband. “I don’t know who. Vamenor has her identity very well shielded, probably to prevent exactly what you just suggested. The woman in question might not even know. The Seven of Cups indicates that this love may be unrequited or only in Vamenor’s imagination, or that he’s yearning for someone he can’t have.”

      “How do you know he’s not yearning for Victoria?” demanded Troy.

      “It’s not Victoria,” said Tia firmly. “The point is, he only wants to win this joust to prove that he’s better than you and to please his father. He doesn’t want really want Victoria, the Scepter, or even to become a Guardian. He wants to win, but he doesn’t want The Win. Do you see the difference? The question, Troy, is do you want this Win bad enough? You have to want The Win more than he does. That’s your only edge.”

      Troy remembered how soft and yielding Victoria had felt in his arms as they danced on the veranda, right before he was going to kiss her. Then he remembered the feeling of exhilaration as he rode into battle with her against the avalanche. He imagined Vamenor holding her, kissing her, riding her as a dragon... riding her in bed.... Troy’s blood boiled at that image. Hell, yes, he wanted this win.

      Another silence fell.

      A sarcastic laugh shattered the stillness. Zain stood up and threw his mug into the fireplace. The ceramic shattered.

      “Hey!” protested Gris. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Zain sneered at the Grizzly Shifter. “Can someone remind me why we allowed a bear in the room for our private family conference?”

      “Watch it, Zain,” warned Delson.

      Gris snorted. “I see reform school didn’t do you any good.”

      “Sorry, Tia,” said Zain, ignoring Gris, “But you’re being naive. I’m sure Vamenordoesn’t give two shits about Victoria, but that’s not what’s going to push him to win. It’s fear, not love, that is going to drive him to kick Troy’s butt. Because if Vamenor loses this, he knows he’ll have to face the wrath of his father, King Belliqas Izbognir. Vamenor’s life isn’t worth a broken mug if he loses the Scepter to Troy.”

      “His daddy might be mad, but he’s not going to hurt his precious prince,” scoffed Troy.

      “Zain is right,” said Faelara. “Once I saw...”

      She broke off.

      “Faelara, if you know something about this that could help, tell us,” urged Braigan.

      “It’s probably not relevant.”

      “You said it proves me right,” said Zain. “That’s relevant.”

      Faelara bit her lip. “I wasn’t supposed to be here ten years ago, but I was. Mother let me shapeshift into a deer so I could see the Mundane Sphere. I wasn’t supposed to let anyone see me, but Torqanel—that’s Vamenor’s older brother,” she explained to Tia, “Caught sight of me and knew I wasn’t a real doe. He followed me, leaving his post. He didn’t catch me, but his father caught him. The King of Swords was angry and he... first he made Torqanel strip down to his boxers, then the King used Wind to throw Torqanel around, bashing him back and forth between two big trees. Then he left him there in the snow. It was December... Even Azir get cold, you know, if they have broken bones and are left naked and bleeding in the snow.”

      Braigan started laughing. He slapped his knee. “Damn! I wish you had told me that story before, Faelara! Many a night during the war, I would have felt warmer thinking about General Torq getting bashed into a tree and left broken in the snow. I wish I could have seen it. I wish I could have done it! Why have you never shared this?”

      “I know you hate him, Braigan...”

      “Don’t you hate him? Don’t you want back the friends he’s killed?”

      “The point,” said Faelara, “is that if the King of Swords would do that to his heir, he would do it to his second born son, he would do that to anyone.” She looked at Troy. “He would do that to you, if he could, Troy.”

      “And if Victoria married his son, she’d be in danger from that asshole as well,” pointed out Troy. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

      “Good luck with that,” said Zain.

      “I just need to practice,” Troy insisted stubbornly.

      “I can help you,” said Gris. “I’m from Alaska.”
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      Quite a crowd gathered at the edge of Swan Lake the morning of the motorcycle joust. Not only Elves showed up, but also Witches and Shifters and even mundanes. Somehow arcanes in Arcana Glen had gotten word of the event, which they seemed to think was a Sporting Event put on for Charity, sponsored by Drake Bikes.

      Troy suspected that Victoria was behind that.

      The entire lake had been cordoned off. The four Guardians had claimed the Pavilion on an island in the lake as their vantage spot. Princess Victoria and her three advisers, Lady Opal, Minister Ruelong and Seth Ruelong, were also guests in the Pavilion. Troy supposed the idea was to protect Prince Victoria from showing any signs of favoritism toward either of the motorcycle knights vying for her honor.

      The Azir and Wyzir staked out spots on opposite sides of the lake. However, the Wyzir did not try to stop the Azir from summoning cold winds to deepen the freeze over the water. No one wanted a March thaw to send the motorcycles crashing through thin ice.

      Troy wore a fleece-lined tactical sweatshirt with a Henry-collar, a plaid Sherpa jacket, military trousers with numerous pockets, and a knit ski hat. He also had a dirt bike helmet and googles. To keep his hands warm, he wore snowmobile mitts over motocross gloves.

      Victoria’s people had sent over an awesome Drake, with studded tires. He’d glued himself to that baby for the last three days. He’d extended his sense of the five Elements throughout the machine—Fire, Wind, Water, Stone and also Light—until the motorcycle felt to him like an extension of his body.

      The only thing Troy lacked was a Wind Lance.

      Troy had jousted before, with an Elemental Fire Lance. He’d figured, hey, how different could it be? He thought the Wind Lance would be easy to make, but as it turned out, he had no idea how to wield Wind to form a lance. It wasn’t a skill the Wyzir taught—all of them used Elemental Fire, not Wind. The previous Emperor had given Troy lessons in using other Elements with his magic ring, but that hadn’t included a lance.

      Troy had worried about it for three days without coming any closer to figuring it out. Now he was screwed. He had no choice but to enter the joust with no weapon.

      Source of Light, he prayed, If you can hear me, this would be a great time for a miracle.
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      Like gladiators in an ancient Roman arena, both contestants rode to the pavilion to salute the Guardians.

      The Magician stood up. “We are here to witness the contest for the Emperor’s Scepter. Two knights shall ride at each other and tilt with lances. The first to fall, for whatever reason, shall cede victory to the last man riding. Troy Stern and Vamenor Izbognir, do you both swear by your honor as warriors, by the bones of your flesh, and by the breath of your spirit to abide by the rules of this contest?”

      They both pledged their honor to do so.

      “You may now accept your weapons,” said the Magician.

      A dark angel with raven wings and a nimbus of shadow surrounding him appeared next to Vamenor. The dark angel held out a long, wicked looking object: a large, shining storm-dark lance that buzzed softly, like a chainsaw. The lance was made from swiftly moving Elemental Wind, not of any solid material, but it was so sharp that it could cut through rock. There was something else mixed with the Wind, though... pure, raw, screaming Darkness.

      Troy recoiled.

      “Thanks, Raziel,” said Vamenor. The Azir Elf smirked at Troy.

      Troy rolled his eyes heavenward. Seriously? You could send that miracle anytime!

      Pastor Mike leaped over the banister and landed in front of Troy. As always, Pastor Mike was dressed in plain jeans, a flannel shirt and a cowboy hat.

      “You don’t have a lance, Troy,” Pastor Mike said.

      “Yeah, uh, I’m working on it.” Troy spread his hands apologetically.

      “Allow me to help,” said Pastor Mike.

      Then he exploded into a blinding-bright, seven-winged mother-effing ANGEL.

      Everyone around had to duck their heads and cover their faces, because the angel was too brilliant to look at with their naked eyes. Troy forced his gaze back, at look Michael face to face.

      Michael handed Troy a large, shining platinum lance that whirred like a jet engine. The lance was made from swiftly moving Elemental Wind mixed with pure, radiant Light.

      “Thank you, sir,” Troy said.

      Troy smirked at Vamenor.

      Raziel and Michael exchanged an extended, recriminating glower. Then Raziel vanished in a puff of black smoke that stank like sulfur. Michael folded his wings away and returned to the affable persona of Pastor Mike. He returned to his seat in the Pavilion.

      Victoria leaned out over the edge of the Pavilion and tied a ribbon around Troy’s bike handle.
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      The two men revved their bikes and went to the starting line. Their motorcycles weren’t facing the same way, as in a conventional race. The bikes were back-to-back. When the gunshot announced the start of the race, they took off in opposite directions. They would each have to ride around the entire lake before they reconvened, coming at each other at high speeds, back in front of the Pavilion.

      Troy drew in a deep, steadying breath. The wind sounded like a horn blast as it swept over the flat expanse of frozen lake. The crowd on the shore created a susurration of background voices too distant to make out. The air smelled like motorcycle: hot metal, oil, and petrol, but also like pine and roses. The heady pine scent blew down from the forests around the lakes. Roses, arranged in wreaths and bouquets, decorated the Pavilion. The cold nipped his ears and rubbed his nose raw. He felt fully present in this moment. Focused. Alive.

      I want this Win. I want it more than any mother-effer here.

      The start gun fired. The two cycles tore off with a roar like charging Manticores.

      Just making it all around the lake would take skill. Troy had crashed into berms plenty of times during practice. While Swan Lake wasn’t huge (compared to nearby Mystic Lake, Swan Lake was more like a pond), it was still a big, rough arena of hard, slippery ice, loose snow, pebbles and scree. It was roughly oval but oddly enough shaped that there were a few rough turns. And where the lake was flat, a man on a bike was susceptible to the high winds which the Azir magic had stirred up.

      Troy had learned that he had to ride on top of the bike while cornering, hugging the upper edge of his seat. The bike leaned sharply beneath him. He avoided leaning to the inside, as he would if he’d been street riding.

      He looked through the turns. That meant he scanned aggressively for hazards on the route. His eyes identified his path and his unified body/bike followed. He ratcheted reference points he’d memorized during practice to track how fast he was coming up on the Pavilion.

      The biggest difference between ice jousting and regular motocross wasn’t the ice, it was the lance. Troy had to adjust his usual hand positioning to keep his lance balanced on the handlebars of his bike.

      Troy spotted Vamenor rushing toward him. That wicked lance honed in on Troy like a missile.

      The ground that Troy and Vamenor had to cover was roughly equal, but Vamenor ate the ground faster. He and Troy collided a short distance from the Pavilion instead of directly in front.

      Troy zigzagged at the last moment. He leaned under the oncoming blade. His bike was so low, his whole side brushed the ice, but the grip of the studs in the wheels kept his motorcycle speeding along despite his angle.

      The two cycles bypassed each other and swept around the lake for another lap.
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      I want Troy to win. It made no sense. She should take pleasure in watching her father’s murderer fall to his foe. She had no personal onus against Vamenor. He hadn’t killed her father.

      But he hadn’t made her heart pound while she danced in his arms either.

      I want Troy to win. At least, I don’t want him to die. Victoria couldn’t deny her preference as she watched the two contestants circle around the lake bed for another chance to batter each other with their lances.

      Troy had survived the first clash unscathed, but he hadn’t landed a blow on the Winter Elf either.

      The two collided again, this time almost directly in front of the Pavilion. Once again, Troy missed Vamenor entirely, but this time, Vamenor tapped him with his Wind Lance.

      Troy’s body buckled, but he didn’t let go. His motorcycle whirled into a crazy spin-out. But gusts of Wind rushed up in response to Troy’s summons, yanking his bike back into course. Troy reestablished his grip on his lance and his seat on the cycle and kept going.

      Victoria could tell that he was injured. He didn’t ride as fast as before. He took the curves more cautiously. And several times, he seemed to waver in his seat, as if fighting waves of pain.

      Vamenor took encouragement from Troy’s weakness. The Azir no longer waited to get close to attack Troy; now Vamenor started catapulting evil purple-glowing cannonballs of dark ice at Troy from all the way across the lake. Despite his obvious pain, Troy had to maneuver his bike into some crazy turns to avoid the toxic hail.

      They came together again for a third clash. Both lances aimed true this time. Both points struck their mark.

      Troy lost his lance and almost fell off.

      Almost.

      But he hung on and his bike sped away from the clash.

      Behind him, Vamenor wiped out.
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      Troy realized what happened and cut his ride around the lake short to turn back to where Vamenor had crashed. The crowd on the shore was going wild, just like any sporting event, but there were no medics or ambulances speeding toward the fallen rider.

      Vamenor staggered to his feet. He shook his fist at Troy. He shouted something, but Troy couldn’t hear it over the purr of his sweet Drake.

      Satisfied that the Winter Elf would live, Troy rode back to the Pavilion.

      The Magician waited for him to dismount and then formally handed him the Scepter of the Emperor: a gold-plated platinum rod with a huge cat’s eye ruby embedded in a nest of diamonds and black pearls at one end. The Magician gave some speech as well, but Troy didn’t hear a word. His eyes were fastened on Victoria.

      He didn’t fool himself that he had “won” her yet. He’d only cleared the field of one more obstacle. But he wanted to know if she was proud of him and pleased by his victory, of if she was disappointed that he hadn’t died and saved her the trouble of revenge.

      Victoria wore a form-fitting dress as red as the ruby in the Scepter. Her lips matched. Her eyes flashed like jade in a spotlight. She was poised and regal and every inch a princess—no, an Empress. But he couldn’t read her expression. Her eyes followed him, but she wasn’t smiling.

      Stupid from pain, he waved the Scepter at her. “Hey, look. I won!”

      “You’re injured, you dumbass!” she snapped.

      Troy glanced down at the puckered, blackened skin on his chest. His jacket and shirt had been shredded to threads. His chest showed. The part that hurt. At first glance, the spiderweb-shaped injury looked like a burn, but it was frostbite. Where the spike of Wind had run him through, the flesh had discolored to dark blue and black.

      His Wyzir foster family arrived. Faelara cried when she saw the injury. She grabbed him and made him stand still while she placed the palm of her hand against the cold-blistered flesh.

      Most Elf Healers practiced Water magic, but a few Fire wielders, like Faelara, knew how to use heat to sooth and knit flesh and bone back together. Her brand of healing was especially useful for healing frostbite. Troy felt his body relax and the pain recede.

      “Thank you, Faelara,” he said.

      He waved the Scepter again at Victoria. “I’m all better! Now are you happy I won?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Gonna marry me now?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I was joking.”

      “I wasn’t,” said Victoria.
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      Victoria wasn’t angry at Troy. She was angry for him. She wasn’t about to explain that to him, but when she had first seen the ugly web of blackened flesh on his chest, she feared that he might die even though he had won the tournament. After all, he was only a weak human. They died from the simplest things....

      And she couldn’t have helped him. Dragons healed themselves naturally, but there weren’t many Dragon Healers who helped others.

      Fortunately, the Wyzir had a Healer amongst them. Victoria vowed she would never let Troy know how worried she’d been for him.

      Across the lake, one of the Azir walked across the lake to where Vamenor still crouched next to his fallen motorcycle.

      Pastor Mike moved to the edge of the Pavilion. “Alephander,” he called out to the Magician. “That’s Belliqas Izbognir!”

      “Apprehend him!” commanded Alephander.

      Michael shifted into his radiant angel form. He flew toward the two Azir Elves.

      The dark angel that Victoria had seen before—Raziel—appeared in the air between the Elves and Michael. Raziel lifted a sword of dark purple and green flame to attack Michael. Michael parried with his own sword that glowed with blue and gold light.

      Meanwhile, the King of Swords kicked Vamenor in the head. He collapsed to ice. The King of Swords raised his sword. Wind rushed to him.

      The King lowered his sword to the ice, along with the power of Wind. The thick ice cracked open. The King kicked his fallen son into the frigid black water.  Then he swirled his sword overhead. Wind and rain pelted the lake, until, rapidly, the ice bed closed back over the drowning Elf.

      The dark angel pushed away from Michael, grabbed the King of Swords, and disappeared with him.

      “Victoria!” Troy cried. “He locked Vamenor under the ice! The Elf will die! Quick, change into your dragon form and melt the ice!”

      “What?” Victoria said. “Let him die! Even his own father wants him dead!”

      “I don’t give a shit what his father wants! Victoria!” Troy grabbed her by the shoulders. “We have to lead by example. We have to do the right thing! Help me save him!”

      Her emotions flip-flopped from anger at Vamenor to a rush of admiration for Troy, who had not let rage blindside him. Victoria knew Troy was right.

      “Step back,” she warned him.

      As soon as he gave her room, she burst into her dragon form. She blasted a stream of red-hot fire at the newly sealed ice. It took her much longer to melt the ice than it had the King of Swords to crack it open, but the advantage of her method was that she also warmed the water. That was good, because as soon as there was an opening, Troy stripped off his shirt and dove into the lake.

      Braigan and Delson ran out as far out on the ice as they could without falling in.

      “What is that idiot doing now?” Braigan demanded.

      That question was probably rhetorical, but it was answered when Troy burst out of the water, with Vamenor in a lifeguard’s hold. Victoria extended her tail like a rope. Troy figured out her intent and let her wrap her tail around both him and the Elf and pull the men back onto the solid ice.

      Troy looked sexy shirtless and dripping wet, Victoria thought, but Vamenor looked terrible. His normally pale skin had turned dark blue. His eyes rolled back in his head. His tongue was grey.

      Faelara knelt over Vamenor and spread her warm, golden magic; but the dark blue coloration of his flesh didn’t change.

      “It’s not just hypothermia,” said Michael. He was still in his illuminated angelic form. “He’s been struck by Dark Magic.” He knelt beside Faelara. “I still need you to help me, Faelara. Ignite your gentle Fire, while I add Light.”

      The angel and the princess held out their hands over the fallen elf. A cloud of bright, warm light enveloped the form. Victoria smelled a heavenly perfume in the halo. It smelled like Summer, like sunshine and wildflowers, bonfires and roasting marshmallows.

      At last, whatever they did had a positive effect. Vamenor’s color looked healthier, at least as healthy as the pallid Azir ever looked.

      By now a group of other Azir had arrived. They claimed Vamenor’s unconscious body and hurried away with him.

      Victoria shifted into her human form. She made certain that her dress came with her.

      “They could have at least said Thank You,” Victoria noted. “I hate rudeness.”

      “We won’t be thankful he survived the next time one of his devices is used against us in the war,” grumbled Braigan.

      “Should we have let him drown?” demanded Troy.

      “No, of course not,” Braigan said. But he added sotto voce: “Although it’s not as if we were the ones who pushed him under the ice.”

      Michael held out the Scepter to Troy. “You dropped this when you dove in to save your enemy.” His whole face crinkled into a smile. “I think I understand now why you were Called, Troy.”

      “Uh... thank you, Mr Angel, sir,” Troy said. He accepted the Scepter, and also the jacket that Delson wordlessly handed him.

      Michael glanced over his shoulder at Victoria. Compared to the smile he’d given Troy, Michael’s expression was ambiguous. His message couldn’t have been clearer though. I know why Troy was Called, but I’m not so sure about you, Dragon.
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      Victoria meant what she said. She decided that if Troy could risk his life, first to fight his enemy, and a breath later, to save the man’s life, Victoria could endure a state marriage to her enemy for the sake of her people. Once she made up her mind, everything happened quickly. There was no reason to dilly-dally.

      Over the next few days came a flurry of activity as everyone prepared for the dual ceremonies of the wedding and the double coronation. In addition, the court astrologers had decided that the Spring Equinox was the most auspicious time for both events, and it was only a week away. That gave even powerful arcanes with an unlimited budget a challenge to arrange everything in time and not sacrifice the standard of taste and pomp that must accompany such an occasion.

      The most important thing that Victoria had to concentrate on was fortunately limited because most of the details were already decided. Unlike a normal American bride, she sighed, she would have no opportunity to spend months with her friends and female relatives perusing wedding magazines and Internet picture boards. But the one thing they could not deny her was the right to choose her own wedding dress, so she focused her creative energies on that. She summoned both human and arcane designers to Arcana Glenn, flying them in on her own dime, to query them about what they could provide for her in the limited time available.

      Not surprisingly there were many more arcanes then mundanes and who were not daunted by the time limit. And yet Victoria had her heart set on using on earth designer to honor the homeland where she had lived most of her life, a small act of defiance perhaps to the rest of the traditions she must submit to. Finally, she found the perfect compromise. A local human Witch who lived right here in Arcana Glen was a magical seamstress. Brinda Lorel had sewn dresses for Bethany Dilly and her bridesmaids, as well as for a friend of Bethany’s who had married around the same time. Although Brinda had never attempted any dress as expensive as the one that Victoria had in mind, Victoria loved her simple yet elegant taste. Victoria decided to take the chance on the human girl.

      Lady Opal was appalled.
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      Minister Ruelong was in charge of most of the more obscure rituals. He was also the one who oversaw collecting the flow of wedding presents which began to arrive not only from all over the Earth but from many different Spheres of the Multiverse. He requested a private audience with Victoria to hand over to her a very special and personal present.

      It was a tiny crystal vial with an ivory stopper. When Victoria brushed her hand over the stopper and lifted the scent to her nose, she realized the ivory was not carved from a mundane elephant’s tusk but from Dragon bone.

      “This potion,” said Ruelong, “Is extremely dangerous and powerful. The stopper has been carved from the smallest toe bone of your father’s fallen dragon body, and some of his crushed bones also went into this potion.”

      Victoria set the crystal bottle on the table, so she would no longer have to touch it.

      “That is gruesome, even for you Minister,” she chided. “Why are you giving me this?”

      “In case you have to kill your husband, you must use a method that is subtle and delicate, so he won’t see it coming and defeat you in armed combat. We know he is a strong magic user and a worthy warrior, but like any other man he is susceptible to feminine charms. You have only to rub some of this on him, without getting any on your own skin, and he will become complete putty in your hands. Then you may do with him as you will, even command him to slit his own throat. You will be able to kill him without anyone being the wiser of your role in his death. In this way you can avenge your father and keep yourself safe from revenge of his kin. Although the Elves are his adopted family only, I still believe they might try to avenge him if they thought you were guilty. However, they are soft-hearted and will not act without solid proof. This potion ensures successful vengeance with no adverse consequences.”

      “I thought you understood, Minister Ruelong, that our plans had changed,” said Victoria. “How can we maintain an alliance with the Elves if I kill my husband?”

      “They won’t know you are behind his death.”

      “But they will suspect it. And even if they didn’t, without him, it is likely that our fragile alliance would fall apart. That would defeat the entire purpose I have in marrying him.”

      Minister Ruelong bowed to her. “I acknowledge the wisdom of Your Highness. This is, of course, only a precaution in case it transpires that Your Highness’s intended bridegroom is marrying you with less honorable intentions than you believe. He may still be intent on killing you even if it risks the alliance. I have done nothing except give you another weapon for defending yourself.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I will keep it. But I do not think I shall have to use it.”

      “I pray that you do not,” said Minister Ruelong.
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      Troy wondered how the heck he was going to explain this wedding to his parents.

      Finally, he just invited them to the wedding anyway. A limousine showed up at their door, and they almost refused to get in because they were so certain it must be a scam or some prank TV show. Troy thought he might have to fly out to Idaho to talk to them in person, but he finally convinced them over the phone to get in the limousine because Yes, this was real. He told them a story which was only half true, that the girl was someone he had met through a friend from reform school. They filled in the rest of the tale in their own imaginations, painting the girl as a high school sweetheart who got away. Then, when he was on his new job in Colorado, Troy and the Lost Love met up again and spontaneously decided to tie the knot.

      It wasn’t exactly the truth, but Troy could not correct his parents without telling a bigger whopper of a lie, so he made peace with the misrepresentation. Even if he had tried to tell them that he was marrying a Dragon shape shifter to create an alliance between a group of adopted royal Elves and her people, this was not something they would have been able to comprehend. They were about as anti-magical as you could get without being full-on Nulls. He loved them dearly, but they just did not understand anything that was not of this Earth.

      The main point is that they will be here, he reminded himself. He didn’t want to get hitched without his parents’ blessing. They wouldn’t forgive him, and the marriage would never feel fully real to him if they weren’t there.

      Mostly he spent the rest of the time running around doing errands.  Delson kept telling him they had people for that, but it seemed to Troy that there were an awful lot of tasks required of a prospective bridegroom himself. No wonder no guy in his right mind wanted to get married. He was secretly glad the wedding was only a week away because he couldn’t imagine enduring a year of this nightmare.

      Troy picked up his parents from the small, local airport, and drove them to Arcana Hotel. They hadn’t been expecting the expensive hotel. When he told them that the wedding would be held in a huge amphitheater normally reserved for concerts, followed by a party at Long Mountain in the Dragon’s Lair, not to mention fireworks, his parents looked worried instead of impressed.

      “Whose paying for all this, Troy?” Dad asked.

      “Uh...”

      “Her parents must be very rich!” exclaimed Mom.

      “If her parents are rich, she’ll expect you to keep her in the same style,” Dad warned. “How are you going to support her when you have no job?” Dad shook his head. “I warned you that if you wasted your life playing video games, you’d amount to nothing!”

      “Where are you two going to live?” asked Mom. “Is she going to move in with us too?”

      “Troy,” Dad said sternly. “Tell us the truth. Why did this woman agree to marry you in the first place? Did you knock her up?”
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      Troy had a session with Victoria to get marriage counseling from Pastor Mike. However, when he arrived, Pastor Mike informed Troy that because of the peculiar circumstances of the wedding he would be speaking alone to Victoria, and his wife, the Seeress would counsel Troy. Troy shrugged. He hadn’t even known premarital counseling was a necessary step before getting married. He had asked if this was an Elf thing or a Dragon thing, and Pastor Mike had told him it was a human custom. Imagine that. It showed that Troy new zip-all about human marriage customs.

      Obediently, he followed the beautiful silent dark-haired woman into an office in the little white-steepled church where Pastor Mike was a minister.

      “Do any humans go to this church?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “It’s a real church attended half by ordinary humans, half by arcanes.” After a pause she looked slyly at Troy and added, “And quite a few ghosts.”

      “Oh,” he said not knowing what else to reply.

      “I have sensed that you have doubts,” she said to him as they both sat down. The couches in the church were shabby and cheap compared to the lush furniture in the ski lodge or in Victoria’s under-mountain palace. Likewise, the house where the pastor and his wife lived was a tiny ranch next-door to the church, as simple on the inside as it was outside. Surely as Guardians, they could have lived to a more luxurious lifestyle, but they chose this deliberately. If he became a Guardian, how would he live, he wondered. In a Castle like the Magician? Under a rock like Victoria? An average little middle-class ranch house like the pastor?

      He didn’t chase money, but he wasn’t averse to it either. He wouldn’t mind a nice car. None of these thoughts were probably appropriate for his wedding counseling session.

      The Seeress, or the pastor’s wife, whatever she was...

      “You can call me Kyrah,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you, Kyrah.”

      Kyrah was waiting patiently for him to respond to her comments.

      He cleared his throat. “I admit I did have a lot of doubts about whether it was a good idea to marry the daughter of a guy that... well, you already know the story. But, the alliance seems more important than my feelings.  Victoria also seems to think the alliance is more important than her feelings, so who am I to object?”

      “Do you think that’s enough for a marriage?” Kyrah asked.

      “Um.” Troy scratched his jaw. “I’ve never been married before, so I don’t know.”

      “Do you think you are good enough for Victoria?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am,” Troy said stiffly. “I hope so.”

      “She’s over a hundred years old... did you know that?” Kyrah asked.

      Troy shook his head.

      “And her people are all but eternal. Dragons don’t die of natural causes. They die in battle, but they don’t die of disease or old age. They can live millennia. Naturally, they tend to accumulate great wealth and power along the way. Do you have any idea of Victoria’s net worth?”

      Troy clenched his teeth. “I get it. She’s rich. She’s beautiful. She lives forever. She’s out of my league, is that what you’re saying?”

      “There are different kinds of Shifters... Animal Shifters, Mythic Shifters... Dragons are in a class of their own. Their kind were created from Chaos itself. They are older than any single Sphere. They are believed to be as old as the Tree of Spheres itself. Some say the seed that grew into the Tree was also the first Dragon Egg.” Kyrah spread her hands. “And then there’s you. A thirty-year-old human who lives with his parents.”

      “I know what you’re trying to do.”

      “What is that?”

      “You’re pushing me deliberately, trying to make me feel inadequate, to see if I’ll crack.”

      “Are you worthy of her? That’s what I’m asking, Troy.”

      “Frankly, ma’am, that’s between her and me.”

      Kyrah sat still, attentive, and watchful. Her purple eyes seemed as deep as galaxies, and able to peer directly into his soul. Troy forced himself not to squirm. He emptied his head of any thoughts, an old Elf trick that he had learned in Summerland to fight psychics. He was quite adept at thinking of nothing. He simply increased his awareness of his physical sensations, so that sensate trivia expanded to fill his mind. The air was scented with incense and musty leather. The seat of the chair was scratchy. The corners of the window were grimy; the center, crystal clear. Dust motes played in a beam of sunshine.

      “Did Kyrah tell you about her agreement with Alephander and Bethany?” Kyrah asked. “About sharing an egg.”

      “Uh... no.” Troy had a sinking feeling he wasn’t going to like it. “What agreement was that?”

      “It’s complicated, but Bethany and Alephander need a surrogate mother, who must be a Dragon, because their child needs a Dragon’s egg as a kind of artificial womb.”

      “Dragons have decoy eggs which can be emptied with the proper precautions...” he began.

      “I see you know your Dragon Lore, Slayer. But in this case, the egg must also contain a dragonette. Both babies need to gestate together. Again, complex magic is involved.”

      “Please tell me this doesn’t end in child sacrifice.”

      “No, it ends with a child.... Two children, unrelated but hatched from the same egg. The point is that one of those magical twins would be your child. Yours and Victoria’s. I’m rather surprised she hasn’t mentioned this.”

      Troy clenched his fists. “Why are you trying to drive us apart? I thought this whole marriage was pushed by you Guardians in the first place.”

      “If these questions occur to Michael and to me, they will also occur to less friendly people.”

      He relaxed his hands. “Fair enough, Seeress.”

      “The truth is, Troy, you can win the Scepter, you can marry Victoria, you can hold a public ceremony where you crown yourselves and everyone claps for you, but none of that will guarantee that you and Victoria will be allowed into the Temple of Guardians. If you can’t enter the Temple, then the Call wasn’t real. It was only an aspiration. You won’t be Emperor. She won’t be Empress. You have to enter together, and you both must be worthy. If one of you is not, you’ll both fail.”

      “You’re saying I could hold her back.”

      “That’s one possibility, yes. Imagine if you fail. If you marry her, but she never loves you. If she wants to end the marriage so that she can start again... but your child is in an egg inexorably tied up with the future offspring of the Magician. Imagine if, after all you have done to prove yourself, you find out you aren’t the Emperor, your wife divorces you, and you’re never allowed to see your child again.”

      Troy clenched and unclenched his hands. His jaw hurt.

      Softly, oh so softly, Kyrah asked, “What is your worst memory, Troy? The lowest, most painful point in your entire life. Do you know? I do.”

      “It was when I arrived at the Burned Lands to save Lunarian’s son from the Dragon, but I was too late. When I held my friend’s son in my arms as the child died...”

      “Without doubt, that was an awful moment in your life,” she murmured gently. “But that is not your worst memory. Your worst memory was when the Elves sent you back to Earth. When they thanked your for slaying the Dragon and then showed you to the Portal and shut it behind you. When you realized that no one needed you anymore.”

      Troy hated psychics. He really hated them.

      “It could all happen again,” whispered Kyrah. “Maybe you aren’t needed after all.”
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      Victoria entered the small church office with the Seraph, Pastor Mike.

      “I don’t think I need counseling, Pastor,” she said flatly.

      “Perhaps you have questions you’d like to ask me,” he said.

      She crossed her arms. “Why do you doubt my right to be Empress?” Before he could answer, she added, “Don’t deny it, either. I have seen the way you look at me, and the way you treat me compared to Troy. You need to be onboard for this. If I become a Guardian, especially a sovereign role, I expect to have the authority that goes with the position.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “A sovereign role? Is that how you see the position?”

      “I know we aren’t living in the feudal age,” said Victoria, trying to assuage his distrust. “I assume it will be something like the position of Chief Executive Officer in a company.”

      “Interesting.” Michael looked torn between amazement and amusement. “If you see yourself as becoming CEO of the Guardian Council, then where, in your opinion, does that put you in relation to the rest of the Guardians?”

      “I assume that the Council of Virtues—the angelic authority which supervises the Guardians—is equivalent to a Board of Directors, Alephander is like the Founder, and you and the other Guardians are...” she paused. “Middle management.”

      There, that was much more gracious than “superfluous,” as her father had believed.

      Pastor Mike coughed. “Aha. Interesting. But I think you may be a bit confused. The Guardians are equals. None of us has sovereign authority over any of the others except after we have reached a collective ruling. We must reach decisions by majority or super-majority vote, depending on the situation. Are you going to be able to handle that?” He added delicately, “Dragons are not known for sharing power.”

      Victoria decided the best answer was a frosty stare. The heat from her gaze set one of the papers on the desk on fire. Okay, so it was more of a fiery stare. Michael grabbed his cowboy hat and whacked the papers to extinguish the flames before they could spread. The scent of burnt paper lingered.

      “It’s believed that the Guardians are the most powerful arcanes in the Seven Mortal Spheres,” said Pastor Mike. “But this is not quite true. Guardians are the most powerful arcanes in the Seven Mortal Sphere who can cooperate with each other. The reason that the Calling went to Troy, rather than to Vamenor... or your friend, Seth... was not necessarily because Troy is the strongest arcane. He can’t even do magic without his tools. In some ways, he is like Bethany, empty in and of himself. But with the right magical tools, he is able to balance the Four Elements with the power of Light. He is what the ancient Taoists called a ‘Man of Tao,’ or a man of perfect balance. By being empty himself, he can channel any element he needs in the moment he needs it.”

      “Is that how he does it,” murmured Victoria, fascinated despite her wariness around the angel. “I wondered how a mere human could wield so much power. He doesn’t create it... he channels it... yes, that makes sense.”

      “Yes. He’s a good, decent person, a Son of the Light. But what about you?” demanded Michael. “You create magic, but do you control it? You wield all Four Elements, but it isn’t Light that you mix with them, it is Darkness. You breed chaos. Literally. How many Dragon eggs are in your Hatchery? Over a hundred? And yet, how many are fertile, with dragonettes? Less than twenty. Most of those eggs are decoys, meant to confuse those who would prey on them. Understandable, perhaps, given that Roosts routinely feud and deliberately target eggs for destruction. Most of those eggs are like magic grenades, filled with Chaos and Darkness...”

      “I can tell the difference!” Victoria snapped. “I have never let a decoy egg hatch. I swallow those before they crack. It’s one of my jobs as Roost Mother.”

      “You create and you destroy. Like Tiamat. But in the end, she had to be slain for the good of the Tree of Worlds. I wonder what your human husband will think when you lay a brood of eggs, instead of giving birth in a hospital like a normal woman. And what will Troy think of you when you devour the bad eggs? Do think he’ll be disgusted?”

      Victoria had controlled her temper well up to this point, but the angel was really starting to grate on her nerves. She stood up. She paced toward him. The angel also stood up and backed away from the desk. The more he retreated, the more she pushed him, walking forward until his back hit the window.

      “Are you condemning me for my very nature, Seraph?” she demanded.

      “Maybe I am!” declared Michael. “Maybe I don’t believe a creature of darkness should sit on the Guardians’ Council!”

      Victoria pounded the wall with the palm of her hand, but the blow had such strength that the blinds rattled and fell, covering the window. At once, the office was plunged into the dark.

      “You make my point for me,” said Michael. His body began to glow, hinting at his full angelic halo. Once again, the office was illuminated, this time by Michael’s own nimbus rather than the feeble daylight.

      Mortified, Victoria realized she had fallen into his trap. He’d set out to provoke her, and she’d responded like an adolescent before her first molt. How degrading. Furious with herself, Victoria returned to her seat in front of the desk. She pretended nothing had happened.

      Pastor Mike opened the blinds again. He stopped glowing.

      “Alephander thinks I should be in the position,” Victoria said. Wonderful, now she sounded like a teenager arguing for a later curfew.

      “Yes, I know,” said Michael. “But does he want you for the good of the Council or for his own private reasons? Don’t look so startled! He didn’t confide in me, but I am older than you and older than him. He doesn’t have as many secrets from me as he likes to think!”

      “It’s none of your business,” Victoria said sullenly. Come to think of it, how old was the Seraph? She shouldn’t be fooled by that fresh-faced cowboy-next-door face he wore. No wonder he reminded her of Lady Opal. Old nattering busybody!

      “Maybe not,” allowed Michael. “But what about Troy? Have you told him about your secret agreement with Alephander and Bethany?”

      Victoria clamped her jaws so tight her teeth ached.

      “You haven’t,” he concluded. Accurately. “Don’t you think Troy deserves to know? Before you are married?”

      “Who is it that you think Troy should marry and make Empress?” Victoria blurted. “Some flower Nymph or delicate Elf or virgin Unicorn Shifter? Some feminine moon-pretty earth-goddess Garden Witch? Maybe a Bunny Shifter who would give him a dozen children in the first year and never hurt a fly!”

      “I think he should marry someone he loves and who loves him,” said Michael. “Do you love him, Victoria? Do you love anyone? Are you capable of love?”

      “This conversation is done!”

      Although Victoria stood ramrod straight and attempted to keep her dignity, as she walked away, her whole body trembled, as if she had lost a battle.
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      Troy found Victoria leaning against the wall in the hallway that led to Pastor Mike’s office.

      “We have to talk,” he told her. His whole body felt tight. They barely left the church before he exploded, “When were you going to tell me about your secret deal to give my future child to the Magician!”

      “What are you talking about?” she shouted back. “There’s no such agreement?”

      “The egg thing...”

      “Yes, Troy. I’m a Dragon. I lay eggs. Weird, magic, chaos-ridden eggs. I’m sorry if I’m not a normal, human mother who experiences the ‘glow’ of pregnancy, like you prefer...”

      “What? What?” sputtered Troy. “I never said I prefer that! I just don’t want my child... our child... tied up in some weird magical ritual with the Magician.... I don’t trust that man! Why would you agree to that! And you should have warned me before you promised away my firstborn without even letting me know that was part of the deal!”

      “If you want out of this agreement, just say so!” she snapped. “I don’t need you!”

      He recoiled as if slapped. “No, I bet you don’t! What the hell was I thinking?”

      “Then we should end it!”

      “Yes! Before we make a huge mistake!” he shouted.

      Victoria felt as if she’d swallowed coals. He’d agreed so easily. That meant he had been having second thoughts all along. He paced in front of her, looking sexy even when he was agitated.

      “Of course, you know what this means,” grumbled Troy.

      “Yes, I’ve lost my deposits on all the venues!” said Victoria. “They all require two weeks notice....”

      “It means that Kyrah and Michael were right about us,” scowled Troy. “They knew that if they just pushed the right buttons, we’d break like cheap plastic. And we did.”

      “What?” Victoria gawped. “Were they trying to break us up?”

      “Couldn’t you tell?” He glanced at her sidelong. “It was a big mind-game from start to finish. I don’t know what Michael said to you, but Kyrah knew exactly how to get under my skin. And it worked. That’s what I can’t stand!”

      “Those conniving little sand-mites!” cursed Victoria. “Why? Why would they oppose our alliance?”

      “I don’t know if they oppose it or not. They wanted to see if we’d crack under pressure.”

      “And we did...?”

      “We’re calling off the marriage, aren’t we? That’s a confession of failure.”

      “Then we won’t call off the marriage.”

      “Really?” He glanced at her wryly. “We’re going to get married just to spite them?”

      “Yes. Yes, we are.”

      For a moment, she thought Troy would shake his head and tell her she was crazy. But instead, he broke into a big grin.

      “Works for me,” he said. “Screw psychics. I hate those guys.”
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        March 17

        Thursday, St. Patrick’s Day

        Arcana Glen

      

      

      For a Dragon who had been spurned in favor of another, Seth Ruelong was a rock to Victoria that week. He showed no bitterness over her decision to marry Troy in his stead. On the contrary, he helped her.

      Seth stepped in and helped with a St. Patrick’s Day party to be held at Long Mountain, a festival meant to boost the Dragon Cavern’s tourist attraction which had been planned long before Victoria knew that she was going to be married and coronated three days later. Seth even dealt with an annoying break-in by the Leprechaun art thieves who attempted to make off with some precious gold coins from Victoria’s private hoard.

      The gold wasn’t recovered, which was annoying enough, but more worrying to Victoria was whether any of the thieves had penetrated all the way to the Hatchery. Even an infertile “decoy” Dragon egg was worth ten times its weight in gold on the black market. She had to check on the Hatchery. She decided it would make a good time to show Troy what he would be getting into if he married her. A part of her still feared he would be disgusted and withdraw, this time for real, from their arrangement.

      Everything between them felt so fragile. But if it was going to break, let it break now.

      She felt nervous as she led him down in the sweltering chamber, deep underground, where the eggs rested in their nest. Troy’s face reddened. Sweat beaded his brow. She couldn’t tell if he was hot from the steam or embarrassed when she delivered a lecture on Dragon biology.

      “The conception takes place exactly the same way among humans and Dragons,” she said. “In human form, always. A Dragon in serpent form is completely covered in scales and there is no… ingress,” she concluded delicately.

      Troy started to laugh out of surprise and tried to cover up his reaction with a cough. “Learn something every day.” He flashed that bashful smile that always disarmed her. “You know... we never had a chance to trial run that kiss.”

      “If you are averse to touching me,” said Victoria, “I suppose we could arrange a collection of your genetic material in a vessel and…”

      “Wow, okay, now this is getting a little too much. Victoria, I never said I was averse to touching you.”

      He stepped forward and put his arms around her. He tipped up her chin with one hand and lowered his mouth to hers. His mouth was as hot and sensual as she had imagined, and she felt her body shiver with pleasure as his tongue probed hers. Breath and heat and pleasure mingled and floated between them.

      Finally, he released her and left her gasping.

      “Does that seem like I’m averse to you?” he asked. “Do you think we could handle more of that if we were married? And needed an heir and all that.”

      “I… I think we can handle it.” She realized she still sounded breathless. Her body quivered in reaction to his touch. She hoped he did not realize how quickly and easily he had aroused her.

      “But this idea of mixing up our kid with Alephander’s business...” Troy shook his head. “I’m still not okay with that. Can you tell me why you agree to it? Can you back out or is your honor on the line?”

      “I thought it would ensure the safety of my egg and the entire Hatchery,” said Victoria. “My greatest fear living in the same town as the Magician is that one day he might turn on my people and drive us out. If he summoned Slayers to kill me and destroy the eggs...” She shuddered. “But if his own child were here, he wouldn’t do that.”

      “You don’t need to depend on some other man to defend our kids,” Troy said. “I wouldn’t let anyone hurt our family. I would slay the Magician himself if he threatened you or our children.”

      A strange tremor went through her.  “Thank you.”

      “Has he...?” Troy frowned.

      “No! Alephander has never given any indication that he would hurt me or attack the young of my Roost. It was simply a fear on my part, and one that seemed far more likely when everyone believed he had murdered his own fellow Guardians. Somebody murdered the Guardians, however, and that person has never been caught. Furthermore, Dragon eggs are always most in danger from other Dragons.”

      “Victoria, no offense, but that’s completely messed up.”

      “I agree, Troy. You know that the Roost Mother has to eat, or at least destroy, the decoy eggs before they break and unleash Chaos magic into the realm. But to us, there is a clear difference between a fertile egg and a chaos egg. However, some extremely twisted and evil Dragons believe that devouring the fertile eggs will give them extra powers. In fact, the reason that my nanny, Lady Opal, raised me on Earth was because a Dragon tried to eat my egg before I hatched. My mother died fighting off the attacker, which is all that allowed Lady Opal the chance to snatch my egg away from Summerland and carry me through a Portal to safety.”

      Wrath shone from Troy’s face. “What a sicko. Tell me that Dragon’s name and location and I’ll slay him for you.”

      “You already have. It was my father.”

      Troy stared at her in shock.

      “Dragon families...” Victoria gestured with a twist of her palm to indicate her loss of words.

      “And I thought my dual human and Elf family was complicated,” Troy muttered. He wrapped his arm around Victoria’s waist again. “I’m glad you survived.”

      He kissed her again.

      Three days seemed like a long time to wait to start working on their family.
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        March 20

        Sunday, Spring Equinox

        Arcana Glen

      

      

      All day long, Victoria was whisked from one opulent event to another, but everything passed for her in a blur. The wedding was in the morning, the coronation was held in the afternoon in the outdoor public amphitheater, and the evening event was a parade of Dragons down the street. At midnight, ceremonial wedding flight took place. This was a Dragon tradition in which two newly married Dragons shape shifted together and flew together through the sky performing and ariel wedding dance. Of course, Troy could not shape shift, so Victoria had offered to forego the ritual. Intermarriages between Dragons and other arcanes were rare but not without precedent, so the Dragons had rituals to cover every eventuality. She would feel sad missing the dance, but accepted the sacrifice.

      “No way,” Troy had told her. “Get yourself into the sky and I’ll meet you there.”

      And he had.

      In a hang glider.

      He must have had the glider special ordered, because the rich red and gold silk wings were painted to resemble a dragon. He used Elemental Wind and Fire to heat and cool currents of air to make his glider “dance” with her in the sky. A strange warmth blossomed in her chest to know that Troy had made the effort to meet her on her own terms. No Dragon could have matched her dance better.

      The best part of the day for Victoria was when they returned to ground and attended a huge ball thrown in their honor by the Magician and the Fool at Arcana Castle. She already knew Troy to be an accomplished dancer. He whisked her around the ballroom in several different kinds of couples dancing.

      She enjoyed the swish of her wedding gown as she danced. It was a dream of white silk and satin overlaid with a glimmer of magic that made the golden embroidered Dragons appear to fly in circles through the clouds on her skirts. She also wore a tiara of diamonds from her own mines. The seamstress had provided her with a necklace of twenty-two rubies to represent the Twenty-Two Guardians. Troy smiled as if he had won the lottery while they danced. If he was only being polite for the sake of the alliance, he certainly made a good show. But maybe...

      Maybe something real was growing between them.
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      They had only one day for their honeymoon, and they spent all of it in Victoria’s subterranean mountain palace. They made love in her enormous bed. They made love in the pool room. They even made love in her walk-in closet, because Victoria had offered to show Troy how she saved outfits in the ether, but he was distracted by watching her strip down to her lacey lingerie.

      Then they went full circle and made love in the enormous bed again.

      Lady Opal, of all people, had discretely warned Troy to expect that Dragon mating magic would work on both of them not only to increase their ‘appetite’ but also their stamina. Troy turned red in the face at the elderly Dragon lady’s frank language, but he wasn’t going to reject a gift from the Light.

      Finally, however, even Dragon mating magic couldn’t keep them awake. Victoria fell asleep snuggled against his chest.
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        March 21,

        Monday

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain

      

      

      Brrrrinnnnng. Brrrrinnnnng. Brrrrinnnnng.

      Troy woke up cussing at his phone. Someone had used the emergency number. It wasn’t yet six in the morning, and Troy and Victoria had spent the last twenty-three of twenty-four hours awake and engaging in extremely vigorous exercise.

      This better be a damn emergency, he thought groggily. Because if it’s not, I’m going to kill you.

      Somehow Victoria had slept through the ringing cell phone. Troy moved out onto the balcony to avoid waking her up before he answered.

      “Troy, it’s me, Braigan.” The Elf’s voice sounded clipped and angry. “We’ve been betrayed. That ‘friend’ of Victoria, the one who was far too agreeable? Seth Ruelong. He kidnapped Zohara.”

      “What?! Are you sure?”

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I weren’t sure,” said Braigan. “He carried her through the Portal to Summerland. The Magician confirmed it.”

      “Was the Magician in on it?”

      “The Light only knows, but Delson doesn’t think so.”

      “We need to follow her to Summerland as soon as possible... I can be there in half an hour...”

      “It’s not that easy to get to Summerland, Troy! Have you forgotten that the Azir control our Sphere? The Magician can open a Portal for us, but what good does that do if Azir are waiting for us with Goblins and Ice Giants on the other side?”

      “How did Seth get through?”

      “That back-stabbing wyrm went to Vamenor! According to our spy, the disgraced Prince was delighted to have a way to win back favor with his vile father. The Azir laughed themselves silly and let the Dragon and his captive right through their own secret Portal, which they have hidden somewhere in the woods. We think it’s near the human military base, or maybe even on the base itself. But we can’t use it, for obvious reasons. Plus, we were hoping to cement the alliance with the Dragons before we returned. Now, obviously, we will work as quickly as possible to set up a secret crossing...”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “Not yet. You have to find out if Victoria was involved.”

      Troy felt cold inside. “I don’t believe she was.”

      “You don’t want to believe she was,” corrected Braigan. “But Troy, you have to be prepared. If Seth won’t free Zohara, you may have to slay him. And if Victoria tries to protect him, you may have to slay her too.”

      Troy tightened his fist around the phone.

      “Troy?” Braigan said. “Troy? Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you. Find Zohara.”

      Troy hung up.

      Inside, Victoria was still asleep. Quietly, Troy did something he had thought about doing before, but resisted because he wanted to trust his bride. He searched the room. He used his sense of the leylines of the Elements to find any concealed cubbies, covert crevices, hidden drawers, or secret pockets.

      That’s how he found the small vial with an ivory stopper secreted in Victoria’s make-up case. He studied the magic emanating from the jar, analyzing the elements and properties. He recognized it as a dark and powerful enchanted poison.

      Why would she need something like this? Why have it in a bag in the drawer next to the bed where they had made love on their wedding night?
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        March 21,

        Monday

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain

      

      

      “Troy,” Victoria said, beseeching him with her eyes to believe her, “I had no idea Seth would do this. I mean, yes, he mentioned it, but he was joking... I thought he was joking...”

      “He mentioned his intention to kidnap Zohara?” Troy asked incredulously.

      “Not Zohara specifically, but he joked about performing a Bridenapping of a beautiful Elf Princess. Zohara is certainly a beautiful Elf Princess. I did notice him notice her. But Seth notices any pretty woman. He’s never kidnapped one before.”

      “You have to see how this looks to the Wyzir,” Troy said. “Especially since Seth went straight to the Azir to use their Portal to make his getaway.”

      “How did the Wyzir find out all of this so quickly?” Victoria asked.

      “I’m not at liberty to say,” Troy said.

      Victoria stiffened. “You don’t trust me.”

      A knock at the door interrupted their tense conversation. A Dragon servant entered with an old-fashioned letter, wax-sealed, carried in on a silver platter.

      “Forgive me, Your Highness,” said the servant. “This arrived for you. Lady Opal said that you would want to read it right away.”

      “I suppose Lady Opal already read it,” Victoria muttered. It was impossible to tell; Lady Opal had a knack of reading letters without breaking the seal.

      Victoria examined the wax. “It’s Seth’s seal ring.”

      “Very quaint,” Troy said. He eyed the letter like a hawk eyed a snake. “What does he have to say for himself?”

      Victoria broke the seal and perused the letter. After a moment, she handed it to Troy. He read it out loud.

      
        
        Dear Ningbauda,

        I found a way to get through to the Red Dragons in Summerland right away. The most amusing part is that the Azir are going to help me. I was afraid if I explained my plan to the Elves, they might make tedious objections. I’ll leave the elucidations to you. I’m sure you’ve figured it out by now.

        --Cimru

        

      

      “Cimru?” asked Troy.

      “Seth’s Dragon name,” said Victoria.

      “He said you would understand. I hope you do, because I don’t.”

      “It’s simple really,” Victoria said. “He pretended to kidnap Zohara to trick the Azir into letting him through their own Portal. And apparently, his plan worked.”

      “But he didn’t pretend to kidnap Zohara, he really took her! Did he explain to her what he was doing?”

      “Probably not,” admitted Victoria. “I’m sure he thought that everyone’s reactions would be more authentic if everyone believed it to be true.”

      Troy’s face darkened.

      “Troy, think about it,” Victoria said. “Your people probably found out what happened from a spy in the Azir ranks. Don’t you think the Azir also have spies in your ranks? That spy just reported to the Azir that her family is frothing at the mouth, furious with the Dragons over Seth’s betrayal. That’s what kept him—and therefore Zohara—safe as he passed through the territory they controlled. I would bet my stolen gold coins that Seth arranged for this letter to magically appear to me only once he and Zohara were safely in the Burned Lands, which are still outside Azir control.”

      Troy paced the room. He carefully avoided glancing at the make-up case where he had found (and put back) the vial of poison.

      “I hope you’re right, Victoria,” Troy said. “Braigan isn’t going to like this. We have only your word, and Seth’s, that he tricked the Azir to help us rather than the other way around.”

      “What a start to our marriage,” she sighed. “We were supposed to have today to ourselves. Tomorrow we have to go to Arcana Castle, to see if we can enter the Temple of Guardians.” She pressed her lips together.  “What if we can’t?”

      “What if all of this was for nothing?”

      Troy walked to the side of the room, where he poured out a decanter of wine into two goblets. He brought them both to where Victoria stood.

      “Eat, drink, and be merry,” he proposed. “For tomorrow our dreams may die.”

      They clicked glasses.

      “Troy,” she said. “No matter what, it wasn’t nothing to me.”

      Troy swallowed the rest of his cup then grabbed Victoria and kissed her.
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        March 22,

        Tuesday,

        Arcana Glen, The Arcana Castle

      

      

      The newly crowned Emperor and Empress attended the Council of Guardians for the first time. They showed up at the Magician’s Castle, and Bethany met them in a grand hall. She talked to them about this the Temple of the Guardians as she showed them the way inside.

      “Have you any idea what to expect?” Troy asked Victoria.

      “No,” she said. “No Dragon has sat on the Council of Guardians in many centuries. My father was not friendly with the previous Guardians. So little of that lore has been passed down to me.”

      “It will all be rather informal actually,” said Bethany. “Since there are only four of us. Well, now that you two have joined, there are six of us. But we thought you want to see the actual thrones around the round table. The Temple itself is in the ether between the worlds, whatever that means. It’s magic, although thank goodness my anti-magic doesn’t destroy it. That would be inconvenient, wouldn’t it, if every time I entered the room it disappeared and along with everyone inside? We’ve already had enough Guardians destroyed… Um, no use going over that again right? But that actually will be our first order of business.”

      “What will be our first order of business?” asked Troy who had not followed even half of what she had said.

      “The greatest mystery of our time,” said Bethany. “The question of who murdered the Twenty-One Guardians the last time... and, is whoever did it before, going to try again?”

      They entered a tower with a set of winding steps that lead upward and into an antechamber with a large bank safe. Victoria perked up interest. However, there was no treasure inside, only an empty doorway that led into a strangely undulating tunnel of light.

      “Is that safe?” asked Troy.

      “It’s a Gate into the ether,” said Bethany. “Your guess is as good as mine. But I haven’t disappeared yet, so that’s something.”
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        March 22,

        Tuesday,

        The Temple of the Guardians

      

      

      After that less than reassuring assurance they followed her into the tunnel of light. Victoria was uncomfortably reminded of descriptions of near-death experiences. However, this tunnel did not lead to the Final Sphere, it brought them into a large well apportioned room, with a huge, gilded table on a raised platform in the center, surrounded by Twenty-Two Thrones. A shining dome rose above the table.

      The other three existing Guardians were already waiting.

      “Congratulations,” said Alephander. “You aren’t frauds after all.”

      “Sarmat, Sarmati,” said Michael formally. “I am truly glad to see you both here. I hope you will forgive some of my comments during our counseling session, when I appeared harsh. It was a test.”

      “I hope that you don’t think that Michael and I wanted you to fail,” Kyrah added. “But I couldn’t see a clear future for you. We had to be sure your feelings were real.”

      “I guess they really luuuuuurve each other!” sang Bethany. She clapped her hands and skipped around Troy and Victoria.

      Victoria flushed.

      “What do our feelings have to do with it?” demanded Troy. He pronounced ‘feelings’ the way a ten-year-old boy said, ‘girl cooties.’

      “A droll curse placed upon the Guardians by the last Guardian of Love,” said Alephander dyspeptically, “now requires that all new Guardians be in love before they may answer the Call to power.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a curse!” objected Bethany. She threw her arms around Alephander. “Am I a curse to you?!”

      “Rather than answer, I vow silence,” said Alephander solemnly. But his eyes danced.

      Victoria admired the gold and jewels inlaid in the round table. Some of the work was done by Goblins and somebody else—Glamir Elves, if she wasn’t mistaken, both renowned in the mineral decorative arts.

      Victoria seated herself in a Throne illuminated by the portrait the Empress. It showed a voluptuous woman reclining on a couch in a flowering garden, with rich mountains behind her and a brilliant sun overhead. She had golden flowing hair and green eyes, not at all like Victoria. Not to mention the size of her bosoms. Victoria felt self-conscious of her strawberries in comparison to the cantaloupes of that earthy Empress. Victoria knew that the image was modeled on one of the ancient queens of Summerland had been elevated to Empress many, many centuries ago.

      The Throne intended for Troy was across from hers and only after that was there a spot for Pastor Mike.

      “That’s good,” said Pastor Mike. “It’s good not to have spaces in between any longer. It felt quite empty in here when we first started meeting, I’ve got to admit.”

      Victoria looked at all of the other empty Thrones. To her it still seemed more empty than not.

      “About the murders...” she said. “Tell us what you know so far.”
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      Troy listened attentively to all the information that the other Guardians had gathered so far about the massacre. They discussed the details and asked questions. Victoria was very astute and kept asking different versions of the same questions to see if she could listen to different details from her witnesses. If he didn’t already know that she ran a mining corporation, Troy would have thought she was a police interrogator. He would let her know that he thought she had skills for a backup career if for some reason she lost her business. Then he reconsidered. She might take that the wrong way.

      For himself, however, he felt restless sitting in the chair which was as hard as a rock. He stood up and started to wander around the room examining the walls and the doors.

      “Did anybody enter or exit during the meeting?” he asked.

      “No, definitely not.” Alephander added in a dark voice, “only guardians are physically able to enter this room. The magic keeps everyone else out.”

      “That’s one of the reasons, just one of many, that Alephander was the primary suspect for so long,” piped up Bethany.

      “Thank you, Bethany,” Alephander said dryly.

      “Did the Guardians have to make all the furniture themselves?” Troy asked.

      “Oh no,” said Michael. “The furnishings were made in other worlds and then Guardians used magic to bring it through the Portal to the Temple.”

      Troy pointed at the decorative shields mounted on twenty-two pillars around the room. “These shields are embossed with the symbols of each Guardian and an ordinal number in the Ancient Tongue. When were they added to the Temple?”

      “Those have been here for many centuries,” said Alephander. “They may even have been here during the time of the original Twenty-Two Guardians.” 

      “Long ago,” Bethany jumped in eagerly, “the Guardians were not united. Each of them was the leader of a different faction, in an age when all of the arcanes of the different Spheres were at war. Even the humans were involved! The Guardian known as The Earth was their leader. Eventually, in order to stop the constant wars, the Fool incapacitated all of them, dragged them together here in the ether, and told them that from now on they would all be equals on a Council. The Council would make decisions by voting. It would not favor any kingdom, realm or Sphere, but would help arbitrate disputes between all the factions, and hopefully help end wars and keep the peace.”

      “So kind of like a magical United Nations?” asked Troy. He added skeptically, “I hope it works better than the human variety.”

      “In practice, the Twenty-Two Guardians guard the Gates, the Portals between the Spheres,” Alephander. “Each Guardian is responsible for two Gates that connect a path between different Spheres. This is why the ability to be the Guardian of a particular path is not arbitrary or an elected position. It is something that requires a specific skill set, a specific combination of magical mysteries.”

      “Like a mining engineer,” suggested Victoria.

      “The analogy to any Earth institution is imperfect,” declared Michael.

      “So the shields date from the time that Guardians were actual warriors who fought one another?” asked Troy.

      “Thus it is recorded,” shrugged Alephander. “They were there when I was newly appointed as a young Magician.”

      “Well, I don’t know what was here when you were a young Magician,” declared Troy, “But these shields are new. I’ve touched them and analyzed them with my magic, and this is a kind of stainless-steel alloy that I seriously doubt existed in medieval times or whenever these were made.”

      “Impossible, snapped the Magician.

      “Clarify it for yourself by taking one of these out of here and sending it to a non-magical specialist,” challenged Troy. “If you don’t trust my magic.”

      Bethany popped out of her seat and ran up to examine the shield.

      “I thought they were made of bronze,” she said.

      Pastor Mike looked thoughtful. “The originals were made of bronze which is not surprising because they dated from the Bronze Age. The shields would not have been made out of stainless-steel at that time. But I confess that, to me, they look like bronze, not steel.”

      “Oh, they are coated with bronze,” said Troy. “But I can feel the materials that make up anything with my magic and I am telling you that under the patina of bronze there is a shiny new alloy probably made by mundanes right here on earth. So, the question is, if these are not the original shields, who replaced them? Why? When? And does it have any relationship to the Massacre?”

      “What about you Victoria?” asked Bethany. “Do you have any magical Dragon sense about metals?”

      “Actually, my abilities are very similar to Troy’s,” she said. “Like him, I can use Five Elements.” No need to mention the fact that her self-control was less consistent than Troy’s because she refused to fully embrace Dark magic the way Troy embraced Light magic. Nor was there any need to whine about the fact that naturally it was easier to embrace Light magic than Dark magic which was repulsive but it’s very nature.

      Victoria stood up and went to examine one of the shields around the wall. She touched it and sniffed it. She could not tell anything was amiss by touch, but her sense of smell told her that Troy was right. This was not pure bronze, but only a surface coat over a much newer alloy. Furthermore, recognized one of the materials mixed in with the steel. It was silver.

      Specifically, it was silver from her own Arcana Glen mine.

      Victoria felt a profound reluctance to tell the others what she had discovered. It would be easy to demand to take the shields back to her mountain for examination and in the process replace them with other shields, to hide what she suspected. 

      Which is exactly what must’ve been done the first time the original shields were switched for these fakes.

      “I know who replaced the real shields with fake ones,” Victoria said, keenly aware of the disgrace she must reveal.

      Five people waited on her confession.

      “It was my father,” she said. She spat out his epithet. “King Kushu the Mad Wyrm.”
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      Victoria explained.

      As soon as she realized that the original shields had been replaced with new ones made out of metal from her own mine, she knew that her father must have been involved. The mine had belonged to him before she inherited it, although it had only been one of thousands of properties he owned across many different Spheres. After Lady Opal had taken Victoria to Arcana Glen, they had essentially locked her father out. Nonetheless, over the years, he had sent many representatives to the mountain. Some were supposedly there to mediate reconciliation, others were assassins trying to kill Victoria and those who had helped her, and sometimes the teams of Dragon sent by her father included both negotiators and assassins at the same time. It was things like that that made it difficult for her to trust her father or any of his claims he wanted to make things better between them. It was a little hard to trust someone who would send you a beautiful 16th birthday present that exploded when you opened it.

      In other words, if her father had been part of the original negotiations between the Elves, it was exactly like him to design some clever magical treachery in the shape of beautiful or a historical artifact.

      “But” said Bethany, “how is it that the Guardians at the time did not discover what you did? Surely the Emperor and Empress of that generation also could determine that these were fakes.”

      “That’s true,” said Alephander. “If we had examined them. Most of the time when we used this room, we do only a security check of the Portals, because in the past, the only attacks have come from assassins who waited just outside the access to the Temple.”

      “Because only Guardians can come into the chamber itself.” Troy nodded. “And naturally if the shields were always here, part of the decoration, you wouldn’t even notice them when you walked into the room. Come to think of it, we better check all the other decorations as well. The table, the chairs.”

      “We already know that the first Throne was also switched out for a trick stage magic chair,” so Bethany. “We examined the other Thrones, and they all seem to be the originals. Or at least they are normal stone thrones, not stage props.”

      “If you don’t mind me taking some time,” said Troy, “I would like to examine this room stone by stone. You’ll have to give me an itemization of what is supposed to be in this room, and what the materials are that go into its construction, so I can determine if anything else is not what it is supposed to be.”

      Pastor Mike said, “We also need to find the historical record of work notes to see what artisans may have been involved in the construction of any artifacts in the room. Those did not have to be Guardians, all they had to do was convince a Guardian to bring the object to them and then replace it in the room.”

      “But,” said Bethany, “if the correct artifacts were replaced by fakes, I doubt they would’ve exactly left a work record. That would be pretty incriminating. Is there any way they could’ve sent someone who could’ve convinced a Guardian to bring them something to be fixed and not tell anyone about it?”

      “Knowing what kind of artisan worked on the artifacts might help us determine which of the Guardians would have some reason to trust him or her,” said Troy.

      “I can already tell you who made the shields,” Victoria said. “These were made by Dragon Smiths. They were made with silver from my father’s mine. There’s only one possibility. They were commissioned by my father.”

      “Did your father have any motive for killing all of the Guardians?” asked Pastor Mike.

      “Only the usual motive,” said Victoria. “He hated them. He hated the new system of every Guardian being equal at the Council. And he vowed that one day he would become the Emperor, the sole and undisputed Guardian of all the Spheres.”

      After a moment, while they contemplated that with horrified expressions, she added “He was quite mad you know.”

      “But cunning and powerful,” added Troy. “I’m sorry, Victoria, but he didn’t seem as though he were suffering a mental illness when I met him. He kidnapped a family of Elves including their children and tortured them to force my mentor, an experienced Dragon Slayer, into a trap. Kushu then took delight in killing the family in front of him before he finally murdered my friend by slowly roasting him to death.”

      “That sounds insane to me,” said the Seeress sharply.

      “With all due respect ma’am, I believe there’s a difference between evil and insanity.”

      “I believe those we consider evil only act that way out of ignorance or illness,” she countered.

      “Then we’ll agree to disagree,” said Troy. “That man, that creature, took pleasure in hurting people. It was perfectly logical from his point of view to do everything he could to build his capabilities up so that he would be in a position to hurt as many people as he liked with no one to stop him. Cruel, yes. Sociopathic, yes. But out of touch with reality? Not one bit. He knew exactly what was going on and he knew how to manipulate it. He was more in touch with how to get things done than most people I’ve met. He just chose to use that ability for pure evil.”

      The Seeress looked at Victoria with concern in her eyes. “Victoria?” she asked gently. “Are you okay?”

      Victoria had been staring at Troy. No Dragon had told her the story of her father kidnapping his friend’s family to force them into a desperate rescue. How many more horror stories would she have to hear about her father before she heard the last of his sins? And there was a Dragon tradition that if a Dragon attempted to take power and succeeded, he was called the great. Only if he failed would his failure be blamed on madness. Really, then what was the difference?

      And yet many Dragons were cultured, compassionate and wise. Dragons from other lineages had chosen a different path for themselves and their progeny. Not everyone had to follow the old ways of Tiamat.

      “I’m fine,” snapped Victoria. “I would like to be able to take one of those shields back to my mountain for more detailed examination. I may be able to find out the exact artisan or a team of artisans who worked on it. If they are still alive, we could question them.”
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      That night, Troy and Victoria were supposed to return together to her mountain. Troy was not looking forward to being trapped in a windowless room deep in the bowels of the earth, but he did not have another house to offer his bride. He reflected on the unhappy fact that he would have to live off of her fortune for the time being. The humans told him he was being old-fashioned. But he had already picked up enough Dragon culture to know that they felt the same way as he did. Dragons expected both partners to pursue treasure and hoard it ferociously. It wasn’t a gender thing for them; the female as well as the male was expected to love and pursue money-making. But for one partner to be significantly more impoverished than the other would put a strain on any normal Dragon relationship.

      Even if he could get a job, it would be a pittance compared to the fortune of his Dragon wife. And how would he have time for that if he was doing important Emperor stuff, like ice motorcycle racing? Being “Emperor of the Seven Mortal Spheres” sounded great—if you were fifteen. He was an adult now, a husband, and possibly on the verge of becoming a father. He needed a salary.

      “Why don’t you go on ahead, Victoria?” Troy told her. He tried to sound casual, but Victoria glanced at him sharply.

      “If you prefer,” she said. “Call for the car whenever you need it.”

      “Sure,” said Troy. A car. Another thing he didn’t have. He had to rely on Victoria’s Dragon chauffeurs.

      She frowned but didn’t say anything else.

      After Victoria left, Troy swallowed his pride and called out to the Magician. “Hey, Alephander, can I speak to you? Alone.”

      Alephander inclined his head. He led Troy to a masculine room furnished in Hunter green and hand-tooled leather. It smelled like tobacco and wood oil.

      “I need money,” Troy told the Magician bluntly. “How is this Guardian thing supposed to work? Is this a voluntary charity job that I do in my spare time after a day at the office or does it come with a stipend... or what?”

      Alephander raised one eyebrow sardonically. Troy crossed his arms and refused to back down despite feeling embarrassment heat his cheeks.

      “It varies by the position and the specific traditions handed down with each Throne,” said Alephander. “Many Guardians do choose to keep a ‘day job,’ that either provides cover for their work as a Guardian or acts as a kind of disguise. Pastor Mike works full time at Mainstreet Mountain Church. Maybe he would be interested in hiring an assistant.”

      “Yeah, no.” Troy scratched his chin. “I saw a car dealership with some pretty fancy rides for sale on Main Street. Do you know it?”

      “Chet’s place,” said Alephander. “I’ve bought several cars there.”

      “Do you think they would be interested in hiring a mechanic or... I don’t know... I guess I should write a resume....”

      “How many years of experience do you have?” Alephander asked sternly. “Can you get recommendations? At least three, including the phone numbers of your previous bosses?”

      Troy’s face fell. “Not really.”

      “Perhaps you could win money racing motorbikes.”

      “I’m glad you think this is funny,” snapped Troy.

      “It’s funnier than you can imagine.” Alephander smirked at him. “Troy, don’t you understand? Emperor Lunarian named you his heir. He left you everything he owned. To call you wealthy is an understatement. It would be a misnomer to describe you as a billionaire, because the mundanes have no name for the kind of wealth you now possess. You own castles and palaces. Plural. True, most of them are currently in territory occupied by the Azir, but not all of them. You’re still very, very rich. You’re richer than Victoria. And Colorado is not a community property state. Please let me be there when you tell her that.”

      “Not on your life,” said Troy. “Besides, divorce will not happen.”

      “You are not, however, richer than I am,” added Alephander.

      Troy rolled his eyes. “Glad we cleared that up. But, look, ah,” Troy swallowed hard, trying to decide if Alephander had been razzing him before or was razzing him now. “If this is true, how do I...”

      Alephander waved his hand and handed Troy a small velvet bag.

      “With your permission, Sarmat.” Alephander’s raspy voice dripped even more sarcasm than usual: “I’ve liberated this for you from one of your properties currently held hostage by the Azir. Don’t spend it all in one place.”

      Troy didn’t think much of the little bag until he opened it. The bag contained hundreds of faceted princess-cut diamonds. He whistled. He had no idea how much the jewels were worth.

      “I have also heard a rumor that Chet is interested in selling his car dealership,” said Alephander. “If you’re going to throw money around, it’s a good idea to let the mundanes think they know where you get it. Why don’t you see Chet about buying the dealership? Three of those jewels should be enough, don’t let him tell you otherwise. And ask him about the Magician’s Special. I’d like to keep getting good deals on cars. But don’t let him sell you anything other than the dealership. He is a demon.”

      Troy stared at the jewels. If three could purchase a car dealership, how much could hundreds of them buy? He could buy his own mansion, that’s for sure. And a really nice car, he thought with a smile. He’d check out what ‘Chet the Demon’ had in his inventory.

      “Thank you, Alephander,” Troy said. “I really appreciate this.”

      “It’s your own money.”

      “I guess... but... If there’s anything I can for you...”

      Alephander’s face shut down into a hard stone. The temperature in the room also appeared to drop fifteen degrees in three seconds.

      “Bethany and I did ask something of you, Troy,” Alephander said quietly. “And you already turned us down. That’s your choice. But you’ve hurt Bethany’s feelings very deeply. You could at least apologize to her for that. She’s too kind for her own good. She will forgive you. For myself, this is the last I’ll speak of it.”

      “Wait, what the hell? Is this about the egg?”

      “You’ve already made your decision clear. There’s nothing more to say,” Alephander said repressively.

      “Maybe I would have agreed if you weren’t a such a coward. If you would have asked me to my face!” said Troy, “I don’t even understand what it is you want!”

      The room felt smaller. Alephander’s dark prickly power filled everything, and Troy had to square his shoulders consciously to avoid the instinct to crouch.

      I want a child.

      “Ow!” Troy clutched his head. “Did you just speak in my mind?!”

      An image followed, along with a burst of pain, of a dead baby, and then an explosion destroying most of North America. Troy couldn’t make any sense of it. Then the images abruptly ended, and Troy was alone in his mind.

      “I apologize,” Alephander said stiffly. “You’re right. On this issue, I am a coward. I can give my wife anything in the Seven Spheres... except the one thing she wants more than anything else.”

      “A child.”

      Alephander cocooned himself in silence.

      “Can you guarantee that if Victoria and I agreed to this, it wouldn’t put our child in danger?” demanded Troy.

      “No.”

      “You can’t ask me to put my child at risk.”

      “No.”

      “Then...”

      “Troy,” said Alephander. Troy had never seen him look so utterly bleak. “I understand. Don’t speak of it again. Please.”
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      Victoria was nervous, then angry, then worried. It was hours before Troy came home. He must have taken a taxi or lift, because he never called for a driver.

      Or maybe one of the Wyzir had driven him home. Had he gone to report in to his Elf family in secret because he didn’t trust her? Did he still blame her for Seth’s reckless plan? Had the revelation of her father’s involvement in the Massacre of the Guardians pushed him back into suspicion of her motives?

      When he finally arrived, she had a surprise waiting for him. She met Troy at the entrance to the interior of the mountain. However, they didn’t take stairs down into the bowels of the mountain this time. Instead, they took a beautiful elevator. Victoria showed him around the new headquarters they would share.

      There was a huge bedroom, a private dining room, their own kitchen in case he wanted for some insane reason to cook their own food instead of depending on the professional team of chiefs, a His and Her bathroom, a His and Her room-sized closet, and another four or five rooms that were beautifully decorated but somewhat empty of furniture. Those could be employed for a variety of purposes. Victoria told him she would like to turn one into a private office near the bedroom.

      “I often have ideas for the company as soon as I wake up for the company,” she explained “and I like to be able to sit down at a console right away and share my thoughts before I forget them. By the way I’m usually up by five, down in the exercise room. I will show you where the gym is later. You’ve already seen the sauna, the frigidarium and the pool.”

      “I’m a little confused,” said Troy. “These rooms look unused.”

      “They belonged to my mother while she was still married to my father.”

      Victoria turned away before she had to see any pity or condemnation in Troy’s eyes. What a pathetic family he must think she came from. He must be worried about spawning offspring with such a lineage. 

      “Victoria…” he said.

      She tensed her shoulders. She really did not want to discuss her parents any further.

      “I was impressed that you told the other Guardians about who made the fake shields,” he said. “I know that you must have been tempted to withhold that information for the sake of your father’s reputation. But you chose to share the truth instead. I just wanted you to know that I appreciated that.”

      “Are you telling me that you expected me to lie?” she demanded. “Is that how little you think of me?”

      He only shrugged.

      “How dare you!” she said. She advanced on him and poked his chest with her finger. “I’m tired of your insults and your insinuations. I’m tired of your judgment of me!”

      He grabbed her wrist so that she could no longer poke him in the chest. He was taller than she was in human form and looked down on her, but there was no anger in his eyes. They sprinkled with desire.

      “You’re going to have to learn one thing if we’re going to be together,” he said. “I dare a lot of things.”

      He bent down and kissed her. She melted into him, all her outrage which was really a cover for her embarrassment disintegrating into heat and passion. She wrapped her arms around his broad back and drew him closer. Their tongues tangled and the heat passed between them electrifying her entire body.

      She pulled away from him. “Wait,” she said. “Before we go further there’s something I should show you.”

      “No, wait, me first. I bought you a present.” He handed her a set of keys.

      Puzzled, she examined the keys, the design and logo. “You bought me a Ferrari?”

      “Honey, I bought you the whole dealership.”

      Her eyes widened in horror. “By the Light! You slew Chet?”

      “What? No! Wait—should I have? Alephander did mention he was a demon. He looked more like a football player to me...”

      “Troy! What did you sell Chet in exchange for the dealership?” Victoria cried.

      “Only my soul.”

      She choked and grabbed his arms.

      “I’m kidding!” he exclaimed.

      Victoria shoved him away. “Don’t do that! Where did you get the money, Troy?”

      “It turns out that it’s good to be the Emperor.”

      That’s when the pieces fell into place for her. “Lunarian left you his estate. I should have realized that before.”

      “Yeah.” He flashed her a bashful grin. “I guess I’m rich now. I don’t feel like I earned it, but...”

      “You earned it when you avenged Lunarian’s son,” Victoria reminded him quietly.

      Troy’s joy died. “Right. That. In that case, I would give it all back, if it would bring that boy back to life.”

      “I know you would.”

      “Speaking of kids...” Troy fidgeted nervously. “I spoke to Alephander about the egg thing.”

      “It’s not the ‘egg thing.’ It’s surrogate parenting.”

      “Right. I think I was too hasty when I rejected the possibility before. I just... I panicked. It sounded so weird. But weird is part of my life now. It’s part of living in the arcane world again, even if, physically, I’m here on Earth. I have to accept magic and the consequences of it, and I guess that includes the possibility of two unrelated babies growing in the same egg.” He searched her face. “As long as you are okay with this, then I will be.”

      “Troy...” Her voice caught in her throat.

      “You had something you wanted to show me.”

      Her heart pounded. She didn’t want to show him. But she didn’t want him to find out on his own, either.

      She went to her luggage which had been brought up to the room. Most of her clothing would be transferred as a matter of fact from her regular closet to the one in this suite. But her private bags were hers alone to unpack. Victoria slipped the little case that Minister Ruelong had given to her out of her secret compartment.

      She showed this to Troy. “My people feared for me,” she said. “They wanted me to kill you initially. Even after we decided to make a true alliance, they gave me this to kill you if I needed to. In self-defense.”

      “In self-defense.” The way he repeated it, he made it sound ridiculous.

      She opened the case. As soon as she did so she smelled a very tiny width of a scent on the crystal vile within. It was Troy’s smell. She looked up at him in shock. “You already opened this. You already found it!”

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “Did you know what it was?” But she already guessed the answer.

      “I had a pretty good idea,” he confirmed.

      She didn’t know whether to be angry that he had found it or grateful that he had not flown into a rage. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “What was there to say? We both know how things are. I don’t blame you for being cautious, Victoria. But can’t we put that behind us and try to make this work? Are we gonna stand here arguing about the past all day and night or are we going to get back to the kissing?”

      Victoria stood up to him and grabbed him by the shirt. With a fierce motion she ripped it open so strongly that the buttons careened across the marble floor. She threw the rags down after them. Now that his sexy muscular chest was there, she raced her fingers over the skin she had wanted to for so long.

      She drew his head down to hers and they got back to the kissing.
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      Victoria studied the report, Forensic Comparison of Trace Arcane Materials, that her Chief Minerals and Magics Analyst, Wally Wollaston, had provided to her. She could have read the report on her computer, like a modern mundane, but she still preferred the feel of paper, so she’d had the report delivered in a binder. She read the opening summary:

      
        
        After completing metallographic preparation, the structural properties of the metal sample were analyzed under a microscope in order to evaluate characteristics in the metal design and processing stages, as well determine if any damage occurred. Structural elements were evaluated, including grains/crystallites and their grain boundaries, intermetallic phases and precipitates, and non-metallic inclusions and phases. Based on all of this information, a comprehensive description of the microstructure was drawn up. The conclusions are...

        

      

      The conclusion was that the shields had indeed been crafted by Dragons, using materials from her father’s mines, both here and in Summerland. The magic used to enchant the metal was also of Dragon origin, as inclusions of Chaos and Dark magic proved.

      But the report also showed that the shields had been built fifty years ago. That was far too long ago to implicate the gift of the shields in the Massacre. Even if the Guardians who had all been tricked somehow into killing each other had bounced their spells off the shiny shields, like a ball off a wall, the maker of the shields wasn’t to blame.

      Victoria exhaled in relief. She called Arcana Castle, but instead of a Guardian, she only reached Alephander’s Leprechaun manager.

      “How can I help you, love?” asked Owen McGee.

      Victoria stiffened. Although there was no reason to suspect that Owen McGee played a part in the recent Leprechaun heist, she didn’t feel comfortable talking to anyone about this sensitive information but another Guardian.

      “You can tell Alephander I called,” she said. “And my title is ‘Empress’ or ‘Sarmati,’ not ‘love.’”

      “Whatever you say, sweetcakes,” he mocked.

      Victoria hung up. She dialed again, this time to Pastor Mike at Mainstreet Mountain Church.

      “Pastor Mike here, how can I help?” the angel chirped when he answered.

      “The shields were made in 1950s,” she said without preamble. “They were made by my father’s people, but I doubt it was anything other than a business transaction.”

      “I hope you’re right,” said Michael.

      “That was so long before the Massacre, there can’t have been a connection!”

      “How many centuries do arcanes live?” asked Michael quietly. “They can plan decades or centuries in advance. To pull off something as big as the Massacre of the Guardians? Maybe they had to.”

      “You’re determined to blame a Dragon for this!”

      “No, Victoria. I’m not blaming anyone. All I’m saying is that your father or any other Dragon may or may not have understood the true purpose of the new design of the shields. In fact, I’ve also uncovered some interesting evidence. The shields were delivered to Sabriel, the Seeress and the Queen of Swords, by an old collogue of mine. Raziel. I only recently found out that he has been working for the demons for a long time. He may have already turned when he delivered the shields.”

      “You think demons are involved?”

      “We are still investigating many angles,” said Michael. “Don’t divulge the details to anyone.”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      However, after she hung up, she heard footsteps in the hall. Wally Wollaston entered. He was a Mole Rat Shifter who wore coke-bottle glasses to make up for his terrible eyesight. He was so afraid of Victoria that he cringed whenever he was in her presence. For such a shy creature, he was brave to work for Dragons, but he usually did best left alone in his hole of an office, surrounded by his microscopes and machines. Victoria was surprised he was bold enough to enter her office.

      “Your Highness, f... f... forgive me,” Wally stuttered. “I... I... forgot to add the footnotes to my report... P... p... please let me fix it!”

      “Does it change any of your conclusions?” asked Victoria.

      “N... no...”

      “Then don’t worry about it,” she said. “File the corrected report, but I’ll be fine with this one.”

      “No!” he said with surprising force. He shocked her even further when he scurried forward and physically snatched the paper out of her hand.

      “How dare you!” She leaped to her feet and nearly incinerated him.

      The terrified Mole Rat Shifter fell to the ground and curled up in a ball, weeping piteously. “Please don’t eat me! Please, please! I only want to do a good job!”

      Victoria rubbed her face with her hand. “Please get up, Mr Wollaston. I’m not going to eat you. Or roast you alive. Or bite off any of your limbs.”

      For some reason, instead being reassured, the miserable man only whimpered and shifted into his Mole Rat form, which was exactly like a real mole rat, but slightly larger. He was having a full-blown panic attack.

      Victoria winced. “Look, Mr Wollaston, you can keep the report. Just return it to me as soon as possible, okay?”

      After Wally Wollaston recuperated from his panic shift sufficiently to return to human form and scurry away to his office, Victoria did not have long to wait before the proud Mole Rat Shifter returned.

      “N... now... it’s all finished!” he said proudly. “Tha...thank you for letting me serve you!”

      “Thank you, Mr Wollaston.”
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      Troy arrived at the Seven Staves Lodge to confer with his Elf family. He drove one of his new cars to the Lodge, so he didn’t need a driver, and no one met him at the door. He showed himself to the top floor suite. Two of Delson’s Rangers were on guard outside the room. Both Elves bowed to him as they let him inside.

      That was new. The Royal family had asked the Rangers not to give any indication of their rank, so the Rangers didn’t even bow to Crown Prince Braigan. Why bow to Troy?

      The Elves were startled when Troy walked in. But not nearly as startled as Troy was when every man and woman in the room bowed to him, intoning respectfully, “Sulmu Sarmat!”

      Welcome, Guardian. Oh... right. That was why everyone was bowing. He would have to get used to that.

      “As you were,” Troy said.

      The Elves stood straight and tall, but they were still tense. Troy hoped they wouldn’t feel uncomfortable around him now that he was a Guardian, but he wasn’t sure what else to say to put them at ease.

      “I heard that you triumphed in the Temple of the Guardians,” Prince Braigan said. “I am glad that our confidence in you was not misplaced. What news can you tell us about the Massacre?”
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      Braigan, Delson, Faelara and even Zain all watched Troy with shades of anxiety. Zohara, if she hadn’t been kidnapped by a Rogue Dragon, would have worn the same expression. Their parents had died on the same night as the Massacre. King Rykker’s head had been lopped off, and Queen Delsanra had been stabbed through the heart. Both had died at the hands of King Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords, who had (incorrectly) blamed the King of Wands for the Massacre and the death of his wife.

      Troy’s heart ached when he remembered the kindly but amazing Elf king and queen who had acted as foster parents and mentors to him when he’d been an angry, spoiled, fat and useless teenage boy. His Elf parents had taught him that chivalry, courage and honor weren’t old-fashioned curiosities, to be mocked and dismissed, but timeless values.

      The Wyzir would definitely find it interesting that King Kushu, the late and unlamented Dragon King of the Red Dragons, was implicated in the Massacre. If the Red Dragons were involved, perhaps they had framed the Azir; perhaps that explained why the King of Swords had blamed the King of Wands. Untangling the lies of the past could be a key to peace between the Wyzir and Azir... or it could spark a war between the Red Dragons and the Wyzir.

      Above all, they had to find out the truth. To make an accusation based only on the circumstantial evidence they had so far would be irresponsible. Circumstantial evidence was not proof of guilt, and it would be a shame to destroy the entire alliance if they turned out to be wrong.

      “The investigation is still on-going,” Troy said. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you any more than that right now.”

      Braigan laughed. “I’m sure it is, but you’re going to tell us everything, anyway, right?”

      “The Council of Guardians voted to keep our findings confidential for now,” Troy said.

      The Elves stared at him, outraged.

      “Guys,” Troy said. He held out his arms in a wide shrug. “I have to abide by the vote of the Council.”

      Braigan and Delson exchanged a long look.

      “Whose side on your on, Troy?” demanded Zain. “We thought you were on our side.”

      “I’m surprised at your attitude,” Delson said grimly. “I thought you regarded us as real family.”

      Even Faelara stared at Troy with hurt in her eyes. “If you know something that could help us get Zohara back, you have to tell us.”

      “Leave him alone, all of you,” said Braigan. Prince Braigan placed his arm around Troy and drew him away from the others. “Troy, you can confide in me alone. Tell us what you found. It has to be important, or the other Guardians wouldn’t want to hide it from us.”

      Troy felt a strong urge to open up and let every detail spill out. The pressure built and built, until with a crude cussword, Troy jerked away from Braigan.

      “Braigan, are you attempting to use Charisma on me?”

      The Elf shrugged unapologetically. He just stood there flashing a shit-eating grin that still made Troy want to tell him everything, even though Troy knew the Elf was using mind magic. “You can’t blame an Elf for trying.”

      “Attempting to suborn a Guardian is technically a criminal offense.”

      The glow of Charisma around Braigan switched off like a lightbulb going dark. Braigan now looked cold and angry.

      “Oh, it’s like that, now?” scoffed Braigan. “You’ve been Emperor for five days before you start throwing it in our faces? Have you forgotten who brought you here and why? Zain is right! You’re supposed to be on our side!”

      “Braigan!” Troy shook his head. “I can’t be on the side of the Wyzir, or the Red Dragons, or the Azir, or anyone else. As a Guardian, I have to be neutral and impartial. My allegiance has to be toward finding the truth and keeping the peace. I can’t give you special access to information off the record just because you’re my brother!”

      “Don’t call me brother,” seethed Braigan. “If you were our brother, you would care about Zohara. You would care about justice for our murdered parents. You would care about saving Summerland from Azir occupation. You obviously don’t care about any of that. You got what you wanted: money and power and new cars and a pretty wife, and apparently, that’s enough to buy your loyalty!”

      “I should punch you in the face, Braigan!” growled Troy.

      “Go ahead!”

      “Nah, unfortunately, as Emperor, another thing I can’t do is just punch the Crown Prince of Wyziria in the face, no matter how big an ass he’s being!” said Troy.

      “Then just get the hell out of here!” shouted Braigan. “Get out! Don’t stand around here pretending to care what happens to us!”

      Troy stomped out.
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      Troy rolled over in the bed. The window that overlooked the mountains showed only the palest band of dawn as a promise. Once Troy opened his eyes, he was so wide awake there was no sense going back to sleep. He tried not to wake up Victoria as he went to the giant room laughingly called his closet and grabbed the nearest jogging pants and T-shirt he could find. He threw on a hoodie but didn’t bother with warmer clothes even though it was still February and quite chilly in the mountains.

      One advantage of magic was that it enabled you to regulate your body temperature. As long as he could wield magic, he would be fine.

      “Where are you going?” asked Victoria.

      So much for not waking her up. “I like to take jog in the morning,” he said.

      “I used to fly every morning,” she said wistfully. “Now I just work out in the gym.”

      “The gym is fine but being cooped up in a room is not as good as getting out in the fresh air. Why don’t you come with me? I know that going for a run is second best after going for a fly through the air, but it’s still better than staying indoors.”

      “Sure, why not.”

      “I hope you’re not going to make me wait forever while you get dressed,” he joked. “I know how you ladies are once you get into a room full of clothes and I’ve seen your closet. Try to make it fast.”

      Victoria snapped her fingers. Instantly her silky lingerie was replaced with a cute pair of shorts and a tank top over a sports bra. As a dragon, she could regulate her body temperature as well. Her alter form might resemble a reptile, but it wasn’t. Dragons weren’t lizards, they were ancient creatures spawned from Chaos.

      “Is that quick enough for you?” she asked.

      “One of these days you’re going to have to tell me how you do that.”

      “It’s the same principle that you use to suspend weapons in the ether. But in my case I keep extra clothes. Simple as that. And I tried to show you, but you got distracted.”

      “Yeah, I think I need to see it again. Can you do the part where you’re wearing just your lingerie?”

      She punched him playfully in the arm. They went outside and climbed directly down from the French doors to a path on the mountain.

      “So you do go running sometimes,” he said. “Nice little trail you’ve got here.”

      Victoria glanced quickly at Troy. “It’s very discreet as well as convenient,” she said. “I own the mountain and no trespassers are allowed above a certain level. Actually, most humans find it hard to breathe this high up. Please tell me if you have any difficulties.”

      Troy smiled. “Game on. You’ll be the first to know,” he promised her.

      They started running together and after a while Victoria pulled ahead. Troy was panting by that time, and he let her take the lead before he let himself draw upon magic to help him. Until then he had been using only his ordinary human muscles. Now he used his ring to augment his physical stamina. Not only did he stop wheezing in the thin air, but he felt the electric tingle of the five elements and the element of light coursing through his muscles.

      He no longer found it difficult to pick up his pace and lengthen his stride. In a few moments he caught up with her and almost overtook her. She glanced over her shoulder and her eyes widened with surprise to see him there. She increased her speed to outpace him. 

      He ran faster. She ran faster. Right now, she was panting but he was still feeling fine by the simple expedient of drawing as much magic as he needed to keep pace with her. Finally, she looked over her shoulder again and this time her nostrils flared. He could swear a little steam even came out. She made one last spurt of in an attempt to escape him, and he growled deep in his throat, “Oh hell no,” and actually leapt up over a fallen tree. He collided into her as she tried to escape. They both fell to the ground and rolled down a six foot incline. They landed on the bottom covered in dirt and pine needles, both of them laughing and restless.

      “You cheated,” she accused him. “You drew magic.”

      “You’re an effing Dragon,” he pointed out.  

      “Actually, you’re the one effing a Dragon.”

      He burst into laughter to hear her use such a blunt language. He was aroused by the run, the truth, and her dirty language. He kissed her roughly while pinning her to the ground. She groaned and reached her claws into his back. She shredded another one of his shirts but who was counting? All he cared about was returning the favor and ripping her sexy little tank top off of her luscious breasts.

      It was a good thing that the jogging trail was private.
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      The trail ended in a different spot than it began. From the area where they were on the mountain, they could see that many cars were arriving at the front entrance of the Dragon Palace, including the vehicles belonging to the Elves. 

      “I smell anger and other dark emotions,” said Victoria with a frown. “What could have gone wrong so soon? Do you think that the Winter Elves have attacked again?”

      “If they have, we will work together to fight them,” said Troy. “They may think that by attacking our alliance when it is fragile, they will succeed, but we will show them otherwise.”

      He held out his hand and took hers and squeezed it. She felt a surprising flash of gratitude for his support.

      They went inside and Victoria spent time in her closet for so much longer than a snap to ensure if she could receive her guests dressed appropriately and not in a sweaty jogging outfit with her hair clearly mussed from their romp in the pine needles. Thinking of that excellent romping brought a smile to her face. Troy was quite the gentleman in public but quite a beast in the sack.

      But she couldn’t let herself be distracted by him right now. She didn’t like the fact that the Wyzir had driven out to her mountain, radiating fiery anger.

      After Victoria and Troy were both dressed, they went down through the elevators and tunnels to the atrium of the mountain palace. The two Elven Princes were there, but they had left their other two younger siblings behind. That wasn’t a good sign.

      Another bad sign was that Prince Braigan and Prince Delson were already embroiled in an argument with Lady Opal and Minister Ruelong by the time Victoria and Troy reached the four of them. Zohara and Faelara were there too. Of the Royal House of Norion, only Zain hadn’t come.

      Lady Opal glared at the Wyzir. “This is outrageous!”

       “What is outrageous is that we were not informed of this,” said Prince Braigan. “There is no way that the alliance can continue under the circumstances.”

      “Troy,” Prince Delson said, “We were worried when we arrived and there was no sign of you or the other one.” He shot dark and worried glance at the Empress.

      “What’s going on?” Troy asked. “Where is Faelara? Where is Zain? Are they alright?”

      “They’re fine, they’re safe,” said Prince Braigan. “This is about the findings that the Dragon King was the one who Massacred the Guardians. Under those circumstances, until we have proof that Princess Victoria was not involved as well, the entire alliance is out of the question. We believe that she was working with her father.”

      “That’s outrageous,” said Troy. “There doesn’t matter how much evidence there is against her father, there is nothing implicating Victoria.”

      Prince Braigan looked furious. “Are you admitting to me that you knew of this and said nothing to us?”

      “What I’d like to know is how did you find out about this?” demanded Troy.

      Minister Ruelong sneered. “Don’t play innocent, Emperor, we can all guess who told them.”

      “I wish he had,” said Prince Braigan. “We had to hear it from another source. But I notice none of you have denied it’s true!”

      “You have no right to intrude on our territory without permission,” snarled Minister Ruelong. “We should have you detained and throne in the pits beneath the mountain!”

      “Dare lay a finger on me,” rumbled Prince Braigan, “And you’ll see what happens. Do you think I entered enemy territory without taking precautions?”

      “There are no enemies here!” Troy insisted.

      “Prove it!” said Prince Braigan. “We demand that the Empress step down until this matter is resolved!”

      “If she steps down and so will I,” said Troy.

      Braigan scowled, his face still flushed from anger. “So be it.”
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      The last thing Victoria wanted was for one of the Wyzir princes to attack one of her Dragons. That would require her to lock them up in the pits, as Minister Ruelong had threatened, which would escalate tensions, perhaps beyond the point of no return.

      She and Troy conferred quickly to come up with a plan to sooth the angry parties.

      “How could they have found out?” Victoria asked Troy.

      “I didn’t tell them any details,” Troy said quickly.

      She searched his face. Her stomach felt queasy. If he had betrayed her... but she couldn’t find anything but sincerity in his expression.

      “Neither did I,” said Victoria. “After I passed on the materials report to Arcana Castle, I had all copies in Long Mountain destroyed.”

      “What about your analyst?” Troy asked. “The Mole Rat you told me about. Could he have told anyone?”

      “He’s not exactly the sociable type,” Victoria said dryly. “But I’ll have him questioned. Keep in mind he might panic shift into his animal form.”

      She sent a Dragon guard to fetch Wally Wollaston. Moments later, the Dragon she’d sent returned alone.

      “Your Highness!” cried the Dragon guard. “Wally Wollaston is dead! His whole face was ripped off and his body was stuffed into a file cabinet!”

      Victoria and Troy exchanged a glance.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the leak is here,” Troy said.

      Grimly, Victoria had to nod. “I have a plan. But you must make the Wyzir go home. Meet me in our suite when you’re done.”
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      While Troy escorted his Elf brothers out of the mountain, back to their trucks, Victoria hurried into a parlor to hold an impromptu conference with Lady Opal and Minister Ruelong.

      “How did they find out about the evidence against my father?” Victoria demanded.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” demanded Lady Opal. “Your husband tattled on you.”

      “What a tragedy that the Emperor betrayed his wife so swiftly,” murmured Minister Ruelong. “But perhaps it was inevitable, given he was a Slayer!”

      “I’ll rip his face off!” exclaimed Lady Opal. “Of course the Dragon Slayer betrayed you,” Lady Opal scoffed. “Of course the human could not be trusted. You were the one who should’ve known better, Victoria! Your stupidity is ruining everything! When will you stop thinking like a lovelorn girl and start thinking like a Dragon?”

      Victoria hid the turmoil she felt inside. Only Lady Opal or Minister Ruelong had the resources and the connections to (A) discover that Victoria had commissioned a special report of extremely specific sections of her company, and (B) covertly enter the carefully guarded and secret office where Wally Wollaston worked. One of the stole the report and murdered the hapless Mole Rat to get it. One of them was guilty, she was certain, but which one? She only allowed them to see her anger, to let them think she blamed Troy.

      “The logic is inescapable,” Victoria said in a hard voice. “Troy betrayed me.”

      “Let me kill him for you, Ning-Ning!” cried Lady Opal. “The obloquy and punishment will be mine alone to bear!”

      “No,” said Victoria. “I will deal with this myself. Meanwhile, I want you to calm down the Dragons and tell them that the alliance is fine.”

      Lady Opal bowed. “As you wish, Ning-Ning.”
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      Minister Ruelong did not say very much while Lady Opal was present but that was only because he was biding his time. As soon as the elderly Dragon Matron departed Ruelong said to Victoria, “The Lady is right. Your stupidity has endangered us all. But there is still a chance to salvage the situation. But rather than end your marriage, you must placate the Emperor, and retain your own position on the Council.”

      “Even if he betrayed me?” asked Victoria.

      “Especially then. You must pretend you suspect nothing.”

      Victoria sighed. “I don’t know if I can do that, Minister.”

      “Come, Princess,” said Minister Ruelong. “Let me walk you to your suite at the top of the mountain. I expect when the Emperor finishes talking to the Elves, he will meet you.”

      “You are a Royal Dragon, Princess,” Minister Ruelong said gently. “You must never forget that.”

      He opened the door to the suite and followed her into the living room. Outside the picture windows, Victoria could see the river winding through the Arcana valley. On the far mountain in the distance, Arcana Castle stood like Prince Charming’s palace.  But that shoe was for another princess; it didn’t fit the Dragon.

      “You have your father’s power within you, the ability to be as great or greater than he.”

      “Or to be as ruthless and insane as he.”

      “Take the potion I have given you and apply it tonight to your husband. Even if you do not take him to bed, you can touch him. That’s all it will take.”

      Victoria raised her eyebrows. She wanted to seem as if she believed him, yet she couldn’t agree too heartily, or he would know she was lying.

      “Do you honestly think the other Guardians would let me keep my position after I murder my husband?” she asked mildly, as secretly she hoped he would have a plan for her to do just that. “If even the associated guilt of being related to a murder suspect is enough to make the Wyzir demand that I step down as Empress, how do you think they will feel when I have murdered their adopted son?”

      “We will say that he attacked you first. After what happened today, who could doubt the Slayer might attack you? Then you will be asked to prove yourself to the Guardians. When you meet them, you will shake hands with them one at a time before they begin to question you. By the time the interrogation has begun, the poison will take effect. You will order them to slay each other. By the end of this small Massacre, you will be the only Council member left alive. Unlike the Magician, who wasted his opportunity, you will take advantage of your position. You will have achieved your father’s dream of ruling the paths between the gates alone as the sole and high Empress.”

      “But is it right to execute such a dishonorable plan...” Again, her ambiguous tone invited him to argue.

      Minister Ruelong at once rushed to reassure her. “You are still young for a Dragon. I can understand that you are afraid you cannot succeed in destroying your enemies before they harm you. I can understand that you may even be afraid of the power you will have after you become the one and only Guardian. But you don’t need to fear, Victoria.” He stepped to her and held her hands in his. Although he was in human form, his normal skin felt scaly, and his fingernails were as long and sharp as claws.

      “You don’t have to rule completely alone.”

      “You still want me to marry your son, Seth.”

      “Seth was even more immature than you,” sneered the elder Ruelong. “That’s why I encouraged his stupid plan to kidnap the Elf girl and carry her back to Summerland. I needed him out of the way. I have a much better plan, Victoria.

      “Marry again, yes, but this time, marry a wiser, older Dragon. One who can guide you and help you rule. Together we will handle anything the other Elves or creatures throw against us. Just think, Victoria, once we control the traffic through all the Gates of all the Spheres, they will beg us for favors. We will have all the power, and they will be helpless to resist any of our demands. Once we are in that position of control, we can levy warriors from every other magical realm and raise our own army. Power will build upon power, and soon none will even dare to dream of defying us, for we will have psychics to patrol the dreams of our subjects and slay any who hate us even in the secret parts of their heart.”

      “This sounds like what my father used to say,” Victoria said slowly. “But you used to oppose him when he ranted like that.”

      “I was short-sighted,” said Minister Ruelong. “I should have heeded your father’s wisdom long before I did.”

      “And what about Wally? I supposed you had no choice but to kill him.”

      “If I had known you’d be reasonable, I wouldn’t have needed to kill him,” said Minister Ruelong.

      Victoria went to her bag and opened the secret compartment. She pulled out the crystal container of poison.

      “I think I’ve heard enough,” she said. “The Guardians will hear your confession next.

      Meanwhile, you can take your shadows, your schemes, and your poison, and you can shove it where the sun doesn’t shine!”

      She threw the crystal so hard against the floor that the vial shattered.

      “Guards!” she shouted. “Come and arrest Minister Ruelong! He is a traitor and a murderer!”
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      But no guards answered her command.

      She expected the Minister to shout in rage and perhaps even attack her. Instead, to her alarm he only rocked back on his heels, clasping his hands before his belly and cackled.

      “Victoria,” he chortled, “You are so predictable. I knew you would do that. I anticipated it in fact. I counted on it.”

      A vapor rose from the shattered crystal. It was sickly yellow green and glowed with evil magic. Instinctively Victoria backed away. But she could already taste the sickly-sweet potion in the air. It wasn’t the same poison as before. Ruelong had replaced the spell with something else. This one was a vapor, but what did it do?

      Minister Ruelong continued to laugh.

      “It has no impact on me,” he said, “Because I have developed an immunity, but to any other Dragon, this is a kind of Viagra. It will allow you to unleash your inner beast regardless of how aroused you feel. In fact, it will free your primordial self from the annoying control of your intellect.”

      Without his narration she might not have understood the urges overcoming her. She could feel herself disintegrate inside. She could feel a Dark shadow rising within her. Her mind was growing fuzzy, but her appetite was growing stronger. It almost felt as if... Yes... she did recognize this dark, angry, rage and hunger...

      Oh no. No, no, no...!

      Every Dragon suffered this problem the first few times one shifted into Dragon form. It took a new Shifter time to learn how to balance the Chaos creature with the human. All her hard-earned lessons were of useless to her now, however. She could feel her primordial, chthonic core, the Abomination of the Deep older than any Sphere in the Multiverse. The slithering, raging Thing was taking over, and she knew that soon she would be nothing but unrestrained rage power and appetite, wrapped in armor stronger than steel, armed with claws sharper than swords, fortified with breath of fire.

      She fought the transformation, but she was losing. Her body became a Dragon. Her mind was the last thing she held onto even within her other form. And yet she was so absorbed with the struggle to maintain her sanity that she did not know when Minister Ruelong disappeared, only that he left the room.

      Her new body was taking up so much space in the bedroom suite that she went outside and clung to the balcony. She needed to get out of here before Troy returned to the rooms. She needed above all to stay away from him.

      The bedroom door to the hallway opened and Troy entered the rooms.

      Victoria snapped her head toward him and smelled the human on him and the last vestige of her sanity finished. All she felt now was hunger and rage.
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      Troy had no luck persuading Prince Braigan and Prince Delson to be reasonable. All he could do was send them away from the Dragon Mountain before they ended up starting a second war. Troy wasn’t looking forward to his conversation with Victoria. He knew she suspected that he had revealed everything to the Elves. He had to prove to her that he had not been the one to leak the secret.

      Troy entered the suite. The first thing he noticed was a ruby and obsidian Dragon outside the balcony, as large as a jet plane, glaring at him. The Dragon tore open the glass wall and reached in with one hideous forearm.

      “Victoria…?” Troy gasped. He didn’t break and run because he wondered if this was some secret plan of hers to defy the demands by both sides that they end their marriage and give up on the alliance. But this wasn’t what they had planned.

      But when her claw closed around him like a cage, and she tried to snap his head off with her in enormous jaws, he realized that although the lights were all on, there was nobody home inside Dragon-town.

      An instant before the teeth decapitated him, Troy raised a shield of the five prime elements: Stone, Wind, Fire, Water and Light, welded into one supremely strong alloy of magic. It was stronger even then Dragon teeth. She chipped a tooth trying to bite down, and recoiled, howling with pain. Meanwhile, however, she had flown away from the mountain, with him still gripped in her talons.

      He withdrew a weapon from the ether, the Scepter of Power. It was a dumb name, but he could finally appreciate the dumb name. It was not a weapon made out of any human physical material. Like his own power, it was pure energy, a raw amalgam of the same five elements he had used in his shield, but instead of being ephemeral, the Scepter had been hardened so that it rested in his hand like a steel blade. When he brought the Scepter down on the Dragon claw holding him, the Scepter cracked the Dragon scale.

      Troy did not want to actually break Victoria‘s hand. He feared if he named her with this magical weapon, she might never recover. Dragons could heal from almost any injury, but not from the strongest magical instruments made by the Guardians.

      He poked her with the wicked-sharp tip of the club. That alone was enough to pierce her usually impenetrable scales and shocked her enough that she flinched. Troy was able to scramble out of her grip. Right now, they were hundreds of feet over the earth and the last thing he wanted was for her to simply let him go. As a Slayer and as Emperor he had many skills, but flight was not one of them. If she dropped him, gravity would destroy him as surely as any form of magic.

      Troy used the scales like rungs in a ladder to climb up her forearm and grapple himself onto her back. She was so sinuous that even when he was on her shoulder, she was able to twist her head around in midflight and snap at him. He had to scramble forward to reach the nape of her neck to be safe. It was the only spot on her body she could not twist her head around to reach.

      If he had wished to slay her now, he could have taken the Scepter of Power and plunged it directly between her vertebrae. It was sharp enough to pierce her, and the shaft of Elements, especially Light, would sunder her head from her neck.

      “Please don’t make me do it, Victoria!” he shouted. “I don’t know what happened to you, but tell me this isn’t really what you want!”

      Did his wife suffer from the same madness as her father? And if she did, wouldn’t he be doing her and the world a favor to end this now before she did something that he knew the real Victoria would regret?

      Insane or not, Victoria must have sensed the danger she was in. She plunged back down to the earth. She kept diving even as the ground came up to meet them and Troy wondered wildly whether she intended to destroy herself by dashing herself against the ground just to kill him. But at the last minute she didn’t plunge into the ground, but into the icy water of Mystic River. She dove deep until she reached the river bottom, then she skimmed the bottom of the river like a giant eel.

      Troy felt water burst all around him and fill his lungs. Sputtering he had to let go of her neck and flounder for the surface. White water buffeted him on all sides.

      As a Dragon she was as comfortable in the water as in the air and as under the mountain. She was the master of Five Elements. She reeked of Fire, Wind, Water, Stone...and Darkness. Their magic mirrored each other, but his was Ying, and hers was Yang. They were an even match on the field of magic, but he was still a human—and she was a Dragon. With her tremendously stronger physical form, all other things being equal, he suspected she would defeat him in battle.

      Troy lassoed the river using his Elemental power over water. He forced the river to jetty his body on a current to toss him to the riverbank. There, he scrambled onto the scree and moss. The gravel and slimy moss were so slippery that he almost fell back into the river. Finally, his flailing arms encountered a tree root, and he hoisted himself up onto solid ground.

      Not a moment too soon. He turned around just as the Dragon spun around in the river, now headed towards him. She shot Water out of her maw. The elemental Water hit him with the force of a firefighter’s water hose. The jet barreled him backwards fifteen feet and knocked him to his butt.

      Troy raised a shield of Wind in front of him, which blocked the jet of Water. The dance between them was fierce and quick. She attacked him with Water, then Fire, then Wind. He used the wind to leap out of the way and do amazing somersaults through the air over her back like an acrobat. He did not have the power of flight, but he was as limber as a monkey god in a ninja movie when he used wind to make himself as light as the air.

      The problem was that he was fighting a defensive battle because he did not want to hurt her, but she showed no such hesitancy. How long could Troy keep this up before he had to go on the offensive? If he allowed her to keep attacking at full force while he held himself back, soon she would wear down his magical and physical energy and he would be at a serious disadvantage from sheer exhaustion.

      His other concern was that she might continue to rampage as an unthinking beast if she succeeded in killing him. He not only had to protect himself but the thousands of people who lived in Arcana Glen and the rest of Colorado. Hell, if she had truly gone rogue and lost all sense of her human self, she could become a threat to the entire Earth. The humans who refused to see her for what she was would be completely vulnerable to her attacks and blame any damage she did on freak tornadoes or wildfire or typhoons. Unable to perceive her true nature, they would be unable to fight back and defend themselves.

      Defending the innocent who could not defend themselves was Troy’s job. He had to put duty before love. If he had to take her down to spare the lives of thousands of people, he would do it.

      Even though he would never ever forgive himself if he killed the woman he had fallen in love with.
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      Troy formulated three strategies.

      One: Distract her. As long as she focused on him, she wasn’t attacking anyone else.

      Two: Lure her. Keep drawing her away as far as possible into the wilderness and away from the town where there was the highest concentration of humans. There were many people who lived on the slopes, but compared to the town, they were spread thin and had more areas to hide in case of a Dragon attack.

      Three: Trap her. He scanned ahead with his magical senses of the Elemental leylines to locate a place that he could create a trap. If he could ambush her and pin her down under something that would immobilize her, then he had a chance to call the other Guardians and find some way to return her to human form and human sanity instead of killing her. That was his only hope for saving her. 

      He prayed that his decision would not lead to his own death. If he had to give his life up to save Victoria he would have done so gladly, but he couldn’t sacrifice himself to her in this state, knowing that his failure would mean not only the triumph of the beast over her real self but the annihilation of many innocent people. If only he didn’t hate himself so much for knowing what must be done. He must win at any cost. He must take power and wield it and subdue his enemy. There was no room for love in this battle anymore.

      At least the first two parts of his strategy were working. Through his Wind powered leaps and squirrel-like scampering, he drew her further and further up the river, into the wild parts of the mountain range. He did not want to be completely lost, so he kept the river within the range of his magical sense.

      Their grappling brought them to a thickly forested mountain-side where machines and lumberjacks were felling timber. Where there was timber being collected, there was a lumberyard. Again, Troy used his magical sense of the landscape to locate the earthy Element that indicated a lumberyard—mingled Elemental Stone and Water. He found it, and he started to lead Victoria there. If she had retained her human intelligence, she never would have followed him blindly this far, but the enraged beast could only stalk its prey, as a cat would follow a wriggling string.

      Unfortunately, when Troy headed toward the lumber mill, he had expected to find something modern with huge heavy steel machinery that he could manipulate to wrap around Victoria like chains. But the lumber mill they came to looked like it had been built in the 19th century and not updated since. There was a huge Watermill: the wooden building sat astride the river. There was a large metal saw, but not enough metal overall to turn into chains for a Dragon. In fact. Almost everything in the lumberyard was made of wood, and of course, there were huge stacks of raw trees and cut planks.

      Drawing a Dragon into this combustible woodpile was not a trap for her—it was a trap for him.

      Regardless of her lack of human intelligence, the Dragon within her immediately recognized the potential. She opened her jaws and shot flames everywhere. Troy was encircled by an inferno.

      The smoke also threatened to choke him until he used Wind to clear the air, and he drew water magic from the river to encircle him and protect him with a swirling, levitating buffer of liquid between him and the flames. The Dragon shot fire at him again. At the same time, she snapped her claws from either direction, closing them like a trap around his body and pinning him where she could blast him. Troy drew all the Water he could find to counter and push back against the withering flame spit right at his face.

      Troy smashed the Scepter around him like a club and pierced her scales with the tip like a dagger, but he couldn’t pry himself free. He couldn’t reach her neck or her head with his Scepter. He had to think fast, and think creatively. His Water shield wasn’t going to last forever, and the minute it faltered, she was going to roast him and rip his body into burning shreds.

      He spotted what he needed. There was a huge boulder sitting on a promontory in the middle of the river upstream from the Watermill. The boulder split the stream into two parts diverting the smaller part towards the mill and another portion toward the main river. The smaller portion created a dam.

      He had to drop his shield to focus all his remaining magic on the boulder. Fire sprayed him. A part of him was aware that his skin was on fire, his hair was burning, his eyes had melted down his cheeks, but he had no connection to the pain. That was simply not something he bothered with at the moment. He was blind, but he used his awareness of Elemental magic to map the positions of everything around him, water, trees, rocks. His entire will was focused on the boulder. He lifted it into the air and then dropped it from a hundred feet up directly aimed at the Dragon’s head.

      The boulder fell on the Dragon and had exactly the same effect that a blow to the head with a staff would’ve had on a human. She fell over unconscious.

      Unfortunately, Troy’s entire body was smoldering like lit coals in a barbeque. He was also still trapped in her claws. Dragons possessed a peculiar feature that when they were asleep, their body did not relax, but actually clenched. In this way, if they had captured prey in their foreclaws, hind claws or even their prehensile tails, the prey could not escape while they slept. The same was true if a Dragon died... 

      Troy had to blindly hack with his Scepter at the claws gripping him. He felt blood douse the flames on his clothes, although the acidic ichor that constituted Dragon blood burned sizzled holes into his skin, even more destructively than the fire itself. Finally, the pain reached his mind, and he could no longer resist the agony.

      Yelling with certain madness from the unbearable torture, he stumbled until he fell down. His last effort was to try to reach the river, but he failed. He did not even know if Victoria lived on, merely unconscious, able to rise again to rampage across the landscape, or if he had succeeded in the terrible task of slaying the woman he loved.
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      Victoria awakened naked alone in the pine woods. She had a terrible headache and a broken arm. She was covered in ash and blood, some of it hers. She sniffed. Some of it belonged to Troy.

      What have I done? She covered her face with her hands.

      At least whatever toxic spell Minister Ruelong had released on her to unleash her mindless beast had worn off. She felt in control of herself again. But that meant she had to face the cascade of guilt and horror that the memory of her actions brought. She remembered everything she had done, every detail of the fight. She only wished that she had amnesia like some Shifters did after they rampaged as an uncontrolled beast.

      The Temple of the Guardians itself had confirmed that they loved each other. But Victoria should have known that if Dragons were involved, not even love would be enough to preclude betrayal, treason, and bloodshed. She just wasn’t that kind of girl. She didn’t make flowers bloom, so she didn’t deserve bouquets. She made forests burn. Naturally, she should have known her fairytale marriage would go down in flames.

      The big question. Had she killed Troy?

      Please please, she prayed please don’t let anyone have died because of me.

      Especially not Troy.

      Victoria staggered, filthy and naked, through the woods. “Troy! Troy!” She screamed his name until she was hoarse. When no one answered, she screeched wordlessly.

      She remembered having him pinned between her talons. The rage, the mindless rage had possessed her. She remembered the heat and darkness build inside her...

      Please, Source of Light, please let me undo what I have done... let me find him... let me save him...

      She tripped over a tree root and fell face down in the mud. She tried to catch herself, by instinct, but one of her arms was broken. She yelped in pain. Her whole body trembled from exhaustion and injuries that she had ignored until now.

      She yanked her foot from the root on which it had caught. Then she yelped. It wasn’t a tree she’d tripped over, but Troy’s body. She hadn’t recognized it because it had been blackened by fire and ash.

      Troy had almost made it to the river, but he’d collapsed only a few inches away.

      Victoria forced herself to her feet. Favoring her good arm, she dragged him the rest of the way into the river. She immersed his whole body. She used Wind magic to evacuate smoke from his lungs and help fresh air down his throat instead. She used Water magic to heal him as well as she could.

      But she was no Healer. Not even Elves could heal dragonfire.

      She clutched Troy’s inert form to her chest, sobbing helplessly. Yet, deep within his core, a flicker of spirit still remained.

      He’s still alive.

      But not for long.

      Who would heal him? Who? Not the Wyzir. The Crown Prince of the Vanir, Cornaith, had been rumored to be a paragon healer, but he had vanished after the Azir conquered Springvale. Who in Arcana Glen came even close? The Magician... but would he help Troy or simply attack Victoria? What if Alephander held Troy accountable for Victoria going rogue?

      The river rushed around them. The gargling water sounded like censorious murmurings in a crowded room. The river... something about the river... and the Water Mill.

      There was a Dryad who lived at the Water Mill who was supposed to be a healer.

      Victoria tried to drag Troy’s body onto the riverbank, but in her human form, injured, she was too weak. She couldn’t swim with a broken arm either.

      I have to shift into the dragon, she realized, aghast. She tasted bile at the prospect. What if she lost control again?

      Finally, after struggling in human form and further wrenching her hurt arm, Victoria shouted in frustration. She had no choice.

      She settled Troy next to the river, then ran behind the trees, just in case her dragon form was still rogue.

      She shifted.

      Breath balanced in her lungs, she tested her mind and her heart. All she felt was guilt and fear and urgency to save Troy. No madness, no rage. She exhaled a jet of hot air in relief. Nothing burned. She’d reestablished control.

      She soared into the air, snapped around, dove straight down, and grabbed Troy carefully into her claws.
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      The Lumber Mill was very old-fashioned building, organically fashioned out of stone, wood and the greater part of a huge, partially hollow Ponderosa Pine. Victoria’s battle with Troy had resulted in a great deal of damage to the Mill and the surrounding yard, but a young woman was using Water and Stone magic to restore walls, re-stack wood and heal the living tree. As she soothed and mended her homestead, the woman sang a beautiful song.

      The Dryad had long brown hair that was green at the tips of the long tendrils. She had hazel eyes and light brown skin. Strange tattoos on her arms looked like the pattern on the bark of a tree. And at the peak of each cheek, she had a tiny tattoo, on one side the symbol of Water and on other the other, the symbol for Stone.

      When Victoria landed in the yard, the Dryad gasped and cringed.

      “Please, don’t hurt me!” she cried.

      Victoria shuddered into her human form. She had to fight her body, which wanted to remain a dragon to heal more quickly. But Victoria didn’t want to frighten the Dryad any more than she already had.

      Victoria crouched naked beside Troy’s body. Her wild hair fell over her face. She must have looked more like a Yeti than a woman. Victoria tossed her hair back to peer up at the Dryad.

      “Please,” begged Victoria. “Please help him.”

      Victoria wouldn’t have blamed the Dryad if she had run away. Instead, the woman rushed to examine Troy. There was nothing recognizable left of his face. Everything was mottled, peeling red muscle and black ash where there had once been skin. It was horrifying even to a Dragon.

      “This is bad,” murmured the Dryad, as she surveyed his burns. “I don’t know if I can save his life. But I will try.”

      The Dryad extended her hands over Troy’s body and began to sing.
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      After the first healing session right there in the yard, the Dryad asked Victoria to help her carry Troy inside her house, which was a stone cottage attached to the living tree. So many beautiful climbing flowers and vines climbed the sides cottage that it looked like a wild thing, an organic home, grown out of the ground as spontaneously as a mushroom or a rose.

      The two women placed Troy on a bed in one of the two bedrooms in the small cottage. The bed was heaped with ferns and woolen blankets.

      “Wash yourself up and drink water too,” the Dryad instructed Victoria. “I’m going to need more time with him.”

      Victoria felt heart-sick. However, she could not tear her eyes away from the awful sight. Her guilt burned her up inside until she felt as raw in her heart as Troy’s flesh.

      The Dryad heard Victoria gasp and sob. She glanced up, briefly. But the Dryad did not stop her song. She kept singing and returned her focus to Troy’s burnt corpse.

      As she sang, the Dryad poured water into a ceramic bowl from a ceramic vessel. She dipped her slender fingers in the bowl and sprinkled them over Troy. She sang her lovely song, which was spiritual as well as physical. The vibrations from the song and the sprinkle of water from the bowl created the gentle glow of magic in a nimbus around Troy. To Victoria‘s amazement, the terrible burns seemed to flicker, as if on fire all over again. But this was not any kind of fire that Victoria knew. It was burning backwards, and the damage was receding instead of advancing.

      Hours passed like this. At one point, the Dryad swayed from evident exhaustion.

      Victoria, who had been nodding off herself, jerked away. “Can you take my energy?” Victoria asked. “Algiavores can drink in pain like wine...”

      “I can’t do that,” said Dryad. “I must draw from within myself.”

      Victoria nodded, not surprised. She wished she could be useful, but all she could do was watch.

      “If you’re not too injured yourself,” said the Dryad. “Go wash off in the river. I have clothes you can wear.”

      With a shock, Victoria realized that she, who always had something to wear, had been sitting here wrapped only in mud and dried blood. Flushing, she stumbled out of the cottage. She washed quickly in the bracing cold of early spring snowmelt, snapped on clothes that she had stored in the ether, then returned to the cottage.

      By the time the Dryad finished her next round of songs, Troy‘s body was completely healed. His skin was as clean and fresh as that of a babe. He was as naked as a babe as well. The Dryad examined him clinically before she pulled one of the wool blankets over Troy’s naked body.

      The Dryad looked at Victoria. “Now, Dragon. About you.”

      She must know I was the rogue dragon. And mad wyrms must be put down like rabid dogs.

      Victoria resigned herself to whatever was to come.
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      “I understand if you want me dead or gone,” Victoria said. “But thank you for healing him. I thought he… he would...”

      “He was gravely injured,” said the Dryad. “But he also has an incredibly strong constitution and a strong will to live. Although he looks human, he must have some kind of magic. I could feel him unconsciously lending his power to my own. That helped me achieve a healing I have never been able to do before. Honestly, I am myself feared that my power would not be enough to save him.”

      “I’m glad you and I were both wrong,” said Victoria. “I don’t know what I would have done if he had died.”

      The Dryad gestured to Victoria’s arm, which she cradled in her good arm.

      “You are injured as well,” she said. Her sweet voice was full of concern.

      I don’t deserve any sympathy here, nymph. Victoria kept the bitter thought well hidden behind her mental shields, knowing that Dryads were often psychic.

      “What’s your name?” asked the Dryad. “I am called Naya Fairchild.”

      “I’m Victoria.”

      “Like the princess?” Naya smiled... Then her eyes widened. Fear showed in her face, as it had the first time the Dryad had seen a Dragon land in her lumber yard. “You are the princess!”

      Victoria winced.

      Naya must still have been afraid, with plenty of reason, but she led Victoria into the kitchen, where the Dryad served them both tea.

      It could be poison, Victoria thought.

      “Don’t look so suspicious, it’s not poison,” smiled Naya. “The tea has restorative properties, though not as strong as the song.”

      Despite all her attempts to hide her mind from Naya, Victoria was only able to keep her thoughts private. Naya picked up on her emotions at once. Obviously, the Dryad was Empath... which fit with her mastery of Elemental Water and Musical Healing.

      “You blame yourself for his injury,” said Naya. “This fits with what I sensed from him as well. He was injured trying to protect someone, a woman he loved. That must have been you. If it helps, he was more than willing to give his own life, even endure all this pain, to protect the woman he was thinking about. If that was you, he loves you very much.”

      That only deepened Victoria’s guilt. It confirmed what she had suspected: Troy could have overpowered her and destroyed her earlier in the fight if he had truly wanted to. Love for her head held him back, even though it meant he had almost died. Indeed, without the chance encounter with this gentle Tree Healer, he would have died.

      “I’m sorry,” said the Dryad. “I’ve only made you feel more guilty. That wasn’t my intent. Please. Accept the gift of his love for what it is. Don’t deny him the right to protect those he loves. I sense that you would have gladly done the same for him.”

      “He shouldn’t have risked his life for me,” Victoria said harshly. “And he shouldn’t love me. I’m not like you, Dryad, or like him. You are both children of the Light. But me...” The confession trembled in her mouth, but she held back the full truth. She said only, with deep bitterness and self-loathing, “I’m a thing of Darkness.”

      “Ah, yes I sensed that you possess powerful Shadow magic,” said the Dryad. “But you are mistaken about me. I use Shadow magic equally with Light magic. We aren’t that different.”

      Victoria snorted. Sure. A barefoot, singing wood nymph and a serpent born out of primordial chaos had lots in common. They should make s’mores together and sing around a campfire.

      “Do you know the secret of the dark?” asked the Dryad.

      She shut the front door, blocking out the spring morning sunshine. The small kitchen where the two women stood was now cast in gloom.

      “Darkness doesn’t exist,” said the Dryad. “There are only Five elements, not six. What we call Light and Dark are the same thing. Shadows are created by how we focus our Light. And sometimes, we need the shade to do the work that must be done for healing. So, you see, I do understand.”

      Victoria wanted to scream. You understand nothing! You are a healer. I am the one who causes the injuries that need healing!

      Instead, she gritted her teeth and tried to smile. And she tightened her psychic shields so that her emotions as well as her thoughts would stop leaking out to the overly perceptive wood nymph.

      The Dryad backed off both by taking physical steps backward and by withdrawing her own spirit behind a mental veil. 

      “Your husband is probably awake by now. Did you say his name was Troy?”

      Therefore, Victoria did not say anything, but followed Naya into the bedroom where Troy was just waking up.

      He was still lying down on the cot, but he sat up. The one blanket he held around his waist revealed his sexy broad chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Victoria wondered if Troy would want to see the monster who had set him on fire. Would he recoil from her? Would he spit out a warning to Naya, Get away, that’s the Mad Wyrm!

      “How are you feeling?” Naya asked Troy. She went to his side and put her hand against his forehead. “Good, you don’t have a fever. Usually when I heal people, I am not able to heal them so completely. Often, they have flu-like symptoms for several weeks after. I can’t believe that your injuries were so much more severe than those I usually deal with and yet you are completely recovered. It must be the strength of your magic, not mine.”

      Troy answered her, although his eyes were locked onto Victoria. “Don’t underestimate yourself,” he said. “I do usually have strong magic, but I was completely drained by the end of…” He trailed off.

      “Your fight with the Dragon,” supplied Naya. “I take it you were defending your wife. As you can see, she survived, thanks to you. I know you will be happy to know that the Dragon did not hurt her too badly, but her arm is broken. Now that you are rested, I will heal her as well.”

      “That’s not necessary,” said Victoria. “If you exhausted your magic healing Troy, I quite understand. My injury is nothing compared to his anyway. It will heal eventually on its own.”

      “I am not sure about that,” said Troy. “The injury was caused by magic as well as physical assault.”

      He watched her warily as he said that. Victoria could not tell if he was glad or angry to see her, despite what Naya seemed to think. To Victoria, Troy looked as if he were as suspicious of her as the first day they met. He was tense and ready to spring back into battle against her if he needed to. She was not at all convinced he would forgive her for fighting him. For burning him. And even if he could forgive her, that wouldn’t mean he would ever truly trust her in the future. Since she had gone rogue once, she might go rogue again. It would never be the same between them.

      Although Naya was perceptive of people’s emotions, she did not seem to notice the tension in both of her guests, the way they were ready to spring like animals into combat. It was a purely kinetic, physical state of alertness that perhaps the Dryad was not as attuned to.

      However, she was completely attuned to the injury that still bothered Victoria. Naya rubbed her own arm every time Victoria felt a twinge of pain. Naya acted as if she could feel the pain that Victoria felt. Obviously, the woman was a strong Empath, almost pathologically strong.

      “Please let me heal you,” begged Naya. “Your husband is right. Injuries caused by magical creatures, and this is especially true of Dragons, do not heal as easily as merely physical injuries. They can poison the body for many years with residual magic.”

      Victoria knew that was not what Troy had meant. He meant that because he used the Scepter of Power on her, it was the Scepter’s residual magic that could keep lingering in her system. But from Naya’s point of view there was probably no difference. In any case, the healer would not take no for an answer. She insisted that Victoria sit down on a stool made out of a beautifully carved tree trunk, so that Naya could gently caress the aura around her arm and sing her beautiful song.

      Once again Naya lifted a pitcher and a bowl and poured water and sprinkled this over Victoria’s injury. She sang as she massaged the aura around the arm. Victoria felt the pain recede and the peculiar angle of her elbow shift. The bone knitted back together, and her skin no longer looked like a patchwork of black and blue bruises. By the time the song ended, her arm felt whole and healthy again and she was no longer in any pain at all.

      Victoria had experienced many kinds of magical healing, from her own internal Dragon healing, to the Fire Healing of the Summer Elves, to the much more powerful Water healing of the Spring Elves. But she had never experienced any healing as complete as the Dryad’s Song. In fact, Victoria felt better then she had from before the injury as if Naya had not only healed her but elevated her health to a higher state then it had started out.

      Troy smiled. “She’s definitely something, isn’t she?” He addressed Naya directly. “I owe you my life. Until I can find a way to pay you back, at least accept my heartfelt gratitude. Excuse me for my ignorance, but you are a wood nymph, aren’t you?”

      “I am a Dryad, yes. And you are human, but you must have a very powerful magic.”

      Troy shrugged. “I was trained as a Dragon Slayer.”

      “Then I am in your debt. Whatever debt you feel you think you owe me, you already paid by driving away the Dragon. But please be careful. I don’t think the wyrm is dead yet.”

      Again, Troy locked eyes on Victoria. This was his trance to denounce her, but he only smiled with his lips pressed together in a grim line.

      “No,” he said, “I don’t think the Dragon is dead yet. So, at the risk of being abrupt, I need to take my leave of you, Sweet Dryad.”

      “Will you take me back with you?” asked Victoria. “I don’t want to go back alone.”

      “Mmm,” he said, “You’re right, I don’t think it would be safe for you to go back alone. Not only might there be Dragons out there, but Elves as well hunting the Dragons.”

      “Dragons?” asked Naya. “Surely there is not more than one rogue out there?”

      “Hopefully not,” said Troy, “Although who knows. But the Dragons of Long Mountain surely noticed the fight, and the Elves and Guardians must have noticed as well.”

      Victoria nodded. She had already concluded as much herself.

      “They will be looking for the rogue and shoot it on sight if they find it,” she said. “Which is the right thing to do.”

      Troy shook his head, but he didn’t say anything in front of the Dryad. The two of them went to the front door.

      “Wait!” cried the Dryad. “You don’t want to forget your stick.”

      Troy looked confused. “My ‘stick’?”

      “Your metal stick...”

      “Oh.”

      The Emperor’s Scepter.

      To Victoria’s amusement and obviously to Troy’s dismay, the Dryad had placed the “metal stick” in the only spot she could apparently think to store it, alongside the fire poker next to the stone fireplace in her living room. True winced to see the Emperor’s Scepter treated in such a manner next to the cinders and the smoke-stained bricks. But he knew better than to criticize their gentle hostess. He bowed formally and thanked her again with another pretty speech. Then the two of them left the cottage of the Dryad together.
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      Victoria was wrapped up in her own thoughts, but she kept staring at Troy, wondering what could ever make things right between them again.

      “It’s going to be a long walk back,” Troy commented after they had trudged through the woods in silence for a while.

      “You don’t really want me to turn into a Dragon to give you a ride home? Do you?”

      Troy cleared his throat. “I guess not.”

      “Why didn’t you tell the Dryad who I really was?”

      “I didn’t want to frighten her. Why didn’t you tell her who you really were?”

      “I didn’t want to frighten her either.”

      “Well, I guess there we are.” After a moment he said in a deep growly voice, “Are you going to tell me what happened? Because whoever I was fighting yesterday, it wasn’t you. I mean I know you were there physically, but you, the real you, seem to be asleep inside the beast.”

      In pinched, strictly factual statements, Victoria related what her Minister had done to her.

      “I figured it was something like that,” Troy said. “I have seen that happen to Shifters before. Never with one as dangerous as a Dragon, but the principle is the same. I believe you, by the way. But for the sake of the alliance, I will have to ask you to repeat what you just told me in front of the Magician and the Seeress while holding the Sword of Truth.”

      “I would be glad to do so,” said Victoria. “And if I am going to have Minister Ruelong executed for what he did, I will have to do so in front of my own people. You might as well invite the Summer Elves to witness it as well, so the Wyzir understand who was really trying to sabotage the alliance. However, I don’t think this will make them like me more, no matter whether what I said is true or not.”

      “I can’t force Prince Braigan and the Wyzir to honor the alliance,” said Troy. “But I can tell you that as far as our marriage goes…”

      Victoria tensed up her shoulders. Now she had to brace herself for what was to come. She was convinced that Troy would say that although the alliance might or might not go forward, the marriage was over. Who would want to be married to a Shifter who could turn into a man-eating monster at any time? Certainly not a normal and honorable human like Troy.

      “Before you say anything,” Victoria interrupted, “Let me tell you something. If that ever happens again, ever, don’t you dare hesitate the way you did this time! I know you could’ve killed me early in the battle, and that’s exactly what you should have done. You took a ludicrous risk by restraining yourself. And after you knocked me out with the rock, once again you restrained from taking the killing blow!”

      “Not exactly,” said Troy. “I was passed out unconscious and dying of third-degree burns all over my body.”

      The reminder that he had almost died only infuriated Victoria. “That’s exactly why you had no right to hold back during the battle! You almost died, Troy! And what if I hadn’t snapped out of the spell? I could’ve still been rampaging around killing people and there would’ve been no one capable of stopping me. Oh, I am sure the Magician would’ve eventually found some way, but not as quickly as you could have if you had done your job properly!”

      “Don’t lecture me about my job!” Troy shouted at her. “I think I know my own damn job, Victoria. I’m not just a muscle with a sword who’s out there to kill monsters for the fun of it. I have to use discernment to figure out if what I am about to do is both legal and moral. I have to do what is right, not only what is safe or easy. If that’s not what an Emperor is supposed to do, then why the hell is that Guardian even Called in the first place? Because to me, Keeping The Peace doesn’t just mean Kill First And Ask Questions Later. I did exactly what I had to do in the situation, and I wouldn’t do anything differently. So no, don’t tell me that if this happens again, I should just kill you with no questions asked. That’s not going to happen!”

      “You were letting your feelings get in the way…”

      “No, I wasn’t! The fact that I love you made my decision harder, but it didn’t ultimately determine what I needed to do. I never lost sight of my duty, Victoria. I didn’t spare you because I knew I would find life empty without you. I didn’t kill you because I knew it wasn’t really you I was fighting.”

      “Wait,” she said suddenly confused by her own emotions. “Are you saying you love me or that you don’t love me?”

      “I’m saying that had nothing to do with my decision whether to kill you or not.”

      “So you don’t love me.”

      “Of course I love you! It would have destroyed me if I had to kill you! But I would’ve done it if I thought it was the right thing to do! It wasn’t the right thing to do because you are a good person, a good ruler, and this world and the other worlds need you in it!”

      She gaped at him in astonishment. Tears pricked her eyes. “That’s actually the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” She shook her head. “So it can’t be true. You must be still dizzy from the burns or something.”

      True grabbed her into his arms. “I will show you exactly how true it is.” He smashed his lips to her and possessed her mouth.

      A rustle in the bushes instantly alerted them, and they sprang apart, suddenly aware they were not alone in the woods.

      “Troy?” A male voice called from somewhere in the trees.

      Troy cursed under his breath. “That is Zain. He is not the most discerning of Elves. If the Elves saw us fighting, they will assume the worst. You should hide until I can speak to them in person. Let me talk to Zain first.”

      She didn’t want to run and hide. That went against everything in her nature. But he had a good point. She retreated and used a Glamour to obscure her position behind several sickly brown trees and brush.

      An Elf that she had seen before stepped into the clearing and spotted Troy. The Elf ran to him with a startled cry.

      “Troy! You are alive!”

      “Yeah. Fortunately, I…”

      “I can’t believe that Dragon bitch couldn’t kill you. Damn, she had one job. And she failed. I guess that means it’s up to me after all!”

      He pulled out his sword and attacked Troy.
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      Troy couldn’t believe that Zain hated him so much he wanted to kill him. But Troy defended himself without even having to think about it. Zain’s sword never hit his body because Troy’s scepter was already there blocking and sliding it away from him. The two fought. Troy realized that Zain thought he was weak from the battle with the Dragon. Troy played into Elf‘s illusions. He pretended to limp and favor one arm. He drew out the duel deliberately.

      As he had told Victoria, knowing how to fight wasn’t always about going straight for the kill. Sometimes something else was more important. When he fought Victoria, it was more important to try to save her than kill her. Troy would’ve gladly killed Zain, but first Troy needed to know why Zain was doing what he was.

      Fortunately, Zain was ready to talk. In fact, he started boasting and ranting as he fought with Troy.

      “You were just a lowly human, and yet you were taken in by the royal family and treated as one of their own while I was sent to go waste time in the human world in reform school. Do you know how pathetic that was? How humiliating? And then when I get back, all I ever hear about is how great Troy was, how fantastic he was, even though the whole time you were back here on Earth, you were a worthless nobody. Meanwhile, I had some of the greatest magic of any Elf of my generation. But did anyone appreciate me? No…”

      And so on and on. Eventually Troy got sick of his whining. Troy figured he understood Zain’s motive pretty well, and as near as he could tell there was no magic that was forcing Zain to behave like a dick. He was just a dick.

      Troy decided to end the fight. He disarmed Zain with a bit a fancy staff work that sent the Elf’s sword careening into the air to land in the pine litter, ten feet from them. Before Zain could use magic to retrieve the weapon, Troy used magic to bury the sword under rocks.

      Troy punched Zain across the face, shoved him to the ground, and bound his hands and feet behind his back, hogtied.

      Victoria sauntered out from behind the tree where she had been watching the fight.

      “It didn’t look like you needed any help,” she said.

      “No,” Troy said, “I handled it.”

      “I see the Elves also have problems with traitors.”

      “It’s a universal problem,” said Troy. “Every group has bad apples. But maybe you should reconsider changing into a Dragon for the ride home. Now that I know you aren’t going to go rogue again, I don’t think it will be an issue. Your own people won’t shoot you if you approach Long Mountain, will they?”

      “No,” she said, “Even if I had eaten a hundred humans, they would allow me back inside. Probably not a good thing, but in this case, it will make it easier for us to take the prisoner home more quickly.”

      The prisoner rolled himself onto his back. He was smiling weirdly.

      “You both always underestimated me. Just like everyone else. You think you have defeated me? Hell no. I’m going to kill both of you right now.”

      Victoria laughed, but Troy was bothered by the Elf’s confidence. Something wasn’t right here. Zain should be groveling and begging for his life right now. Why was he still smiling?

      And then the magical bindings on Zain shattered like glass and the Elf began to glow with magic and change shape.
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      The Elf was glowing blue with Elemental Water magic, shot through with streaks of Dark magic.

      “I am the greatest Changeling ever to walk the Spheres,” boasted Zain. “None of you ever realized I was playing you all along!”

      His face and clothing shifted, and he turned into another man.

      Victoria turned white. “Minister Ruelong!”

      The Changeling laughed. “Minister Ruelong has been since the middle of the last century, you witless fool. His wife noticed when I tried to kill her, but fortunately that’s so common among Dragons no one heeded her warning!” He chortled. “For decades, I have used his wealth and power to aid my masters. I am the one who has always been the shadow behind the face!”

      “He’s not Zain or Ruelong!” shouted Troy. “He’s a Face Stealer! A Changeling!”

      “That’s right,” cackled the Face Stealer. “By killing those whose faces I take, I can not only look like them, but steal their power. Let me show you the first Dragon I acquired...” He began to shift shape again and this time he was growing into a huge Dragon. A Water Dragon.

      His size was that of the Dragon he had apparently stolen. It was a Blue Dragon, not one Victoria recognized, but a very ancient and powerful beast. His final size was so tall it towered over them, as big as a passenger plane. His body glimmered as if it were made of water.

      Victoria instinctively changed shape into a Dragon as well. But before she could even finish her shift, the Water Dragon Changeling leapt up on her and clamped his teeth into her neck. She evaded, but his teeth found her shoulder. She howled in agony at the pain from his bite, which reeked of poison.
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      Troy stumbled away from the fight to avoid getting crushed. Just as Victoria had watched him fight right before, now he had to stand back and observe the two Dragons grappling with each other.

      The immense wyrms tumbled over each other, smashing trees which fell and added to the cacophony of roaring and slamming reptilian bodies. The Changeling had an older and more powerful body, but he didn’t seem to be able use Elemental magic, only brute strength.  Victoria tried to rake her claws along his belly and bite his neck.

      “You must use all five of your energies, Victoria!” shouted Troy. “You must add the fifth element to transform your body into pure energy!”

      Then he added telepathically, Lure the Changeling up there to that embankment!

      But he heard no response in his own mind. He cursed his weak psychic power. He couldn’t tell if it was his inability to project his thoughts strongly enough, or her increasing weakness to perceive them, but he could not be certain that he had communicated his message. Nonetheless he ran up the embankment he had pointed to, setting a trap, and praying that Victoria would guess to follow whether she had heard his telepathic words or not.
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      Victoria heard what Troy said out loud and she even heard the whisper of his request to lure Zain/Ruelong/the Changeling into a trap. But she could not reply because all of her mind was focused on one thing:  transmuting the five Elements of her power base into a single amalgam that would make her magic both invincibly strong like steel and yet as pure and strong as any single Element.

      She stopped rejecting the Dark magic she needed to channel. She allowed her mind to chase that Dark Chaos into the holes where it laired. Not the woodland shadows of sweet Dryads, the shade of the trees and the flowers, although that was on the surface of it. Deeper beneath that were the true abscesses and empty places, the caves left behind by erosion. The caverns of the mind were the vacancies left behind by being unloved by those one depended upon the most.

      That was the Darkness she need needed to accept, yet not pursue. She had to acknowledge the existence of the darkness within the otherwise solid foundation of her being. And once she was willing to realize those empty places were there, she was also astonished to realize that they were not bigger than she was. She was the mountain, and they were merely the tunnels, and although tunnels riddled the mountain like lace, they were not the entirety of it. The mountain itself was solid and strong and went deeper than any of the pits that seemed so bottomless when she was afraid to face them. Every cave had a floor. There was no such thing as endless emptiness.

      There was darkness within her, but she was bigger than the darkness.

      Once she recognized that she was no longer afraid, she knew how to join her Five Elements and use them. The next time that the river Dragon Changeling attacked her, his jaw no longer found her neck, but only the empty pit she chose to allow him to bite down upon. He gnashed his teeth futilely, unable to connect with her flesh.

      And now he had to chase after her, she was no longer on the defensive but only pretending to retreat and surrender. He was her prey and her pawn. She led him on and played with him like a cat with a mouse, pretending to flee from him, so that he would chase her exactly where she wanted him to go. Every time he bit her, she allowed him only to taste the emptiness of the dark places in the weave of her magic. He never even touched her true body or her true spirit. She lured him further and further up the mountain towards the embankment where Troy waited. In many ways. It was like her battle with Troy, except that Troy had been leading her away to protect her and others from her, whereas the only emotion radiating from the Changeling was malice and hatred. He wanted to destroy her so that he could take power over others.

      She was now one of the Twenty-Two Guardians appointed by the Light. She was here to protect the Tree of Worlds, the way she would protect the Hatchery. She could feel that protective, maternal power surge through her as strongly as if she were a mother tiger protecting a cub. Now she could see how even the maternal aspect of the Empress was not a weakness, but a strength. Just like accepting the darkness, it was a soft spot within her that, once she understood, only empowered her further.

      The Changeling was laughing at her. That idiot still thought he was winning this fight. He thought she was running away from him.

      She did not see where Troy had hidden himself on the embankment. She trusted that he would be where he needed to be. And then she took the biggest leap of faith of all. She threw her herself down as if the latest blow from the Blue Dragon had felled her, and she lay prone and helpless on her back with her relatively vulnerable belly and throat facing upward where he could slice her open like a watermelon.

      With every bit of her psychic power, she shouted within her own mind, Troy! Now!

      The Changeling Dragon jumped on her and buried his claws in her belly to rip her open. Only a fraction of a second spanned the time between his leap and her demise, but in that sliver of a second, she saw Troy also looping through the air, using the Elemental power of Wind to propel him. He landed directly on the nape of the Changeling’s neck. In that fraction of time, which seem to unfold as slowly as a rosebud to a blossom, the Emperor and the Dragon Slayer, her Knight and Champion, drove his sword into the base of the skull of the Dragon and slew him.

      The Changeling Dragon collapsed to the side of Victoria’s body while she shook herself like a dog to get him off of her.

      She transformed back into a woman. Troy stood posed for a moment like the hero in an old story book, bathed in light, his sword aloft and his feet planted on the carcass of the serpent he had defeated.

      He jumped down a moment later and took Victoria in his arms. He was searching her body for injuries and when he found none, a grin of relief and congratulations spread over his handsome face.

      “You did it! You killed him. Victoria that was amazing. You were amazing.”

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill him! You did.”

      Troy laughed. “I landed the final blow, but only thanks to you. You are the one who deserves to claim the kill.”

      “No, I think you are.”

      “Are we really going to argue about this?”

      “I think we are.”

      “If you argue about everything like this, we’re going to have a very volatile marriage,” he laughed.

      “I thought you no longer wished to be with me.”

      “Woman, are you crazy? Didn’t you hear the part where I said I couldn’t live without you?”

      Victoria looked at the dead Dragon. “We do make a good team, don’t we?”

      “We killed the Dragon together.”

      “Actually,” said Troy. “Not to embarrass your Dragon pride, but what we slew just now was a Face Stealer. Who knows what his original body looked like!”

      Proving the truth of his words, the Dragon, like all arcanes, reverted to its true body in death. The giant azure serpent shrank and shriveled into a nasty little gnome, with a sour expression on his face even in death.

      “Okay,” said Victoria. “You definitely have to claim this kill. I would just be a laughingstock among Dragons if I explained it almost cost me my life to defeat that scrawny little sprite.”

      “He was a very strong arcane,” pointed out Troy. “It’s not all about size.”

      “If you say so,” snickered Victoria.

      Then she sobered because the corpse twitched. She and Troy immediately fell back into a battle stance, prepared for anything.

      The face fell off the ugly little man.

      Troy and Victoria exchanged a shocked look. Troy knelt by the Changeling’s body. One by one, Troy peeled away layer after layer of masks made from magically-preserved skin.

      Most of the faces were strange, but Victoria recognized one near the top. “That’s Wally Wollaston! No wonder he was found with his face ripped off!”

      “When they called Changelings Face Stealers, I guess they mean it literally,” he said, sounding sickened. “This creature didn’t just kill Ruelong.... There are dozens of people here... by the Light...”

      He kept peeling away the ghastly, flesh masks until he saw the face of the Wyzir Elf Prince, Zain.

      “I have to tell Braigan, Delson, Zohara and Faelara that their younger brother never reunited with them after all,” Troy said in a choked voice. “If these faces are layered in the order he stole them... The real Zain died years ago. Perhaps as far back as fifteen years... back when he switched places with me...”

      “Do you think he could have been the one who killed all the previous Guardians?”

      “No way. As strong as he was, this Face Stealer was no match for even two Guardians, never mind Twenty-Two. We still have a lot of work to do before we find the culprit. Why don’t we go talk to the Magician and the other Guardians, now, before we talk to anyone else? Now that we know Zain and Ruelong was the same person, and the one trying to poison the alliance from both ends, I think we will have a much easier time getting the alliance back on track.”

      “The Changeling, pretending to be Seth’s father, was also the one who encouraged Seth to kidnap Zohara. I hope explaining that can also help the Wyzir realize the alliance can be saved.”

      “And as for the marriage, I am never ever going to give up on you.”

      “And I’m never going to give up on you either,” she said.
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        March 27,

        Sunday

        The mountains outside Arcana Glen

      

      

      Troy hefted the Scepter. “We have to contact the other Guardians before they find us. Do you think I could use this to augment my telepathy?”

      “Almost all magical devices do have that effect,” Victoria said. “Call Alephander. He’s probably already looking for us.”

      “I don’t want him to kill you.”

      “I don’t want him to kill me either,” she said dryly.

      “Here goes nothing.” Troy held the Scepter with both hands. “Alephander. Can you hear me? Magician! This is the Emperor. I need to speak to you.”

      The air compressed, then lightened around them. Out of the flash-bang of light, the Magician appeared. He held both the Wand of Will and the Sword of Truth, two of the Four Elemental Treasures. However, after evaluating Troy’s protective stance in front of Victoria, the Magician lowered both weapons. He didn’t send them back to the ether, however.

      Troy explained what had happened as succinctly as he could. He emphasized that Victoria wasn’t to blame for the Changeling’s spell. It was hard to tell from Alephander’s stoic expression what the Magician thought.

      A rustle in the woods alerted Troy that the Magician had not arrived alone. Sure enough, the Summer Elves and Delson’s Rangers emerged from the shadows of the trees. All the Elves and Shifters were armed. They didn’t look happy. Braigan looked ready to rip Victoria’s head off. Delson had a rifled trained on her.

      “You might have to repeat your story holding the Sword of Truth,” the Magician said. He raised an eyebrow at Victoria. “Both of you.”

      “No,” said Braigan.

      “Braigan, please,” said Troy. “Give us a chance to prove ourselves.”

      “I meant, it won’t be necessary to hold the Sword of Truth,” said Braigan. “Your word is solid enough for me, Troy. I know you. I know you wouldn’t lie. If you vouch for Victoria, then I will accept her as well. I’m sorry for my behavior before. I had no right to ask you to violate your oath as Guardian, not even to favor us. You are still my brother.”

      Delson didn’t look quite as convinced, but he lowered his rifle. The other Elves did the same. The Rangers remained on the alert, but they were polite enough not to aim their guns directly at Victoria any longer.

      Braigan, Delson and Faelara knelt by the body of the Face Stealer to examine the horrific, fleshy souvenirs of its previous victims... including Zain’s face. Troy expected them to wept or shout, but they only looked grim. Braigan’s posture scared Troy. His Elf brother looked defeated.

      “One by one, we are picked off by our enemies,” Braigan murmured. “How long until the Azir destroy all of us?”

      “Do you think he was working for the Azir?” asked Troy.

      “Yes, we think this is how the Azir were spying on us,” said Delson. “After we confronted Victoria at her mountain, we realized that the spy had been Zain all along. We had suspected him for a long time, but and the Rangers had set some traps. I’m sorry we didn’t figure it sooner.”

      “At least the real Zain is exonerated,” said Faelara. “As terrible as it is knowing he’s been dead for years, we know that he never betrayed us!”

      “I need to get back to Summerland,” said Braigan. “If Ymeris hasn’t already fallen, I need to be there.”

      “Why?” demanded Delson. “So you can die with them? Stay here. Accept the crown and proclaim yourself King of Wands. Give our people a real leader to follow!”

      “A king in exile?” spat Braigan. “Useless!”

      “It’s better than throwing your life away! If the Dragons have betrayed us...”

      “We haven’t!” exclaimed Victoria. “The Changeling tried his best to convince us to do so, but he failed. Seth did not go to Summerland to betray you, but to help you.”

      “Even if that is true, Empress, it may be too little too late,” said Delson.

      “I won’t abandon my people,” Braigan said stubbornly. “Faelara, you stay here with Delson.”

      “No,” she said simply. “I go with you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere at the moment,” said Braigan. “Unless the Magician can open a different Portal to Summerland than the one we used before. The Azir are guarding that too well now.”

      “I can’t,” said the Magician, “But the Emperor, Guardian of the Fourth Gate, the Path between Dreamland and Summerland, is standing right here. Why don’t you ask him?”

      Everyone turned to look at Troy.

      “Uh...” he said. “This wasn’t in the training video. The on-boarding for this job really sucks.”

      “Take your Scepter, Emperor, and trace a large circle in the air, while you focus your mind on Summerland.”

      Dubiously, Troy lifted his Scepter.

      “Oh, and one other thing,” added Alephander sardonically, “Try to think of a spot where the Azir are not.”

      Troy drew a circle in the air. Honestly, he didn’t expect it to work, but to his shock, the Scepter appeared to slice open the fabric of the world and tear away to reveal a window on another world completely.

      Troy had been trying to reach the spot where he had originally landed in Summerland, the forested cliffs overlooking the Burned Lands. Instead, the round window in the air overlooked a bleak, snowy cliff. Skeletons in Wyzir armor lay half-buried under hoarfrost, evidence of some battle.

      “Something went wrong,” said Troy. “That’s not Summerland...”

      “Yes, it is!” Braigan clapped Troy on the back. “Troy, you did it! I know that place. It’s the spot where the Last Arch used to stand, before one of Vamenor’s devices destroyed it. That precipice directly overlooks the Burned Lands.”

      Indeed, a winged shape grew larger against the horizon, until it finally became clear they were looking at a ruby Dragon. A slender rider rode on the Dragon’s back. She slipped off and landed right in front of the Portal. Everyone recognized Zohara. Behind her, the Dragon shifted into Seth Ruelong.

      Troy had held up the Scepter all this time. It felt heavier and heavier in his hands. A sweat broke on his brow. He could feel the Scepter try to waver and thrash, like a fish that had been hooked but wanted to jump back in the river.

      “The Portal won’t stay open forever,” Alephander said. “Especially not since the Emperor is rather new at this.”

      “Sorry,” Troy said, through clenched teeth. His struggle to maintain control of the Scepter was not obvious to all.

      “Light willing, we will all meet again!” Braigan shouted. He hurdled through the Portal. Faelara sprang after him.

      For a fraction of a second, Troy could see Faelara hug Zohara, and Braigan confront Seth.

      Then the Portal winked shut.

      Troy released the Scepter. He felt as if he finished a marathon. He bent over, resting his hands on his thighs, panting.

      Delson saluted him. “Sarmat. Brother.”

      Then he and his Rangers disappeared back into the forest.

      Left alone with Victoria and Alephander, Troy realized he wouldn’t have a better chance to bring up an awkward topic.

      “Alephander,” Troy said. “I know you told me never to bring up the egg thing again. But I’m bringing up the egg thing again.”

      “If your intent is to pick a fight with me, Emperor, I suggest you wait until you are better rested,” Alephander warned darkly.

      Troy stood up. He wasn’t in any condition for a fight. But he couldn’t stop himself from razzing Alephander.

      “I’ve decided to reconsider,” Troy said. “But I expect you submit a resume. And the names of three former employers who will provide you with recommendations, with numbers I can call to speak your ex-bosses.”

      Victoria made an odd noise that might have been a swallowed laugh.

      Alephander jerked his face to her, then back to Troy. The murderous expression on the Magician’s face was quite funny.

      “We did discuss this, Alephander,” Victoria clarified. Her cheeks were a little too merry, but she kept her voice calm. “This is a serious offer.”

      “If you are doing this only because you’re afraid otherwise I would kill Victoria...”

      “As if you could take me!” scoffed Victoria. “You want to bring it? Bring it! Troy might be tired, but I’m not!”

      Alephander stood very still. “I...” He snapped his mouth shut. Anyone studying his face would have thought that Alephander was as dead as a rock, cold and indifferent to the offer. But Troy felt warmth bloom inside his mind like the first flower of spring.

      Thank you. The simple words reverberated with emotions that didn’t show on the hard face: surprise, old pain, new hope, and profound gratitude. He felt humbled and underserving; and he was afraid, terribly afraid of the vulnerability of fatherhood. Only his love for Bethany prevented him from turning away from the opportunity.

      The link to the Magician’s mind snapped off like a book slammed shut.

      “March 31 to April 1, on the night of the New Moon!” The way Alephander issued the date, it was a command.

      He snapped his fingers and disappeared.

      “March 31 to April 1?” asked Troy. “I don’t understand.”

      Victoria smirked. “I think he wants us, to, ahem, you know on March 31. I bet he and Bethany will be doing the same thing, and somehow the Magician will transport the goods, so to speak, into the egg, which I will deliver on April 1.”

      Troy groaned. “I did not need that image in my head. How am I going to perform thinking about that weirdness? Ugh!”
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        March 31,

        Thursday, New Moon

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain

      

      

      As it happened, Troy and Victoria had no trouble getting the job done.
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        April 1

        Friday, New Moon, April Fool’s Day

        Arcana Glen, Long Mountain, The Hatchery

      

      

      Victoria carried a special egg into the Hatchery. The egg was about the size of a tennis ball, and the shell was still soft, more like a cocoon than an animal egg. It would grow nearly two feet before it hardened into a shellac harder than iron.

      She could already tell that this egg was going to look unusual, even for a Dragon’s egg. Woven from Chaos magic, every Dragon’s egg looked different, and, to her eyes, beautiful, but this Egg was a brighter, more radiant gold than Victoria had ever seen.  A complex pattern of strange glyphs created a web of iridescent curls and patterns on the surface of the egg.

      No one outside the Guardians was allowed to know the secret of the Egg. Victoria would never have allowed anyone to gawk at it, regardless, but she was glad now, no one else besides she and Troy, and Alephander and Bethany, would see it. One look at this egg, and anyone would know it throbbed with deep, powerful magic.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 Love Witch & the Warrior. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Love Witch & the Warrior 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 Leprechaun’s St Patrick Day Heist a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Unfinished Song

          

          AN EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE SERIES
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      LONG AGO, to win a war, humans Cursed the Aelfae, fairest and wisest of the faeries…. But all magic has a price. The same Curse that destroyed the Aelfae now threatens all of Faearth. One young woman and the warrior she loves must fight the Curse to prove which is stronger…love or death.

      

      Download the first book for FREE.

      

      A BUMBLING GIRL...

      

      Dindi can't do anything right, maybe because she spends more time dancing with pixies than doing her chores. Her clan hopes to marry her off and settle her down, but she dreams of becoming a Tavaedi, one of the powerful warrior-dancers whose secret magics are revealed only to those who pass a mysterious Test during the Initiation ceremony. The problem? No-one in Dindi's clan has ever passed the Test. Her grandmother died trying.

      

      AN EXILED WARRIOR...

      

      Kavio is the most powerful warrior-dancer in Faearth, but when he is exiled from the tribehold for a crime he didn't commit, he decides to shed his old life. If roving cannibals and hexers don't kill him first, this is his chance to escape the shadow of his father's wars and his mother's curse. But when he rescues a young Initiate girl, he finds himself drawn into as deadly a plot as any he left behind. He must decide whether to walk away or fight for her... assuming she would even accept the help of an exile.
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        "I was enchanted by Initiate, drawn into a world that felt as comfortably recognizable and uniquely untried as Narnia, Hogwarts or Middle Earth."

        CASEE MARIE, THE GIRL WHO STOLE THE EIFFEL TOWER

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "Wow. Holy smoking wow. This is one of the few books I've read that I can honestly say was totally, 100% original.... However, as unique as it is, it was insanely easy to slip into the story..."

        EMI LONDON, OCTOPUS INK

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "I recommend this [series] ...to fantasy and epic saga lovers and readers who liked reading Lord of the Rings, but found the length of the book overwhelming....This book series has a unique concept - breaking down the traditionally long Epic Fantasy tale into shorter more manageable books."

        GINA, MY PRECIOUS: RAMBLINGS OF A KINDLE ADDICT

      

        

      

      Start reading Initiate right now!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          WHAT I LOVED ABOUT WRITING THE DRAGON & THE SLAYER

        

      

    

    
      Spending time with the heroes and heroines in Arcana Glen is so much fun. Paranormal Romance is a great genre because it combines the familiar with the epic and fantastical.

      I love Epic Fantasy and Portal Fantasy too. This book, in particular, is my Hat Tip to Portal Fantasies, both those I grew up with, like Narnia, and the whole delightful Isekai / LitRPG anime and books that are out there.

      When I sat to write each new book in this series, I started with the Tarot cards. I wanted to write characters that embodied the meanings of their card but also let the character be a little independent of their role, not just a marionette.

      The Empress and the Emperor always struck me as stodgy cards, but I didn’t want to write stodgy characters, so it was especially important to me to ask, what would people who embodied the ideal of this card be like?

      The Emperor guards the pathway between Dreamland and Summerland. Dreamland, in the Arcana Glen universe, is the Immortal Sphere of Dreams, Inspiration, Aspiration and Ideals. Summerland is a realm of eternal Summer, like Avalon, Westernesse, or Numenor… home of not only the Summer Elves but the Mythic Shifters and the Muses and Dragons and Manticores….

      So of course the Emperor is not merely the embodiment of mundane rulers, but is the ideal of the True King, the ruler who doesn’t earn his place because of his birth but because of his deeds. Through raw courage, determination and honor, he wins over the beasts and monsters. He is the Slayer of the Dragon.

      And then there’s the Empress. She is almost… but not quite… the counterpart to the Dragon Slayer’s traditional story. I say not quite, because, as we all know the Slayer rescues the virginal maiden, the innocent Princess.

      But the Empress is no inexperienced young girl. She’s a mother. She’s experienced. She’s powerful. And she’s a ruler in her own right.

      And if you dig deep enough into the fertility goddess figures that the Empress is based on, you’ll find that she originated as a Battle Goddess, a Wealth Goddess (as in, a fertile business), and, yes, a Goddess of Destruction as well as creation. One of the oldest Empress figures is Tiamat.

      The Empress is an ass-kicking, mother-effing Dragon. She’s a mother, yeah, but she’s one bad-ass Mother!

      And so I knew that perfect foil for the Slayer would be a Princess who was also a Dragon.

      And because I love, love, love Enemies to Lovers romances, I decided to make things even harder for them.

      After that, I just had fun throwing in all sorts of call-backs to medieval fairytales, with a modern twist, like the Motorcycle Joust, and other tests of fortitude, like Premarital Counseling.

      If you want to share your own thoughts on this story or any ideas it stirred up for you, please email me and join Tara’s Tribe of Readers! I share pictures of my bunny, puppy and kitties, books I love, free books available nowhere else, and the latest updates on new books when they come out! I love to hear from fans. Join a community of kindred souls, those who love the same kinds of fantasy love stories that you do!

      

      Thank you for reading this,

      

      Tara Maya

      tara@taramayastales.com

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cast for The Dragon and the Slayer

          

        

      

    

    
      HERO & HEROINE:

      
        	Troy Stern  - a human who was once transported to Summerland to become a Hero and a Dragonslayer, and was adopted into the Royal Elven family of Wyziria; but who was forced to return to the Mundane Sphere once his task was done.

        	Victoria Long (Dragon Name: Ningbauda, “gift of the sun”) - the only surviving daughter of the Rogue Dragon.
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      GUARDIANS WHO APPEAR IN THIS TALE:

      
        	Alephander Guiscard - The Magician

        	Bethany Dilly Guiscard - The Fool

        	Kyrah Nestor – The Seeress

        	Michael Lamb– The Hierophant

        	Lunarian the Nine-Tailed Silver Fox – (murdered) The previous Emperor

        	Amagail the Flower Mother - (murdered) The previous Empress
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      HEROINE’S FRIENDS & FAMILY:

      
        	Seth (Cimru) Ruelong – the handsome son of Prime Minister Ruelong.

        	Angharad Ydraig – Seth’s mother, a Green Dragon

        	King Kushu Sirrasu “ Kushu the Mad Wyrm” –  (deceased) Victoria’s father, King of the Red Dragon Roost in Summerland.

      

      HERO’S FRIENDS & FAMILY:

      
        	Boris Stern  - father

        	Eileen Stern (Maiden Name: Eileen Pearson) - mother
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      THE HOUSE OF NORION, COURT OF WANDS:

      
        	King Rykkard Norion – (deceased)

        	Queen Delsanra Norion – (deceased)

        	Princess Caerthynna, “Catherine” – Rykkard's sister, now married to Kanethor Mirdaer, the puppet king of Autumndelle.

        	Braigan Norion – Eldest child of Rykkard and Delsanra, heir to the throne of Summerland, but now the Bandit King, an Outlaw in his own kingdom under the occupation of Winterdom.

        	Delson Norion – Second born child of Rykkard and Delsanra. Trapped on the Mundane Sphere when the Elven War began, he became an infamous mercenary. After his marriage to Tia Chamas, a Tarot reader in Arcana Glen, he settled down and his Rangers were hired as the security team for the Guardians.

        	Zohara Norion – a Princess of Summerland, third born child of Rykkard and Delsanra.

        	Faelara Norion – a Princess of Summerland, the fourth born child of Rykkard and Delsanra.

        	Zain Norion – a Prince of Summerland, the fifth born child.
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      THE HOUSE OF IZBOGNIR, COURT OF SWORDS:

      
        	King Belliqas – the Winter Elf (Azir) King of Swords of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Queen Sabriel – (deceased) the former Seeress and Queen of Swords

        	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.

        	Princess Ziratris – the fourth born child of the House of Izbornir.

        	Lord Darcassan – an illegitimate son of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lady Jorildyn – an illegitimate daughter of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lord Jonik – 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.
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      DELSON’S RANGERS:

      
        	Alinta Amathir - Third - Delson's former lover; Wyzir (Summer Elf) who was once a powerful Augur, but whose magic was drained from her in a horrendous ritual while she was a prisoner of the Azir. Now second in command of Delson’s Rangers.

        	Elinorin "Eli" Elsinyte - Scarred with dragonfire, he uses glamours to achieve full invisibility, both to help the team on missions and to hide his ugliness from others.

        	Gris Johansen – a Grizzly Bear shifter from a Bear Clan that has lived for generations in Alaska.

        	Hyperion "Hype" Quetz - Mythic Shifter, Gryphon, from a prestigious family in the Gryphon Kingdom in Summerland. A childhood friend of Prince Delson and now third in command of Delson’s Rangers.

        	Logan Barq - a White Wolf Shifter who was born to a family of wolf shifters enslaved by Winter Elves (Azir). He was sent on a mission to kill Delson, who, instead of killing Logan, freed him and helped Logan free his family.

        	Menoch Mazzarin - Mythic Shifter, Manticore. A single sting from his manticore tail can paralyze an enemy without harming him, two stings can induce terrible pain, and three stings kill.

        	Rhyn Hadaren - Vanir Elf, Water magic, healer, but since his pregnant wife was killed by humans, filled with blood boiling rage.
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      OTHER PERSONS MENTIONED OR APPEARING IN THIS TALE:

      
        	Brinda Lorel – a seamstress and local Witch who sews Victoria’s wedding dress.

        	Colonel Conrad Dilly – a military officer, Null, and father of Bethany Dilly. He recruits Troy to come to Arcana Glen to answer the Call to be Emperor.

        	Cornaith Eador – The Crown Prince of the Vanir, reputed to be a paragon of a healer.

        	Frinarian – (murdered) the son of Emperor Lunarian, Troy’s young friend during his sojourn in Summerland.

        	Naya Fairchild – a Dryad who runs a Timber Mill and a strong healer.

        	Owen McGee – a Leprechaun who works as a Manager for Alephander Guiscard.

        	Tia Chamas –  a human witch and Tarot reader. Delson’s wife.

        	Raziel – a dark angel with raven wings, who give Vamenor a demonic Wind Lance.

        	Wally Wollaston – Chief Chief Minerals and Magics Analyst for the Arcana Glen Roost
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      THE SEVEN MORTAL SPHERES:

      
        	Mundania or the Mundane Sphere (Earth) – Sphere of mundane humans and animals.

        	Winterdom – Sphere of the Azir Elves and the Court of Swords.

        	Home of White and Silver Dragons, Animal Shifters, Yeti, Ice Giants, and others. The source of Elemental Wind.

        	Autumdelle – Sphere of the Glamir Elves and the Court of Coins.

        	Home of Black and Purple Dragons, Goblins, Ogres, Gargoyles and others. The source of Elemental Stone (sometimes also called Elemental Earth, but not to be confused with Earth as the Mundane Sphere).

        	Springvale – Sphere of the Vanir Elves and the Court of Cups.

        	Home of Green and Blue Dragons, Merfolk, Pixies, Leprechauns, Spirit Walker Shifters, and others. Source of Elemental Water magic.

        	Summerland – Sphere of the Wyzir Elves and the Court of Wands.

        	Home of Red and Gold Dragons, Mythic Shifters, Jinn and others. The source of Elemental Fire.

        	Darkpyre – Sphere of Demons (originally Daemons before they fell to darkness), realm of Eternal Night. The source of Dark magic and hellfire. Home to the Seven Demonic Principalities and other creatures such as Harpies, Furies and more.

        	Lighthaven – Sphere of Angels, a realm of Eternal Day, ruled by the Council of Seven Virtues.

        	The source of angelfire and Light magic. Home to various kinds of angels such a Seraphs, Keruvs, Valkeries and others.
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      THE THREE IMMORTAL SPHERES

      
        	Memoria – Sphere of Memory, Time, and Prophecy. A realm where any moment in the past can be recreated exactly, where the past can be relived, and where possible futures can be seen.

        	Dreamland – Sphere of Dreams, Aspiration, Inspiration, and Imagination. A realm where thought becomes reality.

        	Eternia, the Last Home – Sphere of Pure Light and Love, source of all creation, Root and Font of the entire Tree of Spheres.

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.

      
        
          [image: The Magician]
        

      

      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.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-UEOVB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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