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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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      Welcome to Arcana Glen, a tiny mountain town in Colorado that holds a real castle and a secret... it's the Portal to other Spheres of existence, where magic is real.

      

      Over the past year, the Twenty-Two Guardians, who each represent a power of a Major Arcana in the Tarot, have finally all been Called by the Light to serve. Furthermore, each of them have found their soulmates. The eleven couples are now ready to stand against the Dark Triad's plans to conquer all the Spheres. 

      

      However, the Seeress has had a Vision that one of the Guardians is a Traitor. That not only puts the whole Tree of Worlds in danger, it means one person's true love is false.

      

      Note: All the other books in the Major Arcana series can be read independently, although they are probably more enjoyable in order. However, this is the conclusion of the series that finally answers the question--who massacred the former Guardians ten years ago? And will that hidden enemy succeed in annihilating the Guardians again? 
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      BETHANY

      
        
        November 30, Wednesday night

        21 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Kyrah, where are you? Please call out to me! I want to help you!

      Bethany Dilly Giscard was flying around, a sure sign that she was dreaming, ‘cause she didn’t have wings in real life. Moreover, Bethany was aware that she was dreaming, which was pretty cool—and usually a sign that it wasn’t her own dream—she was Dreamwalking. In the last year since Bethany had become a Guardian, she’d learned that her power was not limited to simply being a big, walking Null. As a Guardian to the Sphere of Dreams, she could visit that Blessed Realm in order to enter the dreams of anyone.

      Since entering another person’s dreams constituted a severe breach of privacy, Bethany didn’t do it often. Tonight, however, she was searching for her friend.

      Her best friend, Kyrah, had been captured by the Dark Triad, the three powerful sorcerers who were driving the Elven War. Bethany had been trying to connect to Kyrah in the Sphere for Dreams for more than a week, yet she’d found no sign of the Seeress. That was disturbing on many levels. Kyrah was a savvy Dreamwalker in her own right. She and Bethany had often shared dreams before.

      And yet... nothing...

      Kyrah! Bethany called out, flying over a misty, indistinct landscape. Kyrah!

      Then, faintly, as if from a great distance, she heard a response: Bethany! Here! I ‘m here!

      Bethany saw Kyrah in the misty landscape below. Suddenly, in that weird way of dreams, Bethany was standing next to her friend in a cramped cell of iron and rock. A tiny, barred sliver of window showed a sky whited-out by snow.

      “Is this my dream, your dream, or are we dreaming together, like a dream telephone?” Bethany asked, just to be sure.

      “It’s a dream telephone, Bethany,” said Kyrah.

      “Awesome, those are the best dreams,” Bethany grinned. Relief flooded her. She grasped Kyrah’s hands, which felt real in hers.

      But cold. So cold. Her friend didn’t grin back. Bethany’s relief transmuted into anxiety. Kyrah looked like a shadow of herself, thin and drawn. Dark half-moons under her eyes made her tight-skinned face look like a skull.

      “Kyrah, where are you? Are they hurting you?” Bethany asked.

      “I’ve been captured by the enemy,” said Kyrah. “I’ve been trying to reach out to you since November. I’m not in the Mundane Sphere any longer. I think I’m in Izdarq, the capital of Azirak. Bethany, it’s awful.... There is so much pain here. So many minds trapped and suffering...”

      Bethany quailed. This was an honest-to-Light nightmare. Kyrah confirmed the what Bethany and the other Guardians suspected, that Kyrah was imprisoned in Winterdom, the Shattered Lands of Eternal Winter, realm of the Winter Elves, the Azir.

      “I don’t have much time, Bethany. I don’t know how long I can maintain this link. It’s taken me every night of the last month to even find a way to reach you. I think it helps that it’s now winter in Arcana Glen. The connection between the two Spheres is growing stronger, but the danger is stronger too. I must show you something.”

      Kyrah pointed and Bethany looked up and saw a huge tree. It was a very strange tree, because it seemed to be undergoing all four seasons at once. Ten fat, round fruits grew on it; many branches crisscrossed almost like vines between the fruit and the three main trunks.

      “That’s the Tree of Worlds,” said Kyrah. “Those are the ten fruits, the Three Immortal Spheres and the Seven Mortal Spheres. There is an alliance of three evils called the Dark Triad. They have been operating in secret for many centuries now, but their plan is almost ready. They think that through war and blood sacrifice, they can conquer the entire Tree, even the three Immortal Spheres of the Past, the Future, and the Eternal. If the Dark Triad are right, that would be bad enough, but what they don’t understand is that Dark Magic can never be equal to the Light. They completely misunderstand what it means to have balance on the Tree. By seeking ‘balance’ between Darkness and Light, they will destroy the entire Tree.

      “Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?”

      “No!” cried Bethany. “I don’t understand any of it. I mean, yes, right now, in the dream, it is crystal clear to me what you mean, but I just know that when I wake up, I’m going to try to remember what you said and it’s gonna come out like nonsense. You have to tell me something more helpful than stuff about dark triangles and magic trees. You have to tell me where you are being held, I mean, I know it’s in Izdarq, but where is the building and where is the prison cell?”

      “I have to go soon,” said Kyrah, glancing around as if someone that Bethany couldn’t see was coming closer. “Bethany, this is the most important thing of all. One of the Guardians is a traitor.”

      “Who is it?”

      “One of the Guardians.”

      “You already told us that. Is it one of the demons, Chet or Vass?”

      “No.”

      “Is it an Angel? Or a Fallen Angel?”

      “No.”

      “Is it a Dragon? Oh, or maybe the Dragonslayer?”

      “No.”

      “Is it a Dryad or a Leprechaun or a Robot, I mean Golem?”

      “No, none of those Guardians is the traitor.”

      “Is it the Reaper? Or Hanged Man? Or the Gorgon? She used to be able to turn people to stone, but now she’s Justice.”

      “She is not the traitor, none of those are the traitor.”

      “Is it a Witch, an Elf or a Shifter?”

      “No.”

      “But Kyrah that’s everyone except for you and me, and you’re not the traitor. Are you telling me that I am the traitor?”

      “Bethany, don’t be a fool…”

      “But I can’t help it!”

      Bethany woke up. She tried to remember the thing that Kyrah had told her about the tree, but just as she figured, what had seemed pretty clear in the dream was now just a muddle in her mind. She had asked about the traitor, and she couldn’t seem to remember if Kyrah had clarified that or not. It seemed like Bethany had asked about every single Guardian one way or another, and Kyrah said that none of them was a traitor, and yet one of them had to be.
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        * * *

      

      KYRAH

      
        
        December 1, Thursday, dark before dawn

        Dungeon of the Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Kyrah woke up from the dream. For the first time in a month, she had managed to connect with someone. It might have been easier to connect with someone less flighty than Bethany. Kyrah loved her friend dearly, but it was very hard to get Bethany to focus on serious issues.

      She hoped that Bethany wouldn’t dismiss the dream as just another silly story to tell over cereal. Ha ha, I dreamt Kyrah was in a dungeon in the city made of ice and shadows.

      Kyrah shivered on her iron cot and sat up. At least it was not always nighttime, although it felt like that because the days were so short. She went to the window, which was small and high up and also had iron bars. Outside, she could see the clear sky and more buildings, tall towers made out of blocks of ice with dark shadows deep in the heart of them.

      The entire city was cursed. There were thousands of souls trapped just in the blocks of ice themselves, and most of the people that shuffled along the icy boulevards of Izdarq were also cursed in some way. Most of them were slaves, and those who are not slaves were almost as bad off, living in grinding poverty, addicted to dark magic, involved in crime just to survive.

      She had never been to this land before, but as a powerful empath and telepath, she could not block out the thoughts and emotions of those around her. The pain of the denizens of the city was more bitter to her than the terrible cold. It weighed down on her, it drained her energy. When people around her were severely depressed she felt depressed too. When she was exposed to so much sadness, it was impossible not to feel sad. The rage at the heart of it all stung like lashes against her bare skin.

      On top of the emotions of those in the city, she battled her own fear and depression and rage. She was a prisoner here and she did not know what would become of her. The Dark Triad included at least one member of the royal Court of Swords, the rulers of Winterdom. Their goal was to subjugate all of the Spheres on the Tree of Worlds and make them just as terrible as this.

      For there were people in this hideous city who enjoyed the misery of the others. The most powerful magic users among the Azir, the Winter Elves, used not just Elemental Wind magic, but dark psychic magic as well. They were psychic vampires, Mind Flayers, who drank in the misery of others to experience ecstasy. The worst of them no longer needed to eat material food or sleep at night. They derived all their sustenance from pain, like demons.

      The door at the far end of the dungeon rattled and a tall Elven man entered. The Prince of Winter came to visit her once a day. His skin was pale, almost translucent, like ice, and his hair was crystal white, with a hint of palest blue, like snow. His eyes were hard and cold like steel. He was handsome in his way, she supposed, but he lacked the warmth of Kyrah’s soul mate and husband, Michael, who was not only physically handsome but who radiated sunshine and compassion. Of course, Michael was a literal angel, whereas the Azir Prince looked as if he were a piece of glacier come to life.

      “Sarmati Kyrah,” he said formally. The title meant ‘Guardian’ in a very ancient language. He examined her with a small frown. “I have provided you with adequate food, why do you still grow thinner?”

      “Prince Torqanel.” Kyrah looked at him hopelessly. At first, she had feared he was one of the psychic vampires. After all he was an Azir prince, one of the generals who led the war against the other Spheres. But though she suspected he had enough magic to be a Mind Flayer, he kept his power under tight control. Prince Torqanel had promised that no harm would come to her while she was his prisoner, and so far, he had kept his word. That made her hopeful enough to beg him to release her. But he would not go that far. “Your world is killing me. Every day I can feel thousands of souls crying out in terrible pain, and that pain becomes my own. I cannot endure much more. The pain will kill me.”

      “But no one is hurting you.” He hesitated. “No one else besides me has visited you, have they?”

      She knew he meant one of the members of the Dark Triad. He never said so, but she suspected he was hiding her presence from them. She couldn’t understand why he would do that for her, and yet refuse to let her go. “Only the guard who brings me food.”

      “Warath can be trusted, but no one else.”

      “If you truly don’t wish me to die, you must release me. You are killing me by keeping me here.”

      Suddenly the door opened again, and a beautiful woman with snow white skin, ebony hair and a slinky, blood red dress entered the dungeon. Her hips swayed as she walked. She bared white teeth at the prince.

      “So it is true. You have been hiding a little treasure from me, Torqanel.”

      The prince jerked and a tick showed in his throat and at his temple. Otherwise, he betrayed no emotion. Kyrah, as powerful an empath as she was that she could pick up strangers from across the city could not read anything from him. However, he tracked the woman in the red dress approach as if she were a dangerous predator.

      Kyrah also struggled to hide her emotions, although she doubted she was as skilled as the prince. She recognized the woman: Sabriel Izbognir. Kyrah had once admired Sabriel, and sought to emulate her, thinking she was a wise sorceress. Sabriel had been  Kyrah’s predecessor as Guardian of the Second Path, the Seeress.

      But recently Kyrah had seen Visions in the mind of a slave who had belonged to this woman and realized the truth about her.

      Sabriel was much worse than a Mind Flayer.

      “Kyrah Nestor,” mocked Sabriel. “We meet again. Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to come visit? I would have arranged an invitation much sooner.” To the prince, she cooed, “Son, she is very pretty. And so vulnerable and open to pain. How delightful that she is suffering so much when you haven’t even started to hurt her yet. Just imagine when the real torture begins how much she will writhe. No wonder you wanted to keep her to yourself.”

      The prince did not reply. His mother looked at him with contempt. “But then again, your tastes are so pedestrian and bourgeoisie. You probably just kept her to screw her, didn’t you? You don’t even drink pain like a proper Azir.”

      “What game are you playing now, mother?” he asked coldly. “You are the one who gave her to me.”

      The Queen went quite still. “Did I?”

      “Take her back if you want,” he said indifferently. “I have no use for her.”

      As soon as Torqanel offered Kyrah to his mother, the woman lost interest. “Keep her. If I have need of her, I will take her, whether you give me permission or not.”

      Sabriel sashayed out of the dungeon.

      “Prince Torqanel,” Kyrah said in a soft voice. “That woman is not your real mother.”

      Like a bird of prey, his beak snapped toward her. 

      “Explain,” he snapped.

      “Sabriel is only your biological mother,” Kyrah said. She had debated giving him this information for weeks now, and always held back of the fear that he would respond badly—that he might lash out at Kyrah herself, which would be very easy for him to do, or that he might hurt the person she was about to tell him about.

      “Then she is my mother,” he said.

      “She is the flesh and blood that gave birth to you,” said Kyrah. “But the woman who loved you and listened to you and protected you from your father’s abuse, that was not Sabriel. It was one of your mother’s captives, a woman Sabriel forced to be a nanny for you. Your foster mother—the one who truly loved you as her own son—was a Changeling, who could make herself look exactly like your biological mother.”

      Torqanel stared at Kyrah for a long time, and she could not tell if he believed her, or if her words made him angry or glad.

      “Your foster mother, the woman who actually loves you and cares about you, is still alive,” added Kyrah. She gambled with the woman’s life, silently begging Trudie for forgiveness. “Her real name is Gertrude Hill.”

      Torqanel showed no emotion at all. Finally, he said, “Never repeat this again.”

      No sliver of sentiment showed on his impassive face. He merely walked away and slammed the dungeon door behind him.
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      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 1, 2022

        Thursday, the dark before dawn

        Waxing Gibbous Moon

        Long Mountain, Red Dragon Roost, Colorado,

        Mundania

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie woke up next to her gorgeous husband, Raziel. He was naked and the white sheets showed glimpses of his muscular, bronze chest, faintly crisscrossed with silvery scars. His jet hair, slightly long for a man, like a halo of black silk, splayed over the pillow. His dark black and gold fiery wings couldn’t be seen right now, while he was in human form. He’d been born a Seraph, a Nemesis Angel, then Fallen when he’d sold his soul to demons, and lately been redeemed. She’d found her own redemption in their recent reconciliation. After loving each other, but not fully, not in the open, they had been torn apart for decades. The Light had given them a chance to begin again.

      She’d been his wife, Mrs Trudie Renaci, for a week, and they now belonged to each other completely, soul, mind, and body.

      And, mmmm, honeychild, soulmate of mine, what a fine body you do have.

      She couldn’t resist smiling.

      As always when she was happy, worry crept in, warning her that she was too happy. Things were going too well, suggested some sly, dark shadows in her soul. Joy mingled with foreboding. Voices whispered from the past that she didn’t deserve her current happiness, that fate would wake up and snatch away the love she had with Raziel, the friendship and acceptance she’d found after being named the final Guardian of the Council, the Guardian of the World, Keeper of the Twenty-First Path.

      She sat up, head throbbing with a sudden headache. Please don’t let me lose Raziel now. Please, Light. Take me instead if you have to, but don’t make me watch him die.

      The Elven War still raged on. The enemy had a toehold in the final Sphere, Mundania, with further invasion planned. The Guardians couldn’t allow that. Raziel, and Trudie, and all the other Guardians would have to fight. Fighting meant some of them would die. She could lose him. But she could not bear to lose him.

      Trudie covered her face with her hands. One hand was huge, clumpy, and green, the other slender with webbing between some fingers. Ugh, she was in her real body, her mismatched, patchwork girl, Frankenstein monster of a Changeling body. Not that all Changelings were as ugly as she was. (Raziel insisted her real body wasn’t ugly, but he was besotted by love, so she forgave his lack of objective taste.) Changelings were rare; they could be born to any kind of arcane, and no one knew why they appeared. They weren’t their own tribe, but an aberration. And Trudie was an aberration among aberrations. Most Changelings had a bland, normal body to return to between shapes. Trudie looked like twenty-two corpses hacked up and sewn together.

      She wriggled her bare toes. As nice as the sheet felt on her feet, it also felt strange. She usually slept with her shoes or at least socks on. The reason? Her power came from stealing shoes. Whosoever’s shoes she wore, was whose face and body she wore—and most importantly, whose magic power she could use.

      That was another way she differed from most Changelings. Most Changelings had to kill their marks and could only take on the form of another person. If they accrued any of that individual’s powers, it was minor, like the ability to shift from human to wolf.

      Trudie, on the other hand, didn’t have to kill her victims, and she accrued all of her target’s powers. Not their knowledge—but their raw, innate magic.

      She could also pass for a mundane, a person with no magic at all, if she took the form of a mundane human. The only power she couldn’t imitate was that of a Null. She’d tried wearing the Fool’s shoes before—Bethany, the Fool, was the ultimate Null—but Trudie didn’t acquire the ability to nullify magic. Apparently, wearing a Null’s shoes only nullified her own power.

      Snapping her fingers, she summoned shoes from a favorite form out of the ether. Along with the shoes, she also brought an entire outfit—stockings, skirt, blouse, a 60’s “Jiffy suit” and matching bouffant hair. Now her skin was one smooth, umber color, her hair a dark beehive, and her lips evenly plump and plum-colored.

      “You don’t have to change for me, you know,” a sexy, sleepy masculine voice rumbled. Raziel cracked open his eyes.

      “I know.” She leaned over and kissed him. “It’s for me. Does it bother you?”

      “Changing how you look is part of who you are. I understand. I see your heart shine through no matter what your body looks like.”

      Another big smile cracked her face, followed by another palpitation of her heart as a warning siren screamed inside, Too happy, too happy!

      His brow wrinkled. He could probably hear her heartbeat quicken. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m so worried about what’s to come, Raziel. Please don’t...”

      “Trudie,” he interrupted in a gentle, but firm tone. “Please don’t ask me not to fight.”

      She sighed, caressing his cheek. “Fighting for justice is part of who you are. I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 1, Thursday, dawn

        Long Mountain, Red Dragon Roost, Colorado,

        Mundania

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Normally, Bethany woke up because a white, fluffy bit of chaos in the shape of her dog, Happy-Go-Lucky, sat on her chest, pressed his wet nose to her, snuffling and wagging his tail until she woke up enough to feed him.

      This morning however, a dream, not a dog, stirred her awake. Happy was still curled up in a fuzzy ball at the end of the bed, between her and the lump of blanket that was her husband, Alephander. Bethany stared at the ceiling trying to decide if she should get up and do something or try to go back to sleep. That’s when she noticed that the lump next to her was shifting very quietly. He was taking care not to wake her up, obviously not aware that she had already awakened from the clairvoyant dream.

      Why was Alephander trying to sneak away in the middle of the night?

      He left the bedroom, and she sat up. She glanced around the room that they shared. It wasn’t their bedroom in Arcana Castle where they usually lived. The enemy had taken over their home during a stealth invasion on Halloween night. There was a time in her life when Bethany would’ve thought that having Goblins attack you on Halloween was the coolest thing ever, but it was much less cool when they kicked you out of your own house and vandalized it for a month.

      Ever since then, the couple and the other Guardians had been hiding out in a secret palace in Long Mountain, known to arcanes as the Dragon Mountain, on the other side of town. Bethany still hoped that they would get back their castle and kick out the Goblins. She still hoped that they would defeat the army of Winter Elves and demons who were allies of the Goblins and trying to get in everybody’s business. The jerks.

      At the end of the bed was a little parlor, some nice chairs around a little coffee table. The furniture in the palace looked vaguely oriental, a style popular with this clan of Red Dragons, who had lived thousands of years in China. For the first time, Bethany noticed that the inlaid pattern of jade and ivory on the table in this room was a picture of a tree caught between four seasons, laden with ten fruits. All of the designations were in a language that looked a lot like Chinese but was really Red Dragon pictographs. 

      Suddenly, everything Kyrah had told her in the dream came rushing back and it wasn’t muddled at all but crystal clear. Bethany hurried after Alephander to tell him that Kyrah was in trouble and needed to be rescued immediately.
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 1, Thursday morning

        Long Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado,

        Mundania

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      When Trudie and Raziel arrived, seventeen of the Twenty-Two Guardians were already gathered around a large oval table. Instead of the usual polished wood, the tabletop had been replaced with a tray of fresh snow, apparently collected from outside, and dumped in a pile. Trudie and Raziel sat down in two of the four empty seats. Under the table, Raziel held out his hand. Trudie curled her fingers around his.

      “I know I told all of you that we would not make our move until the Full Moon,” said the Magician. “But something has changed. Bethany made contact with Kyrah in the Sphere of Dreams. We know where Kyrah is being held.”

      Bethany exclaimed, “I didn’t recognize it, but Alephander has been to the Black Ice Fortress in Izdarq.”

      “Trudie, Raziel. Both of you know the Black Ice Fortress well,” Alephander said, addressing them directly. “I need both of you on this mission.”

      “Tonight is the first night of December. It’s not a New Moon, and our concealments spells won’t be as powerful as I’d like, but we have to act before the Full Moon on December 8. We believe that is when the Azir will come out of hiding and make their attack. They need to completely control Arcana Glen before the Winter Solstice when they will pour through the gates to conquer the entire Mundane Sphere. It’s likely they will attack from both Portals they control: the Castle and CADABRA military base. They will use a pincher action to attempt to crush us in between. Once they have control of the leylines in Arcana Glen, they will rebuild the Tower they tried to erect on Halloween. They will link all of Towers in all of the Mortal Spheres to the Infernal Machine in the demon stronghold in Darkpyre. That will amplify the Infernal Machine’s energy to enable them to storm the final three Immortal Spheres and thus control the entire Tree of Worlds.”

      “How are we going to stop that?” asked Empress Victoria imperiously. Even before Victoria had been called by the Light to become a Guardian, she had been a Dragon Princess. She was the sole ruler of the Mountain Roost where they were currently all guests. She spoke with an aura of competence and command.

      “There is one more crucial ritual the Dark Triad must complete. The three of them must perform the spell in person. It’s a sacrifice they must offer to the dark powers at the heart of the Infernal Machine before they can link up all the Spheres into one,” said Alephander Guiscard. “If we can delay their ritual on the Winter Solstice, we will sabotage their tower, as the two Guardians who aren’t with us, John and Lyra, were able to do on Halloween. But first we must rescue Kyrah Nestor Lambent from the Azir.” Alephander gestured to one of the Guardians, a man with a sly, debonair charm and dark red hair.

      “Owen McGee, you are the master of heist. Explain the plan.”

      Owen McGee was a Leprechaun from Springvale. He used Elemental Water telekinesis to shape and move the snow on the table. He created a snow map of the mountain town of Arcana Glen, complete with an icy river, little houses, the church where Pastor Mike (the angel Michael) worked, and, up on lumps of snow to model the slopes, a replica of Arcana Castle.

      “The first step is to travel between worlds,” said Owen. He had an Irish brogue which added to his charm. “We have to travel from Mundania to Winterdom. There are two Portals we could use. One is in the mountains outside of Arcana Glen. It’s nominally a human military base, but it’s actually controlled by Azir and human traitors knowingly or unknowingly working for them.”

      Aaresh Raj, the Guardian of the Sun, growled. A Lion Shifter, he’d been captured as a child by the traitors and subjected to hideous experiments.

      “Can we finally take out that nest of vipers?” demanded Moxie Bridgestone, the Guardian of Strength. Although her pseudonym was nothing like his, she was actually Aaresh’s sister. She, too, had been a victim of vile experiments. Even in her human form, she displayed a pair of cat ears, a residue of those trials.

      “No,” said Alephander flatly.

      “It’s not a good idea to take on the human base,” Owen said, more gently. “There’s no way we could hide that from the humans, who might send innocent soldiers to defend it.”

      “The humans are now aware of the malign arcanes who have taken over the base,” said Moxie’s husband, Maverick Cade. He looked fully human, but he spoke in the monotone of a robot; technically, he was a magically animated machine, or golem. “We could alert their agents about our actions.”

      “No,” repeated Alephander.

      Owen cleared his throat. “Alephander and I have gone over many options. We think the best chance we have is to send a small, advance team of four into the Castle.”

      A murmur stirred among the gathered Guardians.

      For Trudie, this entire mission felt like a throwback to when she was thirteen and accompanying her father on the heist of a huge mansion with a top-of-the-line security system and armed guards. She and Pa had walked away from that mission not only alive but dripping with jewels. Dad had even tricked Ma into accepting one of the necklaces by hiding its origins and pretending the diamonds were fake even though they were real. At the time, Trudie had thought it was hilarious. Most men tried to fool their wives by telling them fake jewels were real, not the other way around.

      There was a sad addendum to the story, though. A year later, dad had let it slip that the diamonds were real and had been acquired in a heist. Ma hocked them to pay for Trudie’s private school. That was typical of Ma’s ambiguous morals. She wouldn’t wear stolen jewelry to make herself look fine, but she would use it to pay for her kids’ education. Not that it did much good. Trudie dropped out of school two years later. 

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to split up the Guardians right now,” said Michael. He was the Hierophant, a Seraph, originally from Lighthaven. “We know that one of us is a traitor. The rest have a better chance of stopping that person if we remain together. Why send so few people to rescue Kyrah? Why not send all of the Guardians?”

      “I know you want to rescue your wife, Michael,” Alephander said caustically. “But sending in a huge, clumsy team is not the answer. Or do you need all of us to prove we care?”

      “That’s not... I wasn’t suggesting that...” Michael said, hurt by Alephander’s scorn.

      “All your plan does is delay them,” said Raziel.

      “Do you have a better plan?” Alephander challenged.

      The two men locked eyes. Finally, Raziel looked away.

      “No,” said Raziel. Under the table, Trudie squeezed his hand.

      Triumphantly, Alephander inclined his head. “There is no better plan.”

      The snow town on the table rippled. It was Owen’s way of bringing their attention back where it belonged.

      “The team that infiltrates the Castle will consist of three Guardians: Alephander, Raziel, and Trudie,” said Owen flatly.

      Alephander looked Trudie in the eye, knowing that she had objected before to his plan to send Raziel into danger. But she nodded. Beside her, Raziel also inclined his head.

      It may have felt strange to the others to treat the Castle as an enemy fortress, but not to Trudie. Trudie had first been to Arcana Castle before as a new bride. That ill-fated wedding had not been to Raziel, the man she loved, but to Alephander Guiscard, who at the time had been a silent and foreboding stranger. Her only reason for marrying the Magician had been to access the secret inside his Castle.

      The Castle hid a Portal—a Portal to any Sphere in the Tree of Worlds.

      This last year, she had tried to sneak into the Castle again, once again to try to access the Portal. And once again, she’d failed. Now, however, she would be going as an ally of the Magician, not his enemy.

      “There will also be one human, Colonel Dilly—” continued Owen.

      “What?” interrupted Bethany. “Why take my father?”

      “We need a null,” said Owen.

      “That’s me,” said Bethany. “I’m going.”

      “No,” said Alephander.

      “Yes,” said Bethany.

      “I’m the head of the Council of Guardians,” said Alephander. “My word is final.”

      “I invoke the Fool’s Due, and overrule you,” said Bethany. “My word is final.”

      Now the first couple of the Council locked eyes. Bethany didn’t blink. Instead, she started making silly faces, sticking out her tongue and wobbling her head like a Bollywood dancer.

      Alephander sighed. He nodded at Owen.

      “Well, then,” said Owen. “Four Guardians will make up the first team: Alephander, Raziel, Trudie and Bethany.”

      Four small snow people left Dragon Mountain in a snow car, which moved over snow roads to the underground garage of the Castle.

      “Once at the Castle, Trudie shifts form, in order to pose as Sabriel Izbognir, Queen of Swords, one of the Dark Triad. She pretends that Raziel was the traitor who helped her capture the Magician. And, ah, the Fool too, apparently. ‘Sabriel’ takes her ‘prisoners’ through the Portal.”

      Owen swept his hand over the table of snow, creating a new snow model, this one scaled to show a larger citadel.

      “Behold the capital of Aziraq, the city of Izdarq. As you can see, it looks not unlike the mundane city of medieval Paris, if Paris were a City of Shadows instead of a City of Lights. A wall encloses it, a river runs it, and an island sits at the center of it, with the river acting like a natural moat. Instead of the lovely Île de la Cité, alas, we find the Black Ice Fortress. It is exactly what it sounds like: a fortress made of blocks of ice, each one of  which holds the cursed soul of a Bonded slave. The lower portion, the dungeons, aren’t made of black ice, but are carved from the bedrock of the floating Shard. Because, of course, this is Winterdom. The entire Sphere has been shattered into Shards of reality caught in the Storm of Blades. If you tried to dig your way out of the dungeon, you might find yourself outside of any sane reality, torn apart by an eternal hurricane filled with sharp daggers and swords.”

      “Could be worse,” chirped Vass. “Instead of Winterdom, it could be Darkpyre.”

      Although he was a Guardian now, Vass had been born a Demon Prince in Darkpyre, so he was in a position to know.

      Alephander spoke up. “In addition to the dungeons carved from rock and the middle layers of the castle made from black ice, there are thirteen towers made out of iron, platinum, silver, mercury, and glass: these are the Mirror Towers. Each one has a different number of vertices. The Towers themselves are not cursed, nor were they built with Dark Magic. They were built with Time Magic. I know, because I helped build them, four centuries ago. Those towers are also sometimes used as prisons, but if Bethany’s Dreamwalk showed us the current situation, that is not where Kyrah is being held. I only mention the Mirror Towers in case Kyrah has been moved.

      “Everyone on the small team—except Bethany,” he darted a wry glance at her, but she shrugged it off, “has been to Izdarq before, and knows the Black Ice Fortress well. We will find Kyrah, free her, and return to Mundania before the Azir realize we were there. And on the way back, I will locate the safe in which the Portal is hidden, activate a special fail-safe spell I put in place a long time ago, and bring the safe back here.”

      “Right, that’s the plan,” said Owen. “The next part comes on the Full Moon, December 8. With the Portal here, in Dragon Mountain, all of us can easily go through. The advance team will let us know what to expect and give us further details about how to sabotage the ritual.”

      “What are the chances of doing that without getting caught?” asked Emperor Troy. He was one of the few Guardians with a military background. He frowned at the map of Izdarq.

      “Low.” Alephander steepled his fingers. “But it is our last chance. I want you all to realize that not everyone in this room may survive the upcoming battle. And not all of your loved ones may survive if they are in this or any of the other Seven Mortal Spheres. This is the last desperate stand, and our enemy has become much more powerful than we. They have every advantage. Having conquered four Elemental Spheres, already controlling Darkpyre, the realm of demons, and having boxed in the angels in Lighthaven, they have almost infinite armies to throw at us. We have only each other.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 1, Thursday afternoon

        Long Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado,

        Mundania

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      “I’m going to go,” said Bethany, exasperated with the human colonel. “I didn’t come here to argue with you, Dad, just to let you know.”

      “You mean to say goodbye in case you don’t come back,” Colonel Dilly, Bethany’s dad, replied. He crossed his arms. “Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter, Bethany. I know you’re heading out on a military mission. But you aren’t military. The whole reason I’m here is so that I can go in your place.”

      “No, you’re here for Thanksgiving, which is over, so you can go home now,” said Bethany.

      “Why do you think I insisted the family come here? I knew that lunatic husband of yours was going to try to drag you into war. Into an Elven War which has nothing to do with humans, by the way. A war which is none of our business!”

      “Unfortunately, the forces of the Dark Triad attacked us, Dad, so it’s become our business.”

      “I haven’t seen any attack,” he said stubbornly.

      “It was a secret attack.”

      “Ooooh.” He packed a teen’s worth of sarcasm into that statement. “A secret attack.”

      “I told you, the enemy took the Castle...”

      “The Castle that just issued an invitation to hundreds of members of the community to a Christmas Charity Ball on December 24? That Castle? Is the enemy holding a festive Charity Ball in the Magician’s name?”

      “Uh... no, Dad. We sent out the invitations because if we didn’t, everyone would know something was wrong.”

      “So the Magician is going to let hundreds of guests waltz into enemy controlled territory?”

      “Guess what, Dad, if we don’t stop the enemy by Winter Solstice, the entire Earth is going to be enemy controlled territory by December 24.”

      He set his lips in a thin line. His shoulders hunched forward as if he were about to charge the fifty-yard line. “If someone has to go, if they need a Null, it can be me. My nullification powers aren’t as strong as your, but they are strong enough. And I have combat training. You’re a civilian.”

      “Kyra is my best friend. I can’t just let her rot in a dungeon if I have the power to save her. I’ve broken people out of dungeons before, it’s easy-peasy. We go in and out and everything will be fine.”

      “If you can break out her of the dungeon, so can I.”

      “Sorry, dad, I know you have strong anti-magic. You’re a null and I am a null. But let’s face it, the dungeon was built by the Azir. Parts of their fortress were even built by the Magician. It’s pretty much immune to almost everything. I don’t think your nullification power is going to be enough to cancel out the spells.”

      “Bethany!” Desperate, her father pulled his last card. “You’re about to become a mother. You need to stay here and take care of yourself and your unborn child!” He exploded into volcanic decibels. “DO YOU WANT YOUR BABY TO DIE?”

      She flinched.

      Colonel Dilly struggled to regain control of his temper. His face remained scarlet, his veins throbbing. He asked again, but softly, “Do you want your baby to die, Bethany? Because I don’t. You have one job right now. And don’t give me any girl-power bullshit. Your girl-power, your ability to create life, is the greatest power in the universe. As your father, I’m expendable. As your husband, Alephander is expendable. But you know who’s not expendable, Bethany? You. Because that baby needs you. The creation and protection of new life is the only thing worth fighting for. It’s the most important job in the world!”

      “Aw, Dad.” Bethany hugged her father. “Nobody is expendable. I know you’re afraid. I’m afraid too. I wouldn’t go if I didn’t sense that somehow, for some reason, I need to go. Can you understand that? If I were flopping around like a narwhal on land, like in a normal pregnancy, I would agree with you, but the baby is safe and sound in a magical golden Dragon Egg. I’m like the Momma Penguin that laid the egg but now has to waddle to the sea to hunt. You be the Grandpa Penguin who says behind and sits on the egg. Protect my egg while I’m gone, okay?”

      Her father squeezed her tight, unable to reply in words. When he pulled back to salute her, she saw tears in his eyes. He hurried away. Bethany thought of all the times her father had turned away and locked away his heart rather than let himself cry in front of her. She had always wished he wouldn’t do that, growing up; she wanted him to share his emotions with her, but he wasn’t the sharing, sentimental type. Now, trying to lock down her own sobs, which wanted to wrench their way out of her gut, she understood for the first time what a strange gift his reserve could be, and the sacrifice it entailed.
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      RAZIEL

      
        
        December 1, Thursday, minutes to midnight

        First Quarter Moon

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        20 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Am I the traitor? Raziel wondered. Am I doing the right thing? Or have I once again misjudged and trusted the wrong person?

      Raziel stared at the small iron chest on the bureau. The chest was no larger than a shoe box, but the metal gleamed dull black. The clasp of the lock grinned like a malicious demon. Power radiated from the iron chest, power barely contained by all the enchantments and spells on the chest.

      Unconsciously, he rubbed the spot beneath his ribs where Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords, had stabbed him on Halloween night. Was he doing this for the right reason, or did he simply want revenge on the man who had raped and tormented the woman Raziel loved? Raziel had hated Belliqas even when Raziel thought the man was a legitimate rival. Knowing that Belliqas had used Trudie against her wishes and helped his equally vile wife enslave and torture Trudie for years... Raziel couldn’t think on that without filling with rage.

      But if I am only motivated by revenge, surely I will fail, he thought. My rage makes me to easy to manipulate.

      The iron chest seemed to mock him. Raziel debated himself. It wasn’t too late to refuse this dubious gift, this secret, this burden.... But to whom could he explain what he had already done? How could he back out now? Could he simply go to Alephander...

      No. If Raziel couldn’t trust himself, he certainly couldn’t trust his judgement of Alephander. He’d have to trust in the Light.

      I should have died when Belliqas stabbed me and kicked me off the Tower. Why did the Light let me live? Surely it must have been to do good, not evil. But what if I still do not know how to choose wisely?

      From the hallway, Trudie called, “Raziel? Are you ready?”

      He had sworn to keep no more secrets from his soulmate, but this was one last secret Raziel had to keep. If he had judged wrongly... if his next step was not a mark of loyal opposition but of pure treason... he had to keep her out of it.

      If he had misjudged, he prayed the Light would strike him down. He would bear his second damnation on his own.

      Raziel snapped his fingers, sweeping the iron chest into the ether, where only he would know it existed and from whence only he could retrieve it.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 2, Friday, just past midnight

        First Quarter Moon

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Although officially December was the first month of winter, as a mountain town well over 8,000 feet above sea level, Arcana Glen was already firmly nestled into the bosom of winter. The light snow had fallen overnight and so everything was blanketed in white. The powder was crisp and crystalline. It sparkled.

      As far as the mundane citizens were concerned, it was an ordinary night. Even most of the magical beings in Arcana Glen thought that the events on Halloween had been part of some kind of celebration, an elaborate costume party. Most of the Guardians had ordinary jobs in the town, but during most of November, when they had been hunkered down in the Dragon Palace under a mountain, they had contacted their coworkers with the usual kinds of excuses about why they couldn’t come in. Bethany had the strange sensation of driving through Main Street in the early hours of the morning as people either slept or started to prepare for the day totally unaware of the traumatic events unfolding around them.

      I used to have no idea what was going on either, she thought. She felt a wave of protectiveness for her younger, more naïve self and wondered what that Bethany would think about what was going on today. One year ago, last December, she had not yet met Alephander. She worked for his company and had seen him perform his stage show many times, but he was as far away from her socially as the President of Tanzania. She wouldn’t have been able to imagine that she would marry a billionaire, never mind an actual honest to goodness wizard, nor that she would be expecting her first child through a secret magical form of surrogacy involving a Dragon Egg.

      They passed all familiar places shops and homes. Warm affection surged through her heart, protectiveness toward all these people All the people she knew, and all the others like them in little towns that she would never know, but were certainly just as darling, all the people going about their lives in big cities, all depending on the Guardians to protect them from invasion from other Spheres, although they did not even know it. Armageddon was around the corner on this ordinary night.

      Across the river from the Castle rose like a fairytale over the sleepy town. No matter what angle you came from, the Castle always appeared like a surprise. One simply did not expect to find a medieval castle in the middle of the Colorado Rocky Mountains. However, the tall stone towers and parapets looked right sitting on the craggy peaks, against the backdrop of crystal blue lakes and forests of aspen and spruce and pine.

      The enemy had taken the Magician’s Castle because it had a permanent Portal that could reach any of the other Spheres in the Tree of Worlds. The enemy couldn’t use that Portal directly—only Guardians could enter it—but by occupying the Castle, the Azir could deny the Guardians access.

      The only way to travel between Spheres without a Portal was on certain days of the year, when two Spheres aligned and the veil between those two worlds thinned. Bethany still remembered the unexpected attack on Halloween, when an army of Winter Elves leading Goblins had burst through the veil, into the Mundane Sphere, from Autumndelle, which aligned with Mundania on certain nights in autumn. Bethany had never believed until then that anyone could take Alephander by surprise. And yet the enemy had bushwhacked him and stolen his own home out from under him.

      Was that why he had shut her out lately? It had started before Halloween, but the schism between them had definitely grown wider since then. Was Alephander feeling guilty? Anyone else would have said that the austere Magician did not experience such emotions, but Bethany knew better. He wanted everyone to think he was above the ordinary petty concerns of a normal man, but Bethany knew that under his frosty exterior was a caring, vulnerable man with just as much heart as anyone. He had learned long ago to hide his heart, but she had seen it and knew that he was full of light and deep love.

      But now he shut me out again, she thought. I thought he had finally learned to let me in. Their marriage of convenience had become a marriage of love. A year later, things were worse than they had been on the strange wedding day in January last year.
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        * * *

      

      RAZIEL

      
        
        Friday, December 2

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      In the backseat of the Aston Martin DBX, Raziel squeezed the hand of the woman next to him. The woman he loved wore the face she had when he first met her; the face he knew now belonged to a monster. As a Changeling, Trudie Hill could take the form of any person in the Seven Spheres. That was already a rare enough talent. What set her above and beyond other Changelings was that in addition to her ability to take the form of another being, she acquired that person’s magical abilities at the same time.

      For decades, as the nanny for the Court of Swords, Trudie had actually passed herself off as Queen Sabriel. The deception had been Sabriel’s idea, a way for the real Sabriel to hide how little time she actually spent with her husband and children. In retrospect, Raziel realized that the real Sabriel must have spent some of her time on Earth, because she was the one who had arranged the infiltration of the human military program originally designed to fight monsters. She must have also spent time in Darkpyre, studying magic with demons. That was how she and her husband, Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords had established an alliance with Xin Glug’ulgros King of Gluttony, helping him to dominate the other demon kings until he became the master. That was the origins of the Dark Triad.

      Sabriel had not only been the queen of her realm but recognized as the High Priestess, the Seeress, Guardian of one of the most powerful and elusive pathways on the Tree of Worlds. After her supposed death, a new Guardian had even been called to power, something that should not have happened if the original Guardian was alive. There was no doubt that the Temple of the Guardians had accepted Kyrah. Sabriel had even appeared as a spirit to Kyrah, seemingly endorsing her replacement.

      Raziel suspected that even the Magician did not know yet how Sabriel had pulled off that trick, never mind the little matter of surviving the Massacre itself.

      “I still think this is a trap,” Raziel said out loud.

      Alephander pulled the Aston Martin into the parking lot of the Castle, as if they were perfectly ordinary visitors. They climbed out of the car. Alephander opened the front door for his wife, and Raziel opened the door for Trudie, both men falling back on etiquette of more genteel time; both men had been on earth for centuries. 

      “Sabriel knows that you will come for Kyrah,” Raziel argued. “She must be expecting us. We shouldn’t run after her like mice after cheese.”

      “She won’t be expecting us to snatch the girl straight out of her own castle dungeon,” insisted Alephander. “Belliqas will be busy planning the rest of his invasion. He only has until Winter Solstice to complete the Seven Towers and launch his attack against the rest of the world. You forget that to him earth is only a steppingstone to what he really wants: the Immortal Spheres. He hasn’t even conquered Lighthaven yet, because he thinks he can skip over the sphere of Seraphs and go directly to the Last Home.” 

      Raziel shook his head, still worried, but he had only just given his word of honor to serve as a Guardian last week. It was a little bit soon to be rebelling against the chain of command. To the other Guardians, he was still the low man on the totem pole, the one they trusted the least. Before her capture, Kyrah had received a prophecy that a Guardian who would commit treason. To most of the other Guardians, Raziel, the fallen Angel, was the obvious suspect.

      He wanted to assure them it would never happen, but he could not promise that. After all, he had already betrayed his people once, in a desperate attempt to save the woman he loved. He looked over at Trudie, looking tall and beautiful and impervious in the body of the Winter Elf sorceress Sabriel.

      If given the choice, would he betray everything all over again to keep her safe? Would she do the same for him?

      They had only renewed their love for each other after being torn apart and confused for so long. To lose her now… And yet she had begged him, and he had begged her not to betray the cause of Light. If they each held fast to what was right, he was confident that their souls would be together in eternity—even if they fell in battle against the enemy. If they gave in to fear, the enemy would be able to manipulate them, just as before, and they would be forever damned.

      And then there was the iron chest. It weighed Raziel down as if he wore it like a chain around his neck. What if I am wrong? What if Alephander is wrong? What if this is all a mistake?
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        Friday, December 2, dark hours before dawn

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      They entered the Castle through one of the service garages is in the lower floors and Alephander quickly led them to a secret stairway that went all the way up into the tower where the Portal was disguised as a giant bank safe. They did not encounter a single enemy, or indeed anyone else. Bethany couldn’t believe how easy this was. Raziel and Trudie looked unhappy; the fact that everything was going so smoothly only made them more nervous this was a trap. But Alephander’s confidence never wavered. Bethany trusted him. He must have used magic to figure out the perfect time to sneak into the Castle.

      Alephander paused before he opened to the safe. He looked at each of them. He did not speak, but he was silently reminding them of what he had told them before they drove here.

      Of the four of them, only Bethany had never been to Winterdom. She knew the laws of physics worked much differently in that magical realm. Instead of an ordinary planet, the fragments of continents careened through a magical storm filled with knives, daggers, swords, and scimitars. It was known as the Storm of Swords, the remnants of a Doomsday spell that had shattered the entire Sphere. The floating continents were called Shards. Each one was an independent kingdom, nominally ruled by Aziraq, the Kingdom of the Winter Elves, the Azir.

      There was no need to speak of this as Alephander opened to the portal. They had gone over it before they came on the mission. Raziel held his hand out to Trudie, and she took it. They stepped hand in hand into the tunnel.

      Alephander cast Bethany one inscrutable glance right before they entered, but when she held her own hand, he didn’t take it. He stepped into the tunnel and strode ahead of her.

      Swallowing her hurt, she stepped through the tunnel into another universe.
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        * * *

      

      RAZIEL

      
        
        Friday, December 2, dark before dawn

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      They passed through a tunnel of light but emerged into an ordinary corridor with heavy iron doors on either side. This was obviously the prison section of the fortress. The Magician walked without hesitation toward his goal. He used magic to force open a particular iron door, which led into a large room, the size of a warehouse, lined on either side with iron bared prison cells.

      Only one cell was occupied. A young woman rose to her feet and grabbed the bars, staring at them with astonishment and hope. Raziel almost didn’t recognize Kyrah. She had grown thin and pale in the short time she’d been held prisoner. However, she didn’t seem to be scarred or injured.

      “Kyrah!” Bethany cried. She ran to her friend. “Quick, Alephander, open the door!”

      The cold gusts of a winter blizzard swept through the hallway so hard that Bethany was knocked to the flagstones. Raziel grabbed Trudie so that she did not fall. He braced himself against the wind, his wings snapping out automatically to counter the blizzard forces with powerful flaps that created a counter wind around him and Trudie.

      Alephander also stood his ground. He didn’t look surprised to see Belliqas Izbognir, the King of Swords, but then again with Alephander you could never tell. The Magician stood in front of Bethany, holding up a shield of blue light that forced the wind to go around them as if around a bubble.

      King Belliqas had not entered the prison alone. Dozens of Azir soldiers jogged into the room. All of them held up their left hand, ready to launch magical attacks. In the other hand, they gripped their swords. The Elf warriors were muscular but tall and slender. Behind them was a row of other men who were shorter but even more broad across the chest. Their bearded, animalistic faces and clawed hands suggested they hadn’t completely assumed their human forms. They were White Wolf Shifters, who could either fight in man-form or as wolves.

      “What a surprise,” Raziel muttered. “The King of Swords was expecting us.”

      Trudie had come along for just set a set of circumstances. Tall, pale skinned, pointed-eared, with a cascade of midnight hair and a scarlet dress, she looked every inch the Winter Queen.

      “Destroy them, my love!” she said haughtily to the King of Swords, pointing at the other Guardians.

      However, their gambit failed.

      Clap. Clap. Clap.

      Belliqas clapped her hands together slowly, sarcastically.

      “Brava, my dear,” sneered Belliqas. “But Torqanel already warned us that you survived.”

      He lifted his sword and brought it down against her neck. Raziel had only seconds to act before she died. Raziel launched a ball of angelfire, which worked across the room like ball lightning and blasted King Belliqas in the chest. Trudie, using her own lightning, with Sabriel’s magic, also blasted him.

      Belliqas escaped both blows by leaping into the air on a lift of Elemental Wind. He laughed in delight. He launched himself through the air at Raziel.

      Raziel spread his wings, leaping to meet him in midair, his own sword springing into his hands from the ether, bathed in angelfire.

      The two swords clashed. Dark magic sizzled against angelfire as steel kissed steel.

      Their blades clashed; they circled each other in the air. Belliqas, no angel, flew as well as any demon because of his perfect control over his element. Below, his minions kept the other three Guardians distracted with wave attacks, using sheer numbers to surround each of them in a knot of warriors. Bethany was essentially helpless physically, so Alephander had to defend her as well as himself. Trudie wielded Sabriel’s magic.

      Still spinning in the air, Belliqas pulled out a dagger with his left hand, while his right wove a net of flashing steel.

      “Raziel!” shouted Kyrah. “Watch out! Belliqas has a Null knife!”

      Raziel couldn’t acknowledge the warning, but he didn’t let either of Belliqas’s blades land.

      However, Raziel underestimated the Dark Adept of Elemental Wind. A blade that was not in his hands at all flew into the room of its own accord, screeching with a cursed voice. It drove itself into Raziel’s back.

      Raziel collapsed to the floor as the Null blade severed him from his magic.

      Laughing again, Belliqas dropped to the floor and kicked Raziel in the face with a steel cleat boot. Belliqas swung his sword toward Raziel’s neck to deliver the coup de grace.

      Raziel reached behind him and yanked out the knife, rolling out of the way just in time to avoid the blow.

      Magic surged back into his body along with all the rage he’d built up. Maybe revenge was not such a bad thing.

      “I am a Nemesis!” Raziel roared as he spread his wings and drew angelfire into an orb in his hands. “I AM YOUR NEMISIS!”

      Raziel shoved the orb of angelfire into the empty spot where Belliqas had a heart, the core of his soul, but the shell of a soul had absorbed so much darkness over the centuries that it had shriveled up like a raison.

      Over the years King Belliqas had absorbed a ludicrous amount of Dark Magic. His whole body sizzled with it; he was practically made of it. The Dark Magic was supposed to shield him from any attack, but the angelfire that Raziel had injected into him overwhelmed his defenses. The Dark Elf King’s shield cracked open like an egg and the angelfire poured in like magma from an exploding volcano. When the angelfire touched the aura of dark magic that sparked and sizzled around the body of the King of Swords, it was like a meeting of matter and antimatter.

      The entire room rocked with the explosion. Not only the King of Swords, but dozens of Elves and Wolves around him vaporized. 

      The Magician expanded the bubble of his shield to protect Kyrah in her cell as well as himself, Bethany, Raziel and Trudie. The Magician even protected the majority of Elves and wolf soldiers, excluding only those who were the closest minions of the king, who also had stood around him in a defensive formation as his bodyguards.

      When the light and heat faded, the soldiers who remained alive looked shocked to have survived the blast.

      Alephander flashed Raziel a sardonic smile. ”I see that the Light has fully restored your angelic abilities,” he said. “Maybe even given you a power up.”

      Raziel could only nod, shocked by his own power.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Bethany. “You still have to open the door to Kyrah’s cell. I don’t think the other soldiers will give us any trouble; they look like they want to pee their pants.”

      The brief expression of camaraderie on Alephander’s face disappeared. He turned back into a cold and hard man, impossible to read. He was all business now. He made a gesture that snickered open the door to the cell, but when Kyrah moved to exit the cell, he held up a hand in a stopping motion.

      “Wait,” he said. “I think there’s a booby trap. Raziel, Trudie, before Kyrah comes out, would you please go inside the cell and check the corners? It’s probably hidden by some kind of spell, but you might be able to uncover it and disarm it before we set it off inadvertently. If I’m right, as soon as Kyrah leaves the cell, the trap will spring. It could make the explosion we just saw look like a Fourth of July firecracker compared to a nuke.”

      Raziel and Trudie enter the cell and carefully explored the corners for hidden magic, but there was nothing there.

      Behind them the door clanged shut and the lock snicked back into position.

      Raziel and Kyrah exchanged a glance. They both knew exactly what had happened. Trudie still looked confused.

      “Too easy,” Alephander chuckled.  

      Bethany still stood outside the cell. Several of the Elven warriors ran to her and grabbed her physically. Her only magic was anti-magic, the ability to undo any spell. However, she was as helpless as an ordinary human woman when it came to being manhandled physically.

      “Don’t worry, Bethany,” said Alephander. “You are not going to have to share a cell with them. Since you insisted on coming along, against my advice, you will be my prisoner as well, but since you’re my wife, I can’t have you loitering about a dirty dungeon. You’ll get one of the Captive Bride Suites. Appropriate, isn’t it?”

      Bethany looked bewildered. She was so confused about what had just happened that she didn’t even look upset, only puzzled. But Raziel heard Trudie gasp. She’d figured it out. Kyrah pressed her lips together grimly. The three of them now understood the depth of the betrayal they had just suffered.

      Their own leader, the most power wizard of them all, was the prophesied traitor.
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 2

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      What the heck is Alephander up to? Bethany wondered. She could tell that Raziel and Trudie, and even Kyrah, were convinced that he had betrayed them, but Bethany refused to believe that. He must be up to something. That was super obvious.

      Right?

      Two more people entered the dungeon. One was enormously fat and hideously ugly, with a face like a swine, wings like a cockroach, and a belly like an elephant. He was Xin Glug’ulgros, the Demon King of Gluttony. The other person was identical to Trudie in her current form: tall, imperious, regal, utterly beautiful and completely evil. It was the real Sabriel, Queen of Swords.

      “Torqanel is not going to like that you killed his father,” Sabriel remarked, directly to Alephander, although it was Raziel who had killed Belliqas. Sabriel’s tone made it clear that she herself was indifferent to his demise. Nice, thought Bethany sarcastically.

      “You were working with him all along, Alephander!” Raziel accused. “No wonder you weren’t worried about us walking into a trap. You set the trap!”

      Raziel, Bethany wanted to shout, you can’t believe that, can you?

      Raziel leaped toward Alephander, rattling the bars. His black wings snapped behind him, hissing with dark sparks. Oh, yeah, Raziel had fallen for the trick hard. Unless he was in on it.

      Or unless Alephander really had betrayed them all.

      No way. Alephander changed.

      “Of course, Angel,” sneered Alephander. “Did you really think that I had changed my mind about becoming the ruler of the Tree of Worlds after five hundred years of striving for nothing else…” He glanced at Bethany contemptuously, “Just because I got married? On the contrary. It was because I realized there were two other magic users as powerful as myself striving for the same thing. Eventually one of us will have to be supreme, but in the meantime, it made more sense to work together.”

      Glug’ulgros growled. “You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “You were supposed to deliver the Fallen Angel to us with his eyes gouged out, his wings torn off and his ears weeping blood!” bellowed Glug’ulgros. “Instead, you let him kill Belliqas! You did nothing to stop it!”

      “Why would I? I planned to kill the elf myself,” Alephander admitted with a shrug. “It was kind of you to do it for me, Raziel,” he added mockingly.

      “Ah, Alephander, how typically efficient of you,” Sabriel cooed, amused. “I see that you disposed of the question of whether there is room for you in the Dark Triad easily enough. You, are of course, now elevated to the third position since we must have three for the ritual.”

      “Are you going to reward him for killing Belliqas?” sputtered Glug’ulgros.

      “Oh, please, spare me your baby tears,” scoffed Alephander. “You two would not take me seriously until I showed I had a power base that you could not defeat alone. Now I am once again in complete control of the Council of the Guardians. I told you I could hand all of them to you on a silver platter, and I shall. I have delivered two of them to you already.”

      The Queen of Swords glanced at Bethany. “Don’t you mean to say—three of them.”

      “Bethany remains my own personal property,” he snapped.

      Ha! Take that, snow slut and pig-face! Bethany thought triumphantly. He still wants to protect me! I’m his true love!

      “And I’m keeping the Changeling for the same reason,” Alephander said. “Both of them are living weapons, and I would be a fool to let either of you control them. They are my personal property.”

      Okaaaaay. That did sound like a convincing Bad Reason to keep Bethany and Trudie,  for reasons that had nothing to do with love.

      Wow, Alephander was really good at this.

      “That’s not fair,” whined Glug’ulgros. “The Guardians were supposed to be prisoners shared by all three of us. You don’t get to have personal prisoners!”

      “We will make it more even,” said Alephander. “Each of us can pick two prisoners to keep as our own personal toys. The rest we share.”

      The other two arcanes agreed to this, the Demon of Gluttony looking at Raziel as if he were a dessert and the queen looking at Kyrah like a cat who wanted to play with a mouse. Honestly, Bethany thought, these were supposed to be super powerful evil beings and they were bickering like teenagers over who had called shotgun for the ride with dad. It was hard for her to take the situation seriously if they were going to act like that.

      In fact, she couldn’t work up the level of fear that Raziel and Trudie both obviously felt, even as they struggled to hide their emotions. All of this was just a trick, not on her of course. but on the enemy. Bethany wanted to blurt out her confidence that Alephander wasn’t really turning on her, but that would give the game away. That was the kind of stupid thing she did that made everyone always roll their eyes at her. So she played it smart and cool. She crossed her arms and tried to look mad.

      It helped a lot when the elf guards bound her wrists behind her back and shoved her roughly in front of them. They didn’t know that Alephander was only acting, so they were being real jerks.

      Alephander followed them and supervised when the guards dragged her up the icy stairs of the icy castle. They shoved her into a room which reminded her a lot of the room in the towers of Arcana Glen. It wasn’t quite round, like those towers were, but it was almost round. It had twelve sides. What was that shape called? A dodecagon. Alephander was always drawing funny geometric shapes for his spells, and she’d finally used a children’s picture book to get up to speed on what each one was called so that she didn’t keep pointing to them and calling them ‘this thingy and that thingy.’ 

      This room wasn’t made out of blocks of ice. Although it was still cold, it was covered with thick carpet, so the cold didn’t seep through the soles of her shoes like in the dungeons. There was a huge divan in the center of the room, which was also twelve-sided, so it almost looked more like a soft stage. Twelve posts held up a canopy and everything was richly embroidered and made of silk or velvet or fur.

      There were also a few couches and chairs and tables in the room, all clustered in the center of the large space. No furniture sat adjacent to the walls, for a good reason. Each of the twelve walls was mounted with a floor to ceiling mirror. Even the big heavy wooden door had a mirror hung on it. Twelve walls, twelve mirrors.

      “You are dismissed,” Alephander told the guards. “Unbind her hands. She can’t leave this room once she is locked up.”

      As soon as the two of them were alone, Bethany hissed, “You may be fooling everyone else but you’re not fooling me.”

      He stared at her without speaking. The only sign he felt anything at all for her was the light in his eyes, which flickered over her, unable to gaze away. He was ridiculously handsome, even with that stone cold expression, and she was reminded of the first weeks of their marriage when he was still under a vow of silence. Once again, he was shutting her out completely. She told herself that it was just a trick, he was doing this to protect her. Alephander had warned the Guardians that the forces of Winter would launch their attack on Arcana Glen on the Winter Solstice. He’d also made it clear that the casualties would be high. Probably this was his misguided attempt to protect her.

      But when he left and locked the door behind him, she began to tremble. A tiny, nasty worm of doubt twisted inside her belly.

      What if she was the biggest fool of all?
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      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 2

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        19 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Before they released Trudie from the cell, they took her shoes.

      Only Alephander and Raziel knew that was the way to disarm her. Raziel hadn’t told them. Alephander truly was the traitor. He wasn’t faking it.

      Trudie knew the palace well, so when she was taken to a tower in the east wing, she knew that she would be trapped in one of the mirror rooms

      These towers had been built separately from the rest of the Palace, and they were not built with trapped souls in ice blocks. Nor were the mirrors like many of the magic mirrors in Winterdom, trapping the souls of arcanes to be used as spies.

      A completely different philosophy of design had gone into the construction of the mirror towers. In a sense they served the more traditional role of a mirror: self-reflection. The mirrors could show you your Past Self. They were portals into the Blessed Sphere of Memoria, the Realm of Time and Memory. They did not show you as you remembered yourself, so they weren’t simply another form of your current self. They showed you as you really had been, including your thoughts and feelings and attitudes from that period of your life.

      It was powerful magic but not Dark Magic like so much of what was used in the Black Ice Fortress. Trudie had heard the rumor that the Magician himself had designed these towers, but never known whether to give credence to the legend until he had confirmed it. Now that she knew he had once been in love with or at least had an affair with the Sabriel, Trudie understood why he might have spent so much time in the land of Winterdom, designing a palace for a woman he thought he loved.

      Or maybe he was no different than the Queen of Swords. Maybe all Alephander had ever loved was power. Maybe the Mirror Towers, although not built using Dark Magic, were only another sign of Alephander’s essential narcissism.

      Trudie had trusted Alephander Guiscard when she should’ve known better. He had turned out to be only another one in the long line of people who betrayed her. She had given him the power to destroy her.

      But she couldn’t make herself regret what had happened. If telling the Magician the truth, revealing her secret to him was what was necessary to also finally reveal the truth to Raziel, then she wouldn’t have changed what she had done. Trudie and Raziel had known when they went on this mission that they might not survive it. But they were married now; their souls were bound for eternity. Not even the dark powers of Winterdom could take that bond away from them.

      She was locked in the Decagon, the Tower of Ten Mirrors. Why had her captors decided to taunt her with the decades of her life? Were they really so curious to know what happened to her? What information were they seeking about her that they didn’t already know? They knew she needed shoes to shift faces. What else did they care about?

      Although these mirrors may have been created for self-reflection, she assumed that her captors were watching everything, studying her like a bug in a terrarium, seeking to find better ways to use her powers for their own benefit. In the land of Winterdom, a mirror was never a private thing. Someone was always watching you.

      At first, as the mirrors calibrated themselves to her soul, filtering through the memories stored in her heart to reflect, she saw only her current self. Her body. Her feet were bare, but in addition to that, the magic of the room kept her from using any magic. It was like touching a Null. As long as she was trapped in a tower, Trudie would not be able to use any of her Changeling tricks; she could not summon shoes from the ether, and even if she could, she would not be able to change her form.

      It was a true prison, this room. A prison designed to hold powerful magic users and to extract information from them. She had never been imprisoned her, but she knew the rumors.

      The first mirror flickered to life like a television. She saw herself from the outside, as if watching a movie about her life. Each of the ten mirrors showed a decade of her century of life. Like a Victorian novel, the movie in the first mirror started with her conception and birth.

      Growing up, Trudie had always assumed that her birth parents abandoned her. Her adoptive human father showed up with her one day and her adoptive human mother accepted Trudie as her own. Later, Trudie found out that other arcanes existed, including other Changelings.

      It was true of other Changelings. Changelings could be born to any other arcane tribe. They looked like their parents and siblings until they discovered the way to change—usually it involved murder, even cannibalism. Some of them seemed born with the urge to kill in order to change. Their parents, understandably horrified, killed such infants outright, or left them to die.

      Trudie had simply assumed her own parents discovered what she was and left her in Mundania, where her human parents found her.

      Now she discovered that she everything she assumed was wrong.

      She saw things about her creation that she could not possibly have remembered.

      She saw herself as a fetus floating in a tube of vicious green goo in a Transylvanian castle in Europe. Other test tubes, with other victims, ranging from fetuses like herself to full grown men, lined the wall of the castle laboratory. A map on the wall of the laboratory helpfully identified the location of the castle. A calendar identified the date as January 1922.

      Elven and human scientists worked together, in secret, experimenting on living captives. They all served a woman they referred to only in fretful whispers as “the Countess.”

      Countess Dracula? Trudie wondered. Doctor Frankenstein? What kind of crazy, secret history was this?

      The scientists, if they could be called that, forced the captives to shift forms; all the prisoners were Changelings. The pseudoscientists cut them up, vivisected them and dissected them, injected them, and drew fluids from them. Then some of these fluids were pumped into the test tube where her fetus floated.

      Trudie was shocked.

      Did they... did they make me into a Changeling?

      She saw her minuscule, strangely-formed body growing larger, yet stranger, until it resembled a baby, although nothing like any ordinary baby. She had not been manually sewn together like the Frankenstein monster, yet the mishmash nature of her body increased with each injection the pseudoscientists added to the fluid. Her fetus was a chemically induced chimera, a manufactured mutant.

      Only once in the mirror’s moving images did the Countess herself appear. She was a beauty in a smart red suit and a veiled black hat, with pale skin, red lips, high heels.

      Trudie gasped. The ‘Countess’ was Sabriel.

      The elves and men scrambled to show her their progress. They pointed to their best specimens in the tubes. Sabriel saw the fetus that would become Trudie, but the Elf Queen at that time was more impressed with the muscular male specimens in other tubes. She also looked at Planarian worms under a microscope. She cast a spell on one, to enlarge the flatworm to the size of a dog. It looked like an ugly brown slimy rug. Sabriel was fascinated with the way that it could be cut up and regrown into new worms.

      However, overall she wasn’t satisfied with the research in the laboratory. All of the elves and men were relieved when she left them alone to their work.

      The fetus grew and months on the laboratory calendar were ripped from the chart on the wall. The month advanced to November, 1922.

      She saw three human thieves, one American, one French and one German, break into the castle. She recognized her father, looking much younger and more handsome than she remembered. My goodness, he was dashing in those days, was he? He had a charming smile and charming manner that came across even in the silent movie showing him breaking into a castle.

      She could see his devil-may-care attitude as he strolled through the bizarre steampunk laboratory. He paused in front of the line of vats, glass cylinders large enough to hold a big man. Most of the vats held muscular titans.

      However, one of the vats held a tiny baby. That must be me! Trudie could see the moment that his heart went out to her. She could see the moment of decision in his eyes when he decided not to steal her but to save her.

      Tears streamed down her face as she watched now. It was so easy to look back on her life and reflect on all the things that had gone wrong, all the people who had used her and abused her trust. Hadn’t she just been doing that when she was thrown into this prison? And yet here, at the start of her life when she needed it most, someone reached out to her and loved her. Unconditionally.

      The first decade of her life, she was struck by a how different her adopted family was from the cold elves of Winterdom. It wasn’t that her parents were perfect. When they got into fights, there was screaming and shouting and objects thrown across the room. It was a drop-down, no-holds-barred brawl. But when they made up, the feelings were just as warm, and the love was real. They fought passionately and held onto each other just as passionately.

      She saw herself becoming a variety of little girls, and also older people, for that was when she discovered that she could become the age of whoever’s shoes she wore. Again, her parents could’ve taken advantage of that talent in ugly ways, but that never even occurred to them. They preferred to give her the shoes of girls her own age, rightly assuming those would be the easiest roles for her to play. Their main goal in those early days was not to use her talents, but to hide them. They both knew how important it was to pass as normal. Although they taught her, in a sense, to reject a part of herself, they did it to protect her. They did it the same way they hide part of themselves from the world.

      It was a lesson that had cost her dearly in her life, and yet perhaps it was also what had saved her life. She couldn’t pass any judgment on them. She had done no better when she had become a mother.

      The first mirror went dark after she turned ten. The second mirror came to life.

      The next decade, Trudie watched herself become a teenager. She cringed to see the things she said to her parents, the things she did. All teenagers had a difficult time, and for all it was a search for identity, but in her case that was compounded by her genuine confusion about who she was and who she was meant to be. She had learned by accident during a trip to a mundane doctor that she was unable to ever have children, biological children, of her own. That was a loss she had to face at twelve. Unlike other women, she didn’t have a moon cycle, but at twelve she would have she cried herself to sleep for months in a row because of the loss of what other girls her age were complaining about.

      And before she had a chance to answer those questions on her own, she saw herself being kidnapped by the Queen of Swords and taken to a terrible land of enchantment.

      My capture was no accident, Trudie realized. Sabriel knew one of her experiments had escaped. She was hunting me.

      Her third, fourth, and fifth decades were spent here, in the land of endless winter. She became a woman, first through violence and then through love. She became a mother. Taking Sabriel’s form at the behest of her mistress, Trudie mothered the innocent children of Belliqas and Sabriel—Torqanel, Reylanna, Vamenor and Ziratris; as well as Belliqas’ by-blows, Darcassan, Jorildyn, Jonik, Taredd, and Ishael.

      What she had thought she would never have when she was twelve, the Light found a way to give her.

      But did she deserve it? Had she been a good steward of the little precious lives entrusted to her care? No. She had let them down. She had betrayed their trust in the end, leaving them at the mercy of monsters.

      She watched her exile back to earth and the sixth decade of her life. And then, boring decades followed in which the mirrors only showed her as a little porcelain rat on a shelf with other enchanted objects, forgotten and unmourned.

      Even in the final mirror, showing her tenth decade, mostly nothing happened in her life except enduring the curse.

      It was humbling to see her whole life in ten panels, flickering like a silent film of her youth. It was in full color, and yet she felt gray watching it, thinking: In the end, I didn’t amount to much. I couldn’t help the people I loved.
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        * * *

      

      AARESH

      
        
        December 5, Monday

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        16 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Aaresh Raj, powerful Lion Shifter and professor of English Literature, had not expected to return to work today.

      Normally, he loved teaching at Arcana Academy, the private elementary through high school for children with magic. Today, he felt antsy. Even though he had finally mastered the human form after a traumatic childhood that had left him unable to do so for many years, he wished he could shift into his lion. Every muscle coiled up, ready to spring into action at the least shadow or scuffle. His lion was as large as an African elephant, so it wouldn’t be wise to shift unless the attack was real. The last thing he needed to do was accidentally maul a fifth grader. 

      Originally the Magician had told the Guardians to expect the Enemy to attack on the Full Moon. However, after leaving on a secret mission with the Fool and the two newest Guardians, Judgment and World, the Magician had returned alone and assured the Guardians the Enemy wouldn’t attack after all. As usual, Alephander kept his cards close to his chest and didn’t explain how he knew or what the other Guardians were doing now. Aaresh and the others had to simply trust that the most powerful wizard in the Seven Spheres knew what he was doing. 

      Aaresh’s life experience of being captured and experimented on since he was a cub shifter had not made it easy for him to trust. Something was off, but Aaresh didn’t know what.

      His beautiful mate, Dahlia, the Moon Guardian, had asked him gently if Aaresh didn’t just hunger for revenge. And it was true—a part of Aaresh had hoped that today would be the day the Guardians could finally lead an open, full-out assault against CADABRA Laboratory, the secret facility hidden in what had originally been an innocent human military base underground, just outside of Arcana Glen. Dark forces—the Azir and their demon allies—had infiltrated the human operation and twisted it to use it as a base for their own purposes. The Azir had built a secret, illegal portal there, a permanent gate between the Mundane Sphere and Winterdom. The Azir allowed human scientists to experiment on Shifters in gruesome, unspeakable ways. Aaresh and his sister Moxie had been two of their living experiments.

      Yes, Aaresh longed to cleanse the world of that nest of evil. Today, he should have had his chance. Although Aaresh knew that some of the shifters he might be fighting had been tortured and cursed into serving masters they hated, Aaresh knew the evil must be stopped. Instead, he was lecturing seventh graders about Achilles’ rivalry with Hector, the doomed love of Troy for Helen, the Trojan Horse, a simple trick that ended a ten-year war…. Throughout the day, he struggled to keep his focus. It wasn’t easy, not only because the kids were squirrelly after a month of substitute teachers, but because Aaresh kept wondering if it was a mistake to be here at all. Here he was teaching students about the Iliad, a classic epic about another ten-year war, while totally distracted by the current conflict, the ten-year war that threatened the Seven Spheres.

      The Academy was busy with preparation for the Winter Solstice, December 21. As the shortest day of the year, it wasn’t a great time for Aaresh, whose power was tied to the sun. It was also a favored time for those who cavorted with dark powers to perform blood sacrifices and other rituals of pain, abuse, and degradation. 

      Yet since leaving the laboratory, Aaresh had learned that Winter Solstice didn’t have to be used for evil magic. It was also an important holiday for the good Witches, Fairies and other tribes of Elves besides the Azir. To the Summer Elves, who used Fire and Sun magic like Aaresh, Winter Solstice was as important as Summer Solstice, although for different reasons. They saw it as an important time to renew spells of protection and blessing.

      “Are you going to help us with the party, Mr. Raj?” asked one of his students after the lunch bell rang.

      “Sure am,” he replied. He tried to sound sunny.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 6, Tuesday

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        15 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany paced the Dodecagon. Her strange, beautiful prison reflected back twelve images of herself, reflections, and reflections of reflections. All the magic mirrors used by evil queens in the fairytales must have been inspired by the Azir. They loved mirrors as much as ice and used variants of mirror magic for many things.

      “It’s been a week,” Bethany complained to her reflection in the mirror. “In fact, it’s been over a week, and no one has come to visit me except the elf who brings my food. I am so sick and tired of being alone that I’m talking to myself.”

      “I know,” replied the Bethany in the mirror, “You’re sounding like a crazy woman. Plus, you can’t count. It’s been only five days, you numbskull.”

      “Great,” said Bethany, “now I’m going so crazy that I think my mirror image is talking back to me.”

      “I am talking back to you, idiot!” The Bethany in the mirror put her hands on her hips, even though Bethany herself, the real Bethany, had her arms crossed. “I am your past self. You might not have noticed but this is a magic mirror. Didn’t you wonder why there are names of the months of the year over each mirror on each of the twelve different walls? That’s because the mirror shows your past self from that month in the last year.”

      “What month are you?”

      “April. I’m finally getting the hang of this marriage thing. And the baby thing. I got admit I didn’t expect the marriage thing and the baby thing to happen so close together. And then there’s a magic thing. Or I guess in my case the anti-magic thing. I think I’m finally getting a hang of that too.”

      “Well, you’re deluding yourself, April-Bethany,” said Now-Bethany. “You’re not getting the hang of anything. You think you finally got him talking to you and in a few months, he’s going to stop all over again! And then you’re gonna wonder if it’s because of all the problems you had concerning the baby. And then you’re gonna wonder if he didn’t just marry you for your anti-magic in the first place...”

      April-Bethany just laughed that away. “Nope, I’m not going to worry about any of that! Come on, you know how he is. He’s obviously doing this to trick the bad guys, not to hurt you. Show a little trust in him. You literally saw into his soul. You saw the bridge forged between you in the Sphere of Eternia. You don’t think that kind of bond can break after just a few months, do you? You think it can be faked?”

      From a few mirrors down, another reflection of Bethany, January-Bethany rocked away from a real reflection and started pacing independently.

      “Let’s be honest, the marriage was a little sketchy to begin with,” January-Bethany pointed out. “I knew right from the start that it was a bad idea to marry someone who had been married six times before. And all six times his wives disappeared under mysterious circumstances? Hello! Red flag!”

      “You don’t know half of it, sister!” said Now-Bethany. “It turns out that one of his wives was a Changeling, and now she’s a Guardian too. And she just happens to dress up, or shift, or whatever you call whatever a Changeling does, into the shape of his first ever magical crush, who also happens to be working with him right now. Am I really the only one who thinks that sounds just a little suspicious...? …Or am I being paranoid?”

      “You are being paranoid!” declared another reflection, under the sign: February. February-Bethany spun in a circle and her current sensible sweater and warm pants disappeared, replaced by a diaphanous white diamanté wedding-dress. “He is just the most dreamy, perfect, wonderful husband ever and we are having the most fabulous wedding in the history of weddings. We’re going to be married in an ice castle. Could you think of anything more romantic?”

      Now-Bethany glanced around the creepy ice castle. “Dang, now that you mention it, even the place we got married seems suspect. What if he wanted us to get married in an ice castle because it reminded him of her, his first love, a.k.a. the psycho sorceress he’s working with and maybe was working with all along?”

      “Hmm,” mulled October-Bethany, “He started acting weird this month, in October. Suddenly he started getting secretive again, hiding his feelings behind a stone wall inside his mind. It was like we went back to the beginning of January all over again.”

      November-Bethany nodded her head. “That’s right! But it wasn’t really in October, it was only on Halloween.”

      “Halloween is in October, doofus,” snapped October-Bethany.

      “Whatever,” said November-Bethany. “That’s when he started acting weird.”

      “Or maybe,” said January-Bethany ominously, “That’s when he stopped acting and started behaving like his true self again.”
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        * * *

      

      AARESH

      
        
        December 7, Thursday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon -1)

        Arcana Glen, Colorado, Mundania

        14 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      At three o’clock, the last bell rang. The seniors raced out of the room so fast you’d have thought every single one was a Cheetah Shifter. Aaresh grinned. It had taken several days, but he finally felt himself adjust to normal again.

      Almost. He called to check in with Dahlia, as he had promised. “How are things at the Dragon Mountain?”

      “Still no sign of Armageddon,” she said. “My sister spent an hour on the phone with me trying to get me to pledge to enter the Winter Faire Dessert Bake Off with her. It’s on the Saturday before the Solstice. I’m not allowed to tell her why I’m not even sure we’ll also still be alive or free by December 10. It’s insane. But then again…the Magician said there would be no attack, and so far, there’s been no sign of enemy movement around the Castle.”

      “How about around the Base?”

      “Nope.”

      “The principal asked me to help plan the Solstice Celebration, which will take about an hour. I’ll be home after that.”

      “Be careful, Aaresh. Just in case. Maybe the main attack was called off, but… I can’t help it, I’m as nervous as a wild hare on a freeway.”

      After he hung up, Aaresh stopped by the school gym to talk to the Student Decoration Committee. Many of them were students in his literature class. He expected they would do most of the planning, which was good, because he didn’t know squat about decorating a gym beyond the basic concept of “balloons and streamers.”

      However, when he entered the gym, it wasn’t students who awaited him, but a platoon of human commandos dressed all in white and grey snow camouflage. They immediately opened fire.

      Aaresh shifted and roared but he already felt the burn of drugs, delivered by the dart guns, enter his system. The soldiers surrounded him with nets fashioned from Elemental magic—Water to counter his natural Fire—and shot him with more darts. He toppled over, hitting the floor hard. The fall, the drugs and the magic in the nets combined to overpower him. The room dimmed, the soldiers turned into blurs.

      He fell into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      AARESH

      
        
        December 8, Thursday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon)

        CADABRA, Colorado, Mundania

        13 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Aaresh woke up to his worst nightmare. He was back in human form, but he was naked, strapped to a metal gurney, surrounded by scientists in white lab coats. He didn’t need to see the industrial ceiling lights overhead, the medical machinery nearby, the shelves of drugs and instruments to know where he was. The smell alone, of antiseptic, formaldehyde and fear-soaked sweat, already told him everything. 

      CADABRA laboratory had recaptured him. 

      “Welcome back,” snickered one of the scientists. “You’ve been a very bad lion, haven’t you? You ran away from us, and what’s worse, you swallowed the Phoenix Egg.”

      Aaresh growled at him. If there was one thing Aaresh didn’t regret, it was that he had (accidentally, as it happened) swallowed the laboratory’s Doomsday Weapon. Was it his fault the idiots had disguised a massive Nuclear Curse, capable of inducing a thousand-year winter and chaining the souls of every surviving human at the same time—as a rather large egg? Aaresh had almost become the bomb himself, until he’d figured out a way to disable the Curse by dispersing it into the energy grid of leylines under Arcana Glen. 

      “Yes,” the scientist said sourly, “You defused the bomb, but we will find a way to reactivate it. Of course, you will be our bomb now, our living Curse. And it may take a little experimentation to figure out exactly how to reverse what you did.” He smiled evilly. “But you’re used to being experimented on, aren’t you, Aaresh?”

      The man lifted a scalpel and grinned. 

      Aaresh roared, despite being in human form, buckling against the restraints so fiercely that one snapped. But before he could free the rest, soldiers ran forward and added new straps, as well as silver and steel manacles with spells to turn his magic against him. Pain from the spells shot through his body. 

      The human doctor enjoyed watching Aaresh struggle in vain. He leaned forward, without bothering to administer anesthetic and cut into Aaresh’s skin, prying the dermis from the muscle layer.
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      DAHLIA

      
        
        December 9, Friday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon +1)

        Long Mountain, Arcana Glen, Colorado,

        Mundania

        12 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Alephander convened the Guardians in their temporary meeting chamber under Long Mountain, the roost of the Dragons. They all sat about the oval table. Three of their members were still away on the mission to rescue Kyrah. Why they weren’t back had yet to be explained to Dahlia. There must be an important reason why, Dahlia reasoned.  The Fool, the Seeress, Judgment and the World, all were missing from the table. Two positions, the Star and the Tower, had run away. Dahlia wasn’t sure they counted as real Guardians anyway. They had never been tested by entering the Temple of the Guardians. And now Aaresh, the Sun Guardian was missing. Nonetheless, there were fifteen Guardians present, who should be able to handle the situation.

      Alephander stood, the first of equals, to explain the emergency.

      “The enemy did not launch a full open attack on the Mundane Sphere,” announced the Magician. Alephander looked as grim as Dahlia had ever seen him. “However, they did attack us. They took Aaresh, the Sun Guardian. At first it appears they performed some experiments on him at the laboratory right here in Arcana Glen…”

      Dahlia shut her eyes and opened them. Beside her, Aaresh’s sister, Moxie, whimpered. Both women knew how terrible that would be for Aaresh, to be powerless and experimented on again by the madmen who had made his childhood hell. Moxie could probably imagine it more clearly, because she had lived through that nightmare along with her brother, although she had escaped years before he finally did. Dahlia could only imagine.

      Dahlia reached out for Moxie’s hand and squeezed it, a silent promise that they would rescue Aaresh.

      “…however,” continued Alephander, “No sooner had we freed Kyrah, we discovered the Azir captured Aaresh. Fortunately, we have the infiltration team already in place: Kyrah, Bethany, Trudie and Raziel. This rescue will require every single one of you to participate. Naturally, I can’t force any of you, but…”

      All of the Guardians spoke up at once, volunteering themselves. Alephander had to raise his arms for silence. “Thank you, but you haven’t even heard my plan yet. It will be dangerous.”

      “We trust you, Alephander,” said Michael, Hierophant Guardian, who had been born a Seraph and elevated to the head of an angelic legion before being called to be a Guardian. For a long time, he and his band of angels had believed Alephander was responsible for the massacre of all the previous Guardians excepting Alephander himself. But Michael and Alephander had since become close friends.

      Alephander started to say something, then cut off, making a weird noise. At first, Dahlia thought he was chortling, then she decided that no, he must have choked on his words, obviously touched. He even turned away a moment, as if this were difficult for him.

      Dahlia blinked. She had never seen Alephander like this. He wasn’t exactly the sentimental type.

      Alephander finally cleared his throat. “Thank you for your trust in me. I once thought that I needed no one else in this world—not allies, not friends, definitely not a wife.”

      The Guardians laughed. 

      “But I recognize now that I could not do this without you. Each and every one of you is far more important to me than you realize. Not because of your powers but because…” He paused and cleared his throat again. He smiled ironically, his former awkwardness gone. “Let’s do this, shall we? Let’s storm the Citadel of Winter and get our Sun back.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 9, 2022, Friday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon +1)

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        12 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      With nothing to do but talk to her Past Selves, Bethany was so frustrated she was ready to punch herself in the face. Repeatedly, she tried to use the Magic Mirrors as portals, but the spell on these mirrors wasn’t designed to facilitate travel.  Instead, the purpose appeared to be introspection. You could look back on your own life, from an outsider’s perspective, and review it like a movie. 

      “I have lots of wonderful memories that you could review,” offered June-Bethany.  “Remember this?”

      Bethany watched June-Bethany standing in front of a row of various objects: an umbrella, a pen, several semi-precious stones, an old-fashioned alarm clock, a collectible porcelain figurine of a shepherdess, a Betty-Boop towel and other weird knick-knacks too odd to assign a name. June-Bethany was touching each one while Kyrah and watched. 

      As Bethany touched each object, it transformed into a fruit or vegetable. The umbrella became a banana, the pen became a string-bean, the stones turned into peas, the alarm clock into a guava.

      “Yes,” sighed Bethany. “I remember.”

      “Never mind that,” said February-Bethany. “You need to remember the important things.”

      “What’s more important than turning an alarm clock into a guava?” demanded June-Bethany.

      “How about this?” asked February-Bethany.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        February 4, 2022

        Arcana Glen, Arcana Castle

        Mundania

      

      

      Bethany snuggled against Alephander on the couch in front of the huge library fireplace. The crackling fire made the whole room feel cozy, despite the immensity of the space or the three-story high window which showed the Castle grounds covered with snow. It was only afternoon, but the mountains brought sunset early. In addition, the sky over the lake had filled with pearl-gray clouds that sprinkled the world with a light flutter of snowflakes. Alephander was reading an old-fashioned paper book. The paper smelled nice mingled with the scent of smokey cedar and real beeswax candles in the chandelier. The snowy landscape outside made the interior feel all the comfier by comparison.

      Bethany had picked up a book too, from the children’s section. She wasn’t reading it. She was imagining herself several years from now, sitting on this very couch, with Alephander, but with a little girl or boy, or maybe twins, sitting between them. She imagined the small head leaning against her, snuggling, while Bethany read the book, using funny voices for the different characters.

      “I’m not bothering you, am I?” Bethany asked.

      No, said Alephander. He remembered he was speaking again, so he repeated his answer out loud. “No.”

      “What are you reading?” she asked.

      “Ancient Egyptian Techniques of Transmogrification, Animorphism, and Reanimation in Apotheosis.”

      “I have no idea what that means.”

      “How to make animal-headed zombies and pretend they’re gods.”

      “Oh! Cool.”

      “It’s considered an abomination against the Light.”

      “Of course it is.” Bethany bobbed her head. “Is this what you intend to discuss with the Coven leaders?”

      “No,” he said.

      Later that night, they would be hosting the four High Priestesses of the rival Witch Covens for dinner. Their friends, Tia and Delson, would also be there, making it a dinner party of eight. For a man who had spent a century not talking out loud to anyone and the last decade as a pariah, suspected of mass murder, Alephander Guiscard turned out to be adept at social leadership. Reconciling the rival Witches of Arcana Glen was a particular pet project of Tia Norion, and Delson had inveigled upon Alephander to help. Again, considering that only last month Delson had wanted to kill Alephander, Bethany thought things were going well.

      She couldn’t wait until she and Alephander were married for real. Sure, they were technically married already, but it was in name only.

      “Once we’re married for real,” Bethany said, “You know what that means right?”

      “We open a joint bank account?”

      “Ha ha, no, it means we finally get to…” She wagged her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Oh,” he said. “I thought perhaps you intended to wait another seven years even after the wedding just to be certain you really wanted to be intimate.”

      She laughed. “I can’t wait. But it does bring up another issue. Are we going to start trying for children right away? Or do want to wait?”

      “Children? What are you talking about?”

      Bethany sat up. “Well, gosh, since you’re an all-knowing wizard, conversant with every type of magic and every language and every history book and field of science in the universe, I kind of thought you already knew about the birds and the bees. But if you have no idea how it works, I’ll explain. You see, when a mommy and a daddy love each other very much…”

      “Surely you must have realized…” He broke off. “No,” he corrected himself, sinking into a grim frown, “Of course it would not have occurred to you. Why would it?”

      He turned away from her, scowling at the fire.

      Such a robust display of emotion, coming from him, worried her.

      “What is it that I didn’t realize?”

      He faced her. “You and I cannot have children. My entire body is made out of magic, from the molecular level. You are completely mundane, a Super Null. Although we may technically look like the same species, our forms have become so different at the basic level that we can no longer interbreed. It would cause a literal combustion, like matter meeting antimatter.”

      “But… I can touch you… Or do you mean we can’t even have s—"

      “We can do that. Because I keep myself shielded at all times, so that the magic in my body never leaks into the mundane world or into any world where I travel. I am completely self-contained. I may appear to move through the universe like a normal man, part of the world around me, but in truth, I am separate and apart from it. A nanometer of pure Void stands between me and any other Reality outside my own. To share genetic material, I would have to open the shield. Therefore, our genetic material cannot combine.”

      “I can never bear your children?” The impact hit her in the gut like a punch. All the brakes went out of her in for a moment she was speechless. In her mind she was shouting But but but but…!

      It took a full minute before her voice was able to catch up with her emotions. “But I want children. I’ve always wanted children.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “I want your children,” she added, although he had not suggested otherwise. “And I want my children. I want our children. How could you not tell me this before now? How could you not tell me when you made me sign that stupid marriage contract? Instead of all that nonsense about not being able to speak a word, you should’ve said, ‘Oh by the way, we can’t have kids together!’”

      “I didn’t know that you were a Null. And I didn’t know that I would fall in love with you. I certainly never guessed you would love me. I assumed you would want nothing to do with me, not even in your bedroom, never mind in the nursery. I am not omniscient, despite my best efforts. If you recall, you interrupted that spell. I had no way of anticipating this outcome.”

      Bethany wrung her hands, her imagined futures crumbling to dust inside her heart.

      “It’s not so terrible,” he said. “Many couples actually do much better without children. They’re able to enjoy each other more, have a mature relationship that isn’t focused on diapers and lactation.”

      “Is that what you really think?”

      “Let me be frank. I wouldn’t make a good father. I hated my own father. You know that. And my birth killed my mother.”

      “Alephander...”

      “But, of course, if it’s important to you we can adopt. Or get a pet.”

      It was clear that in his mind those two things were equivalent.

      “I need to be alone a little bit,” Bethany said.

      Like an injured animal, she retreated to her room, opened the wardrobe and sat inside, closing the door. She drew her knees up under her chin and thought about nothing. All she could feel were waves of sadness and disappointment rocking through her body.

      The problem wasn’t with her, and it wasn’t with him. It was the two of them together. Maybe that meant they weren’t really meant to be together.

      Was she simply being immature? Was it that she had not realized how much she wanted children until the possibility was taken away? Was she like a child who didn’t care about a toy until another child played with it?

      She didn’t think so. She had always wanted to have children. She’d always known it was important to her.

      And yet you jumped into this marriage, into the bond of holy matrimony, without a thought about children or anything else, she reminded herself. And now you have to pay the price for that leap.

      Not only had she entered the marriage without any thought or consideration of the future, she had fallen in love the same way. Literally between one moment and the next, she wasn’t—and then she was—in love with Alephander. Most people couldn’t understand that. They thought it was something that only existed in fairytales. They thought love at first sight wasn’t real love. They didn’t understand. She had seen into his soul. When two souls met like that, their love moved at the speed of the heart.

      She knew what she felt for Alephander was real love. She knew because now her heart was breaking. She knew she loved him, but she didn’t know if she loved him enough to give up bringing a new life into the world.

      She could imagine being friends with her husband without being wildly in love with him, as long as they could still have children together. The children would forge them into a family. On the other hand, no matter how much she loved Alephander, long centuries of magically extended life with no little ones to live in it seemed empty and pointless to her.

      Life is a gift. It’s given to you completely undeserved from your parents. It was passed down to you from your grandparents and your grandparents’ grandparents and all the people who came before you. A human soul was created by the Light, but the lifeform that lets that soul enter the universe and start to shine could only come from a man and a woman who undertook the co-creation of the divine spark. It was your obligation to pass the gift of life on if you at all could. It would be one thing if she, like Alephander, couldn’t have children, if she too suffered some impediment. But she didn’t have his excuse. She was perfectly healthy. And now, simply because of who she had chosen to love, she would have to give up adding her link to the chain of the Tree of Life.

      I won’t do it. I would rather have children I loved and husband I didn’t, then have a husband I loved and no children at all.

      She cried into her hands, but she knew that her mind was made up. And more importantly, her heart was set. It was broken in half, but she couldn’t do this after all. She had to give up Alephander, because there was someone else in the future that she knew was waiting for her: a baby. There was a friend she hadn’t met yet, but whose soul she knew already in her heart needed her to enter the world.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, they enjoyed dinner with their friends and guests. Delson and Tia were young and lively, but their four guests were all old, imperious, magically powerful women with prickly tempers, immense pride, and long-standing feuds with one another. Carin Asbury was the Priestess of the Fire Coven; Hildred Straub was the Priestess of the Stone Coven; Alis Carlyon was the Priestess of the Water Coven; and Lilith Clark Murden was the Priestess of the Wind Coven.

      There were enough contentious topics to tiptoe around at dinner without Bethany bringing up any private issues. Bethany prattled on automatically about irrelevant things. Alephander made an effort to practice using his voice, a talent he had to re-acquire after a century of silence. He had a rich, deep voice full of natural charisma. It was hard to imagine he’d deprived the world of that wonderful voice for ninety-nine years.

      But he had also traded his ability to have children to become an immortal wizard, forever alienated from the entire universe by a shield of emptiness. Who did that?! And this was the man with whom she had fallen instantly, helplessly, foolishly in love, knowing nothing about how they would build a real future together. Who did that?!

      At length, after a productive dinner that had tentatively established a détente amongst the rival Witches, the guests departed. The Castle staff, a genie and a gymnast, retired to their own quarters, and the Castle ghosts avoided Bethany.

      The couple had the Castle to themselves. Alephander returned to the library, eager to return to his book. Bethany trailed him.

      Bethany said, “Alephander, we have to talk.”

      “Haven’t we been talking all this time?” he asked.

      “A real talk. A talk talk.”

      “I have no idea what that means, Bethany.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t marry you. I mean, I know we’re already married, but I can’t go through with it. It’s not because I don’t love you. I do. But I can’t be your wife.  Children mean too much to me. We’ll have to annul our marriage after all.”

      He went quite still. At first, he made no outward response.

      His eyes met hers. Right now, they looked intensely blue. She realized it was because there were tears shimmering in them.

      “I knew you would say that,” he said hoarsely. “If I could take back the decisions I made when I was younger that made me into what I am, a man you won’t marry, I would take it all back. Even if it meant losing my magic. But I can’t change what I’ve done. I can’t change who I am.”

      “And I can’t change what I need,” she said. “I know it makes no sense, but I know I am meant to have kids. I need to. I can’t explain why it’s so important, even more important than loving you. And I do love you.”

      “I know.”

      Bethany staggered out of the library. She should cancel the dress fitting for her wedding dress. She should tell all the guests who had been sent invitations for a Valentine’s Day Wedding to stay home.

      This was a vine that would bear no fruit. This was a tree that would never be planted. It would be horribly humiliating, and everyone would whisper about her, but that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was that she was breaking Alephander’s heart. After he had just opened it up for the first time in a century, maybe even five centuries, she was smashing it.

      “Miss,” said quavering voice. “Forgive me for being an intrusive old witch. I overheard your conversation with your beau.”

      Bethany looked up. It was Hildred Straub, the Priestess of the Stone Coven. She had iron grey hair pulled into a severe chignon. She wore a gray cardigan, black blouse, gray pencil skirt, black wool tights and thick-soled, ‘sensible’ (ugly AF) shoes. A thousand wrinkles sagged her face, but her eyes were bright obsidian.

      Why was Hildred Straub even still here? She was supposed to have gone home half an hour ago. Bethany felt annoyed that the woman has been intruding on a private conversation, but then she reflected that sooner or later it would be public knowledge anyway, so what did it matter?

      “When I was your age, or a little younger, I also wanted children. So badly, so very much,” said the woman. “I found out that I couldn’t have any. And I felt, I imagine, what you are feeling right now.”

      “I appreciate the sympathy, Ms Straub, but...”

      “Hush, child, don’t interrupt your elders when they are speaking. It’s rude.”

      “Sorry,” said Bethany.

      “As I said, my heart broke when I found out I was infertile. I railed against the Light. Why had the Light made me that way?  But something strange happened. The Light found a way. I ended up having nine children. Nine.” She grinned with a gap-toothed smile. “Can you believe it? I never would’ve guessed. But... I didn’t trust the man I loved enough to keep him. I lost him, and then I lost touch with my children.”

      After an awkward pause, Bethany tried to smile.

      “Thank you for sharing,” Bethany said, wondering what she was supposed to do with this bittersweet story.

      The old woman wagged a finger at her. “Listen to someone who’s almost a century old. Hold on to love when you find it. And have faith that as the Light grows the Tree, all things are possible, even miracles. Don’t make the mistake I made.  Don’t lose faith, because then you just may lose everything.”

      Bethany stared at the priestess for a long moment. Then she felt something stir in her: resolve and hope. “You’re right. You’re right! I didn’t get this far by letting something impossible stop me just because it was impossible!”

      She ran back into the room. Alephander stood by the library window, brooding over the icy landscape outside. Bethany grabbed him by the sleeve and tugged him to face her.

      “I changed my mind!” she said. “I was interpreting everything all wrong! I thought I couldn’t marry you because I had a dream that I was going to have a child. But now I realize the dream means that’s gonna happen even though it seems like it can’t possibly happen! So, I can still marry you!”

      His eyes lit up, but of course he wasn’t going to make it easy for her.

      “Oh, I see,” Alephander said sardonically, “You’re still not choosing me over the child, you’re just expecting me to provide you with a child when I told you I can’t?”

      “You better believe it, Mister!” she shouted. “Because I have faith in you! And I have faith in me. And, most of all, I have faith in us. I have faith that if we are together, we can do anything. You’re the most powerful wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres! You can figure out a way for us to have children. I don’t know how, but it will happen, and I’m never gonna let you go because we’re gonna go through all of it together. Got it?”

      A little smile twitched his lips. “Got it.”

      “Oh, did you anticipate I would do this?”

      “No,” he said. “I can’t predict you, Bethany. You are like a lovely ribbon of chaos in my life. But I love you and I want to marry you. And I agree. If you want a child, I will find a way for us to have a child. Together, will find a way.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 9, 2022, Friday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon +1)

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        12 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Alephander came to her room. “We need you, Fool.”

      As soon as he entered the room all the reflections of Bethany’s past selves disappeared. The mirrors only endlessly reflected her current helpless state. She followed her husband and the inevitable Azir guards who escorted her back down to the prison level.

      Bethany was horrified to see that Kyrah and Raziel had been transformed into golden statues, wrapped in ropes of purple fire and then encased in blocks of ice. Normally, of course, it would have made no sense for fire to burn inside a block of ice without melting it, but this was hellfire, not ordinary fire; the gold, the fire, and the ice were all Elemental or Dark Magic. She grasped that the main point was that they had not only been locked in a prison so, but triple cursed: turned into statues and chained with fire and ice: three different spells.

      Nobody could accuse the Azir of underestimating their opponents.

      “Each member of the Dark Triad has cast a spell on the Guardians,” said Alephander. “That’s where you come in, Fool. Each of us could undo our own spell, but only you, as a Null, can quickly unbind all three hexes at once. You will do this when we ask it of you.”

      The Queen of Swords and the King of Hell watched Bethany curiously, as if to see whether she would agree to help them or not. She was sure they had already thought of the next question, but they seem to be waiting for her, so she asked it anyway.

      “What if I don’t agree to help you?”

      “If the spells cannot easily be removed, the Guardians will simply be destroyed and cast into the void, their spirits destroyed for eternity,” Sabriel purred.

      “As long as they are statues wrapped in fire and ice, the Guardians are not suffering,” said Alephander, as if doing her a great favor. “But we will destroy them if we need to. Cooperate with us and we won’t need to.”

      “This is why you wanted to bring my father instead of me. You still need a Null.”

      No one responded to her remark. The Dark Triad were already occupying themselves with the next step in their evil plan. Sabriel and Glug’ulgros stood behind a large standalone mirror, which they probably intended to use as a portal. Bethany stood next to Alephander in front of the mirror, where whoever was entering into this world could see them first, but not see the other two right away. The set-up had all the trappings of an ambush.

      The first prisoner brought in was an enormous lion, who had been muzzled and bound with ropes.

      Bethany’s heart broke. It was Aaresh. His dark gold mane still crowned his head like the rays of the sun, but his face held immense sorrow and pain. There was a very large prison cell right across from the mirror, and the Azir forced him into this. He must’ve been drugged; he moved sluggishly. It still took more than a dozen elves to wrestle him into the prison cell.

      Next, Alephander stepped briefly into the mirror and back out again. He must’ve given a signal to those on the other side, for one by one, all of the Guardians stepped through the mirror. They must have planned to come in single file, never realizing that the leader they trusted with their lives had betrayed them.

      Michael was the first one through. A glad smile hit his face when he saw Alephander. But seconds later his expression turned to horror when Alephander raised a single golden coin, as large as his palm, emblazoned with diamonds. As soon as he waved this at Michael, the Guardian’s body turned into solid gold.

      Next, from behind the mirror where he lurked, the demon king thrust out hellfire from his hand which wrapped like snakes around the statue. Finally, Sabriel touched her palm to her mouth and blew a kiss, like a seductive lover, but by the time the Elemental Wind from her mouth reached the Guardian, it was so cold and hard, that it chilled the air around the statue to a block of ice.

      Giant hairy anthropoids lumbered into the dungeon hall. They were as tall as ogres with hair like gorillas, except that their fur was snow white and bluish of the tips. Yetis. The Yetis wrested the Seraph statue into the same cell as the miserable Lion. Shoved up into the corner of the cell, the ice block was hardly different than the other blocks of enchanted ice that made up the walls and floor and ceiling of the structure.

      The next Guardian walked through the portal into the same triple trap.

      And the next.

      And the next.

      Tears overflowed and streaked Bethany’s face. Why had Alephander thought it necessary to go along with this? It made no sense. If he really felt it was necessary to trick the enemy, why had he not trusted her enough to tell her in advance so that she would not be torn apart by fear and worry?
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        * * *

      

      DAHLIA

      
        
        December 9, Friday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon +1)

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        12 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Dahlia stepped through the portal after exactly three minutes had passed since the last Guardian had stepped through. Alephander’s instructions have been very clear and everyone had to follow them precisely. 

      She stepped into a bank vault and came out a mirror on the other side. That was strange enough, but that was how magic worked sometimes. Her attention was arrested by the sight of her beloved, Aaresh, muzzled and bound, locked in a large cage inside a huge prison room. She rushed toward him, automatically concealing herself in invisibility.

      But she had not made it very far when something went wrong. She could feel her entire body turning to stone, some kind of cold but soft metal. And then she felt a bite of fire around her body, followed by the burn of extraordinarily cold ice. Her thoughts slowed up to a snail’s crawl, but her ability to sense pain remained intact. She wanted to scream, but her throat would not open.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 9, Friday

        Bitter Moon (Full Moon +1)

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        12 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      There was a problem with Dalia. She vanished right before three spells hit her.

      “She escaped!” Glug’ulgros shouted.

      “No, she is just invisible,” corrected Alephander.  “She was able to cloak herself before our curses took effect, but I am certain my spell hit her. I felt it connect. Bethany, feel around for her and undo the three spells. We will have to redo them again after the invisibility has been removed.”

      Bethany half-heartedly waved at the air, but meanwhile the Queen of Swords had ordered her own warriors to feel around the room as well. One of them bumped into something that no one could see.

      Alephander grabbed Bethany’s bare hand in his own gloved hands, and pushed her palm against the surface of the invisible object. She neither helped him nor fought him. Her hand might as well have been a rubber chicken that he was waving around, except it happened to be tied to her body, so she was jerked around after it.

      First, the ice block became visible. As Alephander forced Bethany to continue to touch the ice, it melted away and vanished. Then, Alephander waved her hand through the loops of fire. She expected it to burn, but she felt nothing. The fire flickered out of existence. Finally, Alephander pushed Bethany’s hand against the gold statue and that ended both the spell of invisibility and the metal at the same time.

      For a moment, Dahlia stared into Bethany’s face, at first stunned and hurt, then furious and fearful. It was a terrible look, which stabbed at Bethany as if she were the one who had betrayed everyone. But a moment later the gold, fire, and ice spells hit Dahlia, and this time she was trapped just like the others, perfectly visible although obscured by the thick ice.

      Apparently, the Guardians were on a schedule to come through the portal, and the villains barely moved the Moon Guardian’s statue into the cell in time for the next Guardian came through. However, there were no more troubles for the Dark Triad after that. They captured fourteen Guardians in all.

      Bethany did a quick mental count in her head. Assuming that the last four people that Alephander had identified as Guardians truly were Guardians, the Council now had all twenty-two spots filled. That meant the only two Guardians left who were still free and not captured were John and Lyra. John Helwall was an Ice Giant, who until recently had been working for the enemy. Lyra Izarra was woman who seemed nice enough but who was in love with him or possibly his captive. It wasn’t really a lot to hang a hope on.
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      LYRA

      
        
        December 11, Sunday

        Jotunwahl, Capital of Jotunheim, Winterdom

        10 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Although Lyra Izarra stood knee-high to most of the inhabitants of Jotunwahl, capital of Jotenheim, the giants parted to either side of the road for her, because she was their queen, the wife of King Jotundrak, half-Jotun, half-Dragon ruler of the Ice Giants. The giants’ deference was quite different than how they had treated her on her first visit to the icy cold citadel. Then she had been a slave, little better than a pet.

      Now, swarms of eager fans congregated around her whenever she went out in public. The fact that half of the people in the crowds were Jotun, Ice Giants fifty feet tall and as heavy as rock, made the crowds seem even larger. Giants weren’t the only inhabitants of the Jotun capital, though, and they weren’t her only devotees. All the former human and elf slaves in the city, who had been set free by King Jotundrak, loved her for their own reasons. He’d made the proclamation, but she had sung the song that became emblematic of the policy, explaining through music the love of liberty at the heart of the policy. Even some of the former slave-owners had been swayed by her music. She was a Laangfa—a bird-winged fairy with the ability to enchant through song, like a siren. Not that she was trying to use her music to coerce people through magic. She avoided Mental Magic in her tunes. Yet her songs had an eerie way of swaying hearts and coming true.

      Shifters in the city loved her too. That was more surprising. Her husband had cracked down on crime, which was mostly run by shifter syndicates. However, the other shifters in the community actually appreciated having the criminals in their midst held accountable. Or maybe Lyra’s visits to the warrens and burrows of the poorer shifter neighborhoods had paid off in good-will.

      The Shard of Jotunheim consisted of bleak, wind-swept tundra and glaciers. It was cold even by Winterdom’s chilly standards. Few plants grew there; most food had to be imported. The giant children, towering twelve feet tall, looked as if they ought be healthy at that size, but in fact, they were forced to stay in their giant, rather than human, forms out of desperation. As giants, they could eat rock and snow, while as humans they needed meat and vegetables that weren’t to be had.

      Today, she was making a show of sightseeing all the holiday decorations that had been put up in the citadel. The giants celebrated a twelve-day holiday called Jol, which centered around the Wild Hunt. It started on Winter Solstice and ended on January 1. For the last decade, any celebration of the holiday had been forbidden, on the grounds that all focus had to be on waging war, not frivolous celebrations. It was heartwarming to see shops put up their meager decorations: painted wood planks depicting holly and mistletoe (no one had real plants), a few painted pinecones, soggy red ribbons. She distributed gifts (food packages that she and her husband had purchased in Autumndelle before they arrived in Winterdom), made purchases in the shops, and praised the decorations to show it was acceptable to openly celebrate holidays again.

      Lyra had become the face of the new regime. King Jotundrak, once a simple construction worker named John Helwall, was a man of few words and fewer flourishes. He cleaved his duty, but he didn’t boast about it. Lyra wasn’t a smooth talker either, but she could sing, and she did enjoy visiting families, schools, and neighborhood centers to hear the concerns of her new people. So far, Lyra and John had only been “ruling” in Jotunheim for six weeks. The King had issued three decrees as an absolutist monarch (ending the war, ending slavery, and restoring the Moot, or parliament), then turned over more of the direct ruling to the Moot, while he worked with the returning Ice Giant army to ensure that slave owners freed their ‘property.’

      Although his decrees had been popular with the war-weary population, the new royal couple wasn’t universally loved. Their enemies pretended to go along with the new policies while scheming behind closed doors or inside ice tunnels. Several attempts had been made on the king’s life. He’d personally killed two of the assassins in hand-to-hand combat before agreeing to full time bodyguards, mostly as an excuse to make Lyra accept bodyguards too.

      One huge, lumbering fellow abruptly wrenched himself apart from the crowd and rushed toward her. Lyra’s open bodyguards, also hefty giants, moved in front of her. Two more of her bodyguards were less obvious. They scrambled over rooftops, parallel to her route. Rat Shifters and snipers, they were always on the lookout for dangers. The final two members of her bodyguard team were Pika Shifters. They mingled with the crowd, gathering intel, which they communicated telepathically to the rest of the team.

      The rushing giant wasn’t attacking. The giant went down on his knees, his hands folded under his chin.

      “Beautiful fairy queen,” he pleaded, “Will you sing to us from the balcony tonight?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I will.”

      A cheer arose from the crowds in the street who heard her promise.

      His eyes lit up. “I love you, queenie!” He beamed at her then rose to his enormous feet—bare, despite the snow—and lumbered away, whistling (badly) the tune she had sung the previous night.

      Her bodyguards fractionally relaxed, but not by much. Several of the crowd tried to throng closer to her, but her giant bodyguards shouted them back. Since her arrival—and her nightly performances for her new people—Lyra’s position popularity among the giants had made her into an instant celebrity. She was still getting used to it. Her husband, King Jotundrak (just John, to her) insisted on the bodyguards. He’d been worried about enemies of his peace policy attacking her, but so far, the team had more work on their hands keeping fans and paparazzi away.

      After making her rounds of the city, Lyra returned the castle at the center of the citadel. The Giant Castle had been carved out of a glacier, so it was made of ice, but not the cursed Black Ice blocks that the Azir used in their structures, thank the Light. The castle had also been decorated with holly and mistletoe.

      Lyra checked in on John. She found him hurrying from a meeting with his military high command staff to another with a quorum from parliament. Even in his human form, he was a big man, with pale hair, a square jaw, and huge biceps. He looked like a barbarian warlord in his traditional robes and furs. She couldn’t help but smile at him, then pecked him on the cheek.

      “I’m going to sing now,” she said.

      “I think I’ll join with you,” he said. “As soon as I open the session for the quorum, I’ll leave them to argue about wheat imports without me and come to the balcony.” The ghost of a smile lightened his grim expression. “I need hope too. I’m still waiting for the Azir to punish us for withdrawing from the war. I expect to see invading Elven Windships fill our skies any day.”

      “Surely they can’t afford to spare soldiers to fight us given how thin they’re spread,” said Lyra, more out of wishful thinking than expectation.

      “They can’t afford to let us defect,” said John. “Prince Taredd has already threatened to take the Goblins out of the war, and he’s the Azir king’s own son. If we get away with it, their other allies will try it too. No, the Azir will attack us. It’s only a matter of when and how.”

      Lyra feared he was right, but she tried to be courageous. Sometimes, finding cheer in the dark and the cold took the most courage of all. It was her job to give people hope.

      She climbed to the tallest tower in the castle. The balcony at the top overlooked a square in the citadel which had already filled with people. Lyra closed her eyes in a brief prayer. Light, let hope in You shine through me. Grant us peace, give us courage, keep us close.

      She shifted to a form which had once been forced upon her as a curse, but which she had overcome and embraced as a way to share her song. Her wings spread behind her and transformed into the shape of a golden harp. Her whole body became living gold. The chill no longer bothered her. She could stand upon this balcony for hours in the bitterest winds, and still play and sing.

      She began with a patriotic Jotun song. Back when she had lived in Springvale, and Ice Giants had invaded her land, she never could have believed she would sing this song with joy. Yet here she was. The crowd below sang with her. She was here to give them courage and hope, but she found her own courage and hope in their solidarity.

      John joined her after her first set. She followed the patriotic songs with Jol tunes. The tunes were new to her. She had also thrown in a few human Christmas carols, like Jingle Bells, which the giants learned from her.

      Suddenly, the watch guard began to sound an air alarm siren. Lyra broke off. The crowd pointed to the sky at a shadow that crossed the Waning Gibbous moon.

      “Windship!” spat John. “This is the invasion! Lyra, get inside!”

      “The Azir are attacking!” cried the watchmen in the towers. “Everyone take cover! The Azir are attacking!”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 11, Sunday

        Izdarq, Winterdom

        10 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      One morning, instead of the usual summons to go nullify this or that curse, Alephander stepped out of one of the mirrors and simply stood in the room, staring at her. Alexander wore all black. He wore a black elven tunic over black leggings with black boots and a long black cape similar to his magician’s cape. He wore his classic magician’s black silk top hat he even wore black, leather gloves, which surprised her, because normally the cold didn’t bother him. He looked wickedly dashing, the handsome but black-hearted villain of a melodrama.

      “Just came to make conversation, did you?” goaded Bethany.

      “I tried to stop thinking about you.” Alephander crossed his arms. “I can’t. I don’t love you anymore. Love is a distraction, so I cut it out of my life. And yet, I can’t stop thinking about you. I thought that after I returned to the Great Work, that I would desire Sabriel again, but it hasn’t happened. I still only want you.”

      Bethany blinked at him, baffled. “Am I supposed to apologize for being irresistible?”

      He stepped closer until he stood near inches from her.

      “I know that you find my alliance with the Dark Sorceress and the Demon King to be abhorrent,” he said softly. She could feel the heat of his breath on her cheek; although he did not touch her, it sent a shimmer of desire down her spine. “I find it repellent as well. It’s only temporary, Bethany.”

      He purred her name like a cat.

      “After the ritual that consolidates our power, I will destroy the other two members of the Dark Triad and become the absolute monarch of the Tree of Worlds. But even then, I will desire a queen to sit by my side, to share my glory. You will have everything you need, everything you want, everything you desire. I will protect you from age, from sickness, from death itself. Once I am master of the universe, yes, I will have even that power.”

      “Golly.” She faked a big smile. “At what price?”

      “For absolute power, the price is cheap. Come, I know you don’t believe I can do it. I am going to show you. I can offer you a plethora of pleasures, even now before the ritual is complete. Let me give you a preview of the life I will offer you as my queen.”

      My queen. She was torn between hysteric laughter and heaving up her breakfast. “This has to be an act. You’d never be that cringy.”

      Gently, she tried to telepath him. A wall encased his mind. No windows, no doors, no bridges. He locked her out completely.

      He waved his hand around the room. “The magic mirrors do not only have to show you the past,” he said. “They can also show you other places, like any ordinary portal, if you have the key to open them. Today, you will accompany the Snow Princess and her chaperon, Duchess Eldiva, to visit the shops. You and I will meet at brunch.”

      One of the mirrors turned into a doorway to a room. Bethany didn’t move. Alephander placed his gloved hands on her arm, walked her through, then vanished in a puff of cool vapor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The room turned out to a salon decorated in the clean whites and pale blues favored by the Azir, although a fireplace and candelabras burning with orange flames added a touch of warmth. The women in the room, however, greeted Bethany with cold formality. Two of the women were elves. One wore white and looked Bethany’s age (which probably meant she was at least eighty); the other wore black and looked like a well-tended forty (which probably meant she was at least four hundred). The third woman stood in the background. She had the beefy musculature of a warrior, but she wore gray, like a servant, so she was probably a bodyguard. All three of them had white hair.

      “Welcome, Sarmati Bethany,” said the elder elf. Her eyes were red, as were her lips, a shocking streak of color in her thin, pallid face. “I am Duchess Eldiva. Allow me to introduce you to Her Highness, Ishael Izbognir, Princess of Swords.”

      Princess Ishael had softer eyes and lips than Eldiva. She inclined her head to Bethany.

      Bethany crossed her arms. “I have no intention of shopping. This is a farce.”

      The Duchess Eldiva frowned. “Apparently, the Magician’s Lady is fatigued. In that case, Princess, perhaps you should practice control of your magic.”

      Bethany wouldn’t have thought that Ishael could be any more colorless, but she blanched at Eldiva’s suggestion.

      “Oh, no, please...”

      Duchess Eldiva clapped her hands. “Jeeva, kneel before your mistress.”

      The bodyguard stepped forward, bowed to Bethany, Eldiva and Ishael, then knelt. Even on one knee, the large woman was almost as tall as the princess seated on a divan.

      “Go ahead,” said Eldiva. “This is the perfect time to practice. Remove you glove.”

      “But I can’t risk Jeeva...”

      “A bodyguard can easily be replaced!” snapped Eldiva.

      Reluctantly, Ishael removed her white glove. Gently, she touched Jeeva’s cheek.

      The bodyguard turned into a statue of clear, crystalline ice.

      “Were you even trying?” demanded Eldiva waspishly.

      Ishael bit her knuckles. She whispered, “I tried not to. I tried...”

      Duchess Eldiva explained with some exasperation, but also a slightly cruel smile, swiftly hidden, “The Princess has great power but no control. She has but to touch someone to turn him to ice. A wondrous weapon, except she can’t turn her power off. Jeeva will be added to the garden of statues.” Slyly, Eldiva added, “Unless, Sarmati, you could help us out.”

      Bethany wordlessly leaned forward and tapped Jeeva—who was instantly restored to warm flesh and blood.

      “Jeeva!” Ishael exclaimed. “Oh, this is wonderful...!”

      “Yes, yes,” said Eldiva. “Now try again, Princess.”

      “What? Again?” Ishael said. “But...”

      “We’ll keep trying until you gain control! Your mother put me in charge of your training. Don’t dawdle. Touch the servant.”

      Jeeva gulped. “I don’t mind, your Highness.”

      Ishael’s hand trembled as she reached forward. She barely touched Jeeva’s arm, yet once again the woman turned into ice. Ishael squeezed her eyes shut.

      Bethany reached forward again and undid the curse. As she ended the ice spell, Bethany could feel Jeeva’s pain. Being repeatedly frozen and unfrozen wasn’t pleasant.

      “Again!” snapped Eldiva.

      Ishael’s misty blue eyes locked on Bethany. “M... maybe Lady Bethany has the energy to shop now?”

      Bethany grimaced. Really? This was how they were going to force her to play along?

      “Yes, fine,” said Bethany through gritted teeth. “Let’s go shopping.”
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        * * *

      

      They shopped all morning, the four of them. Jeeva shifted into her other form, which turned out to be a Yeti. Duchess Eldiva didn’t purchase anything. Her sole purpose appeared to be to ensure that no one had any fun.

      Bethany was torn between her natural curiosity about the strange city of the Winter Elves and her loathing of playing the role assigned her. If the situation had been different, she thought she might have enjoyed shopping with Ishael and Jeeva. However, it was impossible to ignore the circumstances.

      They traveled through magic mirror portals to the shopping district, but once there, they joined the pedestrian traffic along the rows of shops. The shops sold bolts of cloth, jewels, shoes, hats, capes, candles, knickknacks, perfume, make-up and magical items. Usually, elves waited upon them, but once, as a pretty brunette handed Bethany a hat, Bethany touched her hand in thanks. The brunette’s eyes widened in shock.

      “You freed me!” the brunette chirped.

      Then she transformed into a sparrow and flew away, right out of the shop. Princess Ishael saw it. She gasped.

      A moment later, the elven shopkeeper and the Duchess returned from the other room where they had been chatting. The shopkeeper, who was as dour as the Duchess, called out, crossly, for the brunette, but the sparrow did not return.

      “Where has my slave gone?” demanded the shopkeeper.

      Bethany shrugged. “I have no idea,” she said honestly.

      “But she can’t have just absconded!” insisted the shopkeeper. “She was Bonded by a very expensive curse!”

      Duchess Eldiva narrowed her eyes at Bethany, who strove to look innocent.

      Princess Ishael could have said something, but she only asked about the price of another hat. The conversation redirected and the matter was dropped.

      The buildings in this neighborhood of Izdarq were made from packed snow over a framework of steel and stone, which peeked through in places; it was much less creepy than Black Ice. It was like a city of igloos, if igloos were built up five or six stories high with peaked roofs. Above the shops were restaurants and apartments. The streets were cobblestone or ice dusted with grit. Pedestrians in long capes, furs, and robes strolled along the avenues. There were few vehicles in the street. Those who could afford not to walk flew overhead in flying carriages pulled by winged goats, or else used mirror portals. Bethany saw one Pegasus.

      They passed a huge, elaborate structure, quite beautiful, made from drizzled, braided ice. Bethany asked if it was a temple; Ishael told her it was a library. Bethany would have liked to have gone inside. But the day was aging—not that the wan sunlight grew much warmer—and the ghastly Duchess Eldiva drove them past that to their final stop for the morning, a spa.

      Inside, everything was white and blue, but here, the walls were made of marble, not snow. The attendants at the spa were Azir, but they used their Elemental Wind magic to blow bellows into huge steam ovens to heat the waters of the spa. The main room was divided like a checkerboard into sitting rooms at the lower level that alternated with raised platforms with square pools.

      Here, Princess Ishael bid farewell to Bethany, as Ishael’s magical disability made it impossible for her to share a pool. Bethany was able to have one of the square pools to herself. Normally, she loved company, but for once, she relished being alone. Not to mention, she was warm, truly warm, for the first time since she’d arrived in Winterdom.

      She sank into the pool up to her chin, hating herself for enjoying the luxury when she knew the other Guardians were enduring the slow-motion anguish of the Triple Curse.
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        * * *

      

      Bethany left the spa by a mirror portal, alone, but she did not return to her room in the mirrored tower. Instead, she emerged to find Alexander waiting for her in what appeared to be a posh restaurant. What is the point of this? she wanted to ask him. How can we pretend to enjoy ourselves when our friends are suffering?

      He was still dressed all in black. He held out his gloved arm and took her arm in his. It was interesting, she thought, that he did not touch her skin to skin. He escorted her to a table by the window on the upper floor.

      The restaurant was decently heated, though they sat next to frosted windows. A fringe of icicles dripped over the eaves outside. If it were not for the exotic architecture of the elven cityscape, she could have imagined she was sitting in a fine restaurant in Denver, or Chicago, or New York. From the window, she could see much of the city, including the frozen river, and across the water, the tall spires of a castle. The palace, although formed from dark ice, was beautiful—all except the newest spike that rose directly from the middle, the Demon Tower built by the Dark Triad. That was ugly, disturbing in some way she couldn’t explain. It marred the view.

      “We’re outside the Black Ice Fortress,” Bethany observed.

      “Yes,” he said. “We are in the Warrior Caste’s sector of the city, which, as you can see, has all the same modern conveniences of any city in the Mundane Sphere. The Azir are not barbarians, you know.”

      “Anyone who keeps other people in bondage is a barbarian, Alexander,” she said hotly.

      “Don’t be so provincial. The wealthy in the mundane world live on the backs of the weak as well, Bethany, as you well know. Is there really any difference between how bondage is practiced in our system than it is here?”

      “Oh, I see,” she said sharply, “the old chestnut, ‘well, our system isn’t perfect, so there’s no point complaining if someone else stomps on children’s heads for the fun of it.’ Is that your argument?

      “I didn’t bring you here to argue,” he said, flashing a charming smile. Damn him. He knew how handsome he was. A waiter appeared and Alephander ordered from his menu for both of them. “Unless you would like something else?” he asked politely.

      Bethany glanced down at the menu. It was all written in Elvish.

      “Does it matter what I want?” she scoffed.

      “I suppose it shouldn’t,” he said, “and yet, I wish to make you happy.”

      “How could I be happy about any of this?” she asked incredulously.

      Maybe this was all part of his plan. Maybe he was putting on a grand show in front of their enemies. But he hadn’t let her in on the script. She boiled inside, but she tried to hide it. She wasn’t a great liar.

      When the waiter (who also wore gloves) returned with their food, Bethany touched his wrist, just in case the elf was cursed. Bethany felt something release, and the waiter jerked his head to stare at Bethany, just as the brunette Sparrow Shifter had. But whatever had changed for the elf, he didn’t reveal it.

      One course followed another of delicacies. Alephander knew her tastes and had ordered her favorite flavors, even though they came in forms that she had never seen before. The meal smelted delicious, a combination of new and familiar, impossible not to enjoy. But she left the food untouched. Her stomach had clenched into a tight stone.

      Oddly, Alexander kept his gloves on, even during dinner. Perhaps he wasn’t wearing them because of the cold after all. Was he afraid of her touching him? He mentioned that he could have brought her father to serve as the Null, that it would have been ‘safer.’ Safer than what?

      When had he made the plan with her father anyway? Briefly she fumed about that. How long has he been planning to betray the other Guardians? Had that been his intention all along, during the entire year that he pretended to love her? No, she reminded herself. It’s all the trick. He does love me. I know he does. I’m not the one being fooled... am I?

      She glanced around the restaurant at the elegant elves who were dining on the luxurious food. So this was how the fearsome Azir lived when they were in their own Sphere. Except for the fact that they were, to her eye, all innately beautiful, so tall and graceful, they resembled any human crowd in a fancy restaurant. A small elf boy twisted backwards in his chair caught her looking at him and stuck his tongue at her. Bethany stuck out her own tongue and crossed her eyes. The elf boy burst into giggles. His mother said something sharply in Elvish, and he reluctantly turned around to eat some vegetable that he apparently regarded with distaste.

      They’re just ordinary people, she thought. But then she noticed, but just below the restaurant, at the street level, there were a number of men and a few women who were standing still in the bitter, snowy wind. They were dressed in uniforms, but they weren’t soldiers.

      “Who are those people?” she asked. “Why are they standing down there?”

      “Oh,” he said casually. “Those are the Bonded serfs of the guests here at the restaurant. Shifters are not allowed in restaurants, so they have to wait outside for their masters.”

      Fury shot through her like a flask of whiskey. So much for ordinary people.

      “It doesn’t bother me anymore, but I can see it bothers you,” he said. “Bethany, if you want to change the laws, you can. Once you’re my queen, you can do anything you want. If you want to reshape society according to your own ideal, I’ll let you play at that. These people...” he gestured to the shifters waiting in the streets and then to the elves in the restaurant, “will be your toys, to do with as you please.”

      “You might be able to change the laws and end slavery,” Bethany said, “and you should... but I don’t think bigotry is going to be that easy to change...”

      “Once I have absolute power, it will be,” he said. “I can reach into all of their minds and rewrite their thoughts to what you think they should be.”

      “But Alephander, that’s worse than slavery! At least slaves are free to think.”

      “Then don’t change their thoughts.” He shrugged. “How is the meat? It’s wyvern. It’s delicious. Try it.”

      “Um, yeah, it’s a party on my tongue and everyone’s invited,” she said sarcastically. It was harder for her to believe in Alephander when he was acting “nice” like this than when he had imprisoned Raziel in the dungeon with Kyrah. That, she could understand. This callous indifference to the wellbeing of others... this wasn’t the Alephander she knew, who spent a portion of every day looking out for danger to anyone in Arcana Glen. This callous “nice” was truly evil.

      “On Saturday there will be a ball in your honor. I will present you at the Elven Court,” Alephander said. “The Royal Court of Swords is much more elegant than this, but I thought you would appreciate seeing a normal restaurant. The Royal Court is a completely next level. Now, if you were anyone but who you are, I would warn you to be careful, because the courtiers are all telepaths: Dark Adepts, Mind Flayers, or Psychic Vampires. They can pry your thoughts out of your mind the way a surgeon carves a tumor out of a gallbladder...”

      “What charming new friends you have, Alexander,” she snipped.

      “You don’t have to worry; they won’t be able to read you. It will drive them crazy.”

      He grinned and winked. “They will hate you, but they will fawn over you. You’ll be the star of the Court.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 11, Sunday

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        10 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie tried to ignore the mirrors, but scenes from her life flickered and flashed, forcing her to revisit the most painful or most joyous moments of her life. She had to wonder: What is the point of this? The moments shining in the mirrors meant something to her, but she didn’t see what they could’ve possibly told her captors that they didn’t already know. It had come as a shock to Trudie to learn that she’d been created in a laboratory as some sort of super-Changeling, but it couldn’t have surprised Sabriel, who had set up the laboratory.

      The mirror replayed her first meeting with Bethany, when Trudie had been disguised as Lorna Smith. Bethany had been the one to free Trudie from the curse. They hadn’t said much to each other, since Alephander immediately had Trudie carted off to jail.

      Then, apparently by association, the next memory the mirror drudged up was her second meeting with Bethany. Trudie had been a “guest” of the town jail, which, honestly, she didn’t mind. It gave a roof and free meals.  She’d sneaked out of jail from time to time only to see what the current year was like.

      She decided to try to access the Portal again. So she schemed to find a way into Castle. Discarded shoes of an elderly witch and an invitation in the trash gave her an opportunity. In the body of the Hildred Straub, Trudie had been granted access to the Castle and even treated to a fancy dinner. When she was supposed to leave, she’d slipped away. That was when she had inadvertently overheard a conversation between Alephander and Bethany, his new wife. For some reason, the young thing was madly in love with Alephander, but distraught that they couldn’t have children.

      Trudie knew she shouldn’t say anything, but young Bethany’s pain tore at her. She shared the advice that she wished someone would have given her. Hold on to love when you find it. And have faith that as the Light grows the Tree, all things are possible, even miracles. Don’t make the mistake I made.  Don’t lose faith, because then you just may lose everything.

      After that, Trudie hurried to leave the Castle and remove the shoes. She’d cursed herself for telling Bethany about having nine children, something that didn’t apply to the woman she was impersonating. Fearful of being caught, she ignored her own advice, and returned to her prison cell. It was easier to tell someone else to trust in the Light than to do it.

      But she had wanted to actually see the outside world for herself, a little afraid of how much technology would have changed. Honestly, it hadn’t changed as much as she expected. The lack of flying cars, that was a pretty big disappointment. What had humanity wasted its creativity on instead? As far as Trudie could tell, it was the little magic mirrors that they called ‘phones’, which they carried everywhere. Not much of a trade-off, in her honest opinion.

      No one asked her.

      Besides there were some good things. There had been plenty of reasons to think that the Earth might have been a nuclear wasteland by this decade, so she was pleased to see that wasn’t the case. People still used money, there were still gaps between the rich and the poor, the nuclear family, although apparently less common, still existed. All the other predictions from the 60s seemed to have also been exaggerated. None of the extremes had occurred. Life has simply continued… Without her.

      It was humbling to know that you could disappear from the face of the Earth, and no one would notice or care. But then, she knew that already, didn’t she? She had already disappeared from the face of the Earth once in her life, and no one cared then either.

      Throughout March, she had gathered more shoes from modern contemporary people so she could fit in better. The problem with her old shoe collection was that everyone’s face reflected how they had looked in the 60s when she had collected the shoes. Their clothing and their hairstyles were all wrong.

      March was also when she realized that she wasn’t the only target of the Azir. They were actively kidnapping shifters and other magic users. She happened to find out about a race on the ice, with motorcycles and lances of wind. Curious, she assumed one of her new forms and went to watch.

      That’s when her whole world was blown apart. She not only saw her son, Vamenor, was one of the racers, but Raziel showed up as well.

      At the race, she heard the gossip about the terrible war between the elves. She knew the Azir were involved. She still wasn’t certain who was responsible for the Massacre. In Arcana Glen, everyone blamed the Azir.

      It was too easy. In a good mystery plot, the obvious culprit was never the murderer.

      Unfortunately, in real life, sometimes the most obvious culprit simply was the guilty party. With a sinking feeling in her heart, she had to face the fact that her family was deeply involved in the whole mess, whether they had initiated it or not. She clung to the hope that her children weren’t responsible, that their father had indeed gone insane from grief and launched the war to avenge his wife.

      But she knew that he had never loved his wife in the first place, so how could Trudie accept that explanation at face value?

      She wished her March Self had taken the risk to simply walk right up to Vamenor and tell him who she was. Not who she looked like, but who she really was. She wished she’d had the courage to ask him to take her to his brothers and sisters so she could tell all of them. And then just ask them point blank what was going on and which side they really supported and why.

      But Trudie in March still felt uncertain of herself in this new world, and still felt rejected by the man she loved. She wasn’t brave enough to do what she should’ve done.

      And so then in April, instead of being open about everything, she had stalked Torqanel, returning to the land of Winterdom for the first time in decades, but still lacking the courage to tell him the truth. Then she saw him talking to Raziel. And like an idiot, like a teenage drama queen, April-Trudie had seen Raziel kiss Sabriel and simply assumed the worst. Purely out of her own insecurity, she refused to trust him. And so once again, her own cowardice had betrayed her far more than anyone else around her could have done.

      In May, she had started to help other shifters who were being kidnapped. She was also feeling more and more guilty about the innocent man who had taken the fall for her murder of the Azir spy in the Sheriff’s Department. So she started cultivating contacts in the arcane human agency. At first, they baffled her. She couldn’t tell what side of the war they were on.

      Eventually, she figured out that was because the human agency had been infiltrated by enemy agents, so many they had taken over entire branches of the organization. But not all of the agents were evil. The vast majority were good people, genuinely trying to keep the Mundane Sphere safe. And even more surprisingly, their ranks included known arcanes, who were cooperating with them. But because of the widespread corruption and spies, no one knew whom to trust.

      Trudie infiltrated herself into this nest of confusion, no doubt adding more confusion, but at last, in July, she was able to free the innocent man who had gone to jail for her.

      Meanwhile in June, she had been approached by a demon about doing a heist at the Castle. She turned him down, and yet somehow found herself embroiled in the heist regardless, when a Leprechaun and a Gorgon came to her for help. It was when she showed up at their lodge by the lake that she realized another player in the heist was none other than Raziel.

      She tried and failed again to enter the Portal inside the Castle. She tried and failed to work up the courage to be honest with Raziel. More months slipped away. August. September. October.

      Finally, in November, Kyrah and Bethany forced Trudie’s hand. The Guardians had figured out that Lorna Smith was a Changeling. Kyrah must have had a vision about it, as she’d had a vision that one of the Guardians would betray them. But Kyrah hadn’t foreseen that Trudie would be the one to capture her and turn her over to the Azir, nor that Alephander Guiscard, the Magician himself, would be the traitor.

      Watching her wedding to Raziel at the end of November, Trudie wanted to tell her November-Self: Yes, you’re right that your happiness won’t last. But what good did it do you to brace yourself for the sadness I feel now? I wish you had not borrowed sorrow from the future and had seized that joy that was yours to the fullest.
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        * * *

      

      LYRA

      
        
        December 11, Sunday

        Jotunwahl, Jotunheim, Winterdom

        10 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Lyra shifted back to her human form so she could run. However, she resisted John’s attempts to hurry her inside. The crowd in the square below was panicking. She used her magic to amplify her voice to direct them to stay calm, move into the tunnels, don’t give in to fear, but prepare to face the enemy with resolve. This time, she didn’t hesitate to add her instructions in song, with a siren’s Persuasion embedded in her words, to help them avoid a stampede. Thanks to her intervention, the giants who had been in danger of literally stomping to death the humans, elves, and shifters around them calmed down enough to help rather than impede an orderly exodus into the safety tunnels below the citadel.

      She wouldn’t leave the balcony after she saw the people were safe, and John wouldn’t leave her until she was safe. Their bodyguards also kept to their stations. Thus, the royals and their guards were the last to remain outside with the watch guards in the other towers.

      While Lyra had been watching the people below scramble for safety, John had fastened his eyes on the sky.

      “I don’t understand,” he muttered. “Why is there only one Windship? Where is the rest of the invasion?”

      Lyra glanced up finally. She understood his confusion, which only increased as the solitary shape grew closer. It wasn’t a Windship at all, but a flying wagon pulled by...

      “It’s Father Jol!” cried the watchguard.

      The siren ended and the All Clear bells rang out instead.

      “It’s Father Jol!” repeated the watchguard rapturously.

      The flying sled was pulled by two of the strangest goats that Lyra had ever seen. First, they were flying goats, which was strange, but in Winterdom, where Elemental Wind magic was so strong, not as strange as it might have been. However, each of the goats’ horns ended in a candle, whose flames didn’t go out despite the wind in the air.

      The odd wagon, painted cheery red, landed on the balcony. The two immense goats (the size of stallions) tossed their heads. Their candle-horns weren’t extinguished by the motion but burned brightly and cheerfully. A man with a snow-white beard and red, white fur lined hat and matching red embroidered jacket grinned at them. Two strange little pointy-eared creatures, critters halfway between an elf doll and an otter, sat behind him. They wore little green suits like little men, also lined with fur. The rest of the wagon was filled by a giant red sack filled with presents.

      “Joyful Jol!” chirped the bearded man.

      “Santa Claus?” Lyra gasped.

      “Father Jol?” John asked cautiously.

      “One and the same,” he said cheerfully. “I have many names. I know I’m a tad early, but there’s some uncertainty if I’ll be able to travel on my usual days, and I need to give you both this gift today!”

      Unbidden, the two fuzzy critters dived into the sack of presents. After some comic digging around that involved juggling a lot of presents in the air, one of them popped up with two very small boxes.

      “Thank you, Chris,” said Father Jol gravely. “John, Lyra, these are for you.”

      Lyra reached automatically for the presents, but John stopped her by placing his hand on her arm. Alert to his caution, she paused.

      “If you’re real,” demanded John, “and this is not some Azir trick, why have I never seen you before?”

      “Why, John,” chided Father Jol, “I’m afraid that before now, you’ve always been on the Naughty List.”

      John harrumphed. Lyra stifled a giggle. She accepted the small presents from Father Jol.

      “It’s not traditional,” said Father Jol, “But it’s important you open these gifts today. There’s no time to waste.” He sighed. “The forces of darkness are strong this year. The Sun is truly in danger.” Irrepressibly, a smile cracked his face. “But the Light always wins in the end. My dear Lyra, you and I must talk when you have a chance. The origin of the Guardian of the Tower is here, in Jotunheim, but the birthplace of the Star is in my little corner of Winterdom. You have an open invitation to visit me whenever you like.”

      “But where do you...” began Lyra.

      However, Father Jol winked and shook his head. “No time now, my dear! I have to help this city with its decorations! It’s good to be back!”

      The goats and wagon lifted into the air. By now, in response to the All Clear bells, the crowd had begun to return to the square. When the giants and shifters and humans caught sight of the flying wagon and candle-horn goats, a great, glad cry lifted from many throats: “Father Jol! Father Jol!”

      The wagon swept through the city, and everywhere it flew, the breeze of its wake left homes and shops and towers and tunnel entrances festooned with lights, ribbons, shiny ornaments and boughs of holly, mistletoe, and pine.
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      JOHN

      
        
        December 11, Sunday

        Jotunwahl, Jotunheim, Winterdom

        10 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      A gentle snow fell.

      John Helwall stared, dumbfounded, at the city of Jotuwahl, which had been transformed from drab gray and white into a festive bonanza of gold, green, red and blue lights, tinsel, banners, ornaments, and life-size replicas of candle-horned goats. The whole child population of the city had emerged from their hidey-holes to play in the snow, while their parents were exclaiming over mystery packages of food that had been left inside shoes and stockings hanging by hearths inside homes.

      Then he looked down at the small box in sparkly paper with a bright bow.

      “Father Jol better not have gotten me earrings for Jol,” he muttered.

      Lyra held out her matching box. “Perhaps he gave us each one of a pair.”

      John growled deep in his throat. “Naughty List? I could show him the Naughty List. Fine, let’s see what the geezer brought us.”

      He started to rip open the wrapping, but Lyra playfully smacked his hand.

      “John! Don’t you know you’re supposed to open the card before the present?”

      “Card? What card?” As he spoke, though, he turned the box over and found the card taped to the bottom. He pulled it out of the shiny red envelope.

      
        
        Dear John,

        

        I am you, on October 31. The Magician is about to start the day over, so you won’t remember what I just went through. The Azir and Goblins invaded Arcana Glen and slaughtered hundreds of people, including half the Guardians. The Magician will replay the day and stop it from happening.

        Oh, by the way, you and Lyra are also Guardians. Unfortunately, part of what will be lost is when you and she enter the Temple of Guardians together... that’s where I’m writing this right now... so unfortunately, all the other Guardians are going to forget you proved yourself. They may reject you, or suspect you are the prophesized Traitor. (You’re not.)

        When you open the box, the memory of today will be returned to you, and you’ll know what to do next.

        

        John

        

        P.S.

        Raziel is alive. He has what you need.

      

      

      John glanced at Lyra, who had just finished reading her own card. “Who is your card from?”

      “Myself,” she said.

      “Mine too.”

      “I knew that when we attended the Halloween Ball everything felt familiar, as if I’d been there before! I knew it!” she exclaimed.

      “Is your gift also a memory of that day?”

      “Yes. It’s odd, isn’t it? We were given the Past as a Present!”

      “Father Jol is a regular comedian,” John drawled. “Should we open the boxes at the same time?”

      She nodded.

      He counted. “Three... two... one.”

      They opened the gifts.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 11

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        10 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      The next morning, Bethany attended a fitting for the gown she was to wear when presented at Court. To her secret pleasure, the seamstress assigned to help her was not from the Bonded caste, but the Snow Princess herself, Ishael Izbognir. Today, they did not have to endure the company of Duchess Eldiva. Not even Jeeva, the Yeti bodyguard, was present. It was just the two of them, alone in Ishael’s private “Sewing Room.” The Sewing Room was a simple but large, rectangular room with neither Black Ice nor any mirrors anywhere. Clothes racks, mannequins, and cutting tables filled the space.

      “I understand you have never been to court before,” Ishael said. She had a soft, sweet voice and a gentle manner. Today she wore rose. She wore a work apron over her dress and had pulled her white hair into a simple ponytail. With shy pride, she showed off her mannikins displaying gorgeous gowns of every hue. Bethany couldn’t help herself. She cried out in delight and ran from dress to dress, admiring the sunshine yellow, the midnight purple, the autumn red.

      But Princess Ishael shook her head. “I only made those for fun. Everyone at court will laugh at you if you wear any of those,” she warned. “At court, the only acceptable colors are black or white or gray. And only the bastards wear gray, so you don’t want to wear that either.”

      “They’re all bastards,” said Bethany. Then she slapped her cheek. “Oh, no offense to you, but I have no wish to be here. So as far as I’m concerned…”

      “I don’t blame you,” Ishael said softly, and her expression did look genuinely sympathetic. “But I meant bastard in the technical sense, referring to the children of a nobleman by one of his slaves. My brother and I were also bastards growing up, and we were presented to the court wearing gray. You would prefer to avoid that if possible. It’s not pleasant.”

      Ishael gestured to lovely white gown. “That’s what I will wear at the ball. During the war, we were acknowledged as legitimate heirs, so now we dress according to our new station. But I remember what it was like before. I don’t want you to suffer any more during your stay here than necessary. So please let me find you something lovely to wear.”

      Ishael measured and fussed about Bethany, doing seamstress things with pins and chalk, always careful not to touch her skin.

      “I noticed you’re still wearing gloves,” Bethany finally said. “Is it because you don’t like the cold or is it that you don’t want to touch me?”

      “I know the knack of enduring the cold.” Ishael flinched. “I daren’t touch you. You saw what my touch does to people.”

      “And you saw what my touch does to people,” said Bethany gently. “You’re no danger to me.”

      Ishael looked startled. “No I hadn’t even thought of that. But of course… You are a Null... I suppose… Not that I would ever risk it!”

      “Oh, we should try!” said Bethany. And before the princess could guess what she was about to do, Bethany grabbed her, yanked off one glove, and touched Ishael’s bare arm.

      Something clattered to the floor.

      The princess emitted a little squeal of horror, but then she stared in shock at Bethany.

      “Nothing happened to you!” Ishael cried.

      “I told you!”

      “Do you mind?” The princess took off her other glove as well and took Bethany’s hands and hers. “Amazing. I haven’t been able to touch another person since my birth mother died. I wish we could be friends...”

      “Why can’t we?” Still holding Ishael by one hand, Bethany bent and picked up the thing that had dropped. It was a silver chain with a moon pendant. “But what is this? It broke when I touched you. I hope I didn’t destroy something magic that you valued. Oh dear.”

      Ishael peered at the broken necklace, aghast at what she saw. At once, she snatched her hands away and put her gloves back on. She looked shaken. Severely, she said, “Nobody makes friends in the Royal Court. The sooner you learn that, the longer you will survive.”

      Bethany’s heart sank. She had truly hoped to find at least one friend in the Court of Swords. But obviously, by breaking Ishael’s magic necklace, Bethany had turned the princess against her.

      “I have all your measurements and everything I need,” said Ishael. “You should go back now.”

      Morosely, Bethany shuffled back through the portal into her prison, friendless and alone, as before.
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        * * *

      

      Alone in her room again, Bethany walked around the bed in circles and argued with the reflections of her Past Selves in the Magic Mirrors.

      “It’s obvious, perfectly obvious this is a trick,” Now-Bethany explained to the twelve Past Bethanies, “Some kind of terrible trick or…or… misunderstanding.” 

      “Misunderstanding?” scoffed January-Bethany. She was apparently from the early hours of Bethany’s marriage to Alephander, when it had been a marriage in name only, and, frankly, she had suspected him of being a serial killer. January-Bethany was skeptical of most everything Now-Bethany had to say. “Honestly, in some ways, I would respect him more if he really was a traitor! At least then his deception would make sense. If he thinks he is doing all of this on behalf of everybody else, but didn’t bother to tell anyone not even me… hello? I’m his wife! That level of arrogance and distrust makes it impossible for me to know how I would ever be able to trust him in the future!”

      “Whoa,” said May-Bethany. “That’s going too far, isn’t it? Look, for the sake of all our friends trapped as golden statues in the dungeon, we had better hope that it’s all a trick…hadn’t we?”

      “Of course,” said Now-Bethany. “But it’s not just about me. I know the other Guardians would feel the same way. We sit at a Round Table for a reason. We all have powers and skills that contribute to the whole. We are all supposed to be equals. We recognize that Alephander is super smart, and has lived a long time, and is a good leader, but… He’s still just one man. He’s not supposed to be a dictator. He’s definitely not the omnipotent Light. But that’s what he wanted to be at one time…”

      “You don’t really think he’s gone back to THAT?” gasped August-Bethany.

      “He does have this annoying attitude that ‘Results Justify Anything,’” noted July-Bethany. “And never mind anyone’s rights, never mind their feelings!”

      Now-Bethany pressed her lips together. “And another thing too. Alephander had said that the curses didn’t hurt the Guardians. But when I broke the three curses on Dahlia, I could sense malice in those spells. The Guardians aren’t suspended in some harmless stasis, like a good night’s sleep. They are immobile, but they are aware. Dahlia was in pain.”

      “OH. MY. GOSH!” exclaimed June-Bethany. “Can you really do that now? I have been working SO HARD to do something more with my Not-Magic Magic, like sensing something about what kind of spells I eliminate, but nothing worked!”

      Now-Bethany couldn’t believe June-Bethany was so frivolous. Now-Bethany tried to remember how she’d felt in the summer, when practicing her magic had seemed like the most important thing in the world. Not because she really thought she’d need it, but because it was fun.

      Still, if June-Bethany hadn’t put in the practice, Now-Bethany wouldn’t have had the skill set.

      “Yeah, you worked on that a lot, didn’t you?” Now-Bethany allowed grudgingly. “I guess you have come pretty far.”

      In the year that she had spent on dispelling magic spells, Bethany had learned to identify when she was breaking a truly terrible, painful, torturous curse, something that truly deserved to be called a curse, versus a spell that was simply harmless fun. In the instant that her anti-magic touched magic, she could pick up the flavor and intensity of the spell.

      “The POINT,” she reminded ditsy June-Bethany, “is that whatever the Dark Triad is doing to the Guardians, it’s a form of low-level but ongoing torture. How can Alephander ever make this right with them? Even if he tries to justify it for fighting the War or the Greater Good, the fact is that he still handed our best friends and good colleagues over to the enemy to be humiliated, cursed, tortured, and imprisoned.”

      “And if his plan fails,” November-Bethany reminded Now-Bethany, “they could be trapped like this forever.”

      “I would like to remind everyone of something,” declared May-Bethany. She drew everyone’s attention to her mirror.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        May 5, Cinco de Mayo

        Arcana Castle; Mystic Lake

        Mundania

      

      

      “I’m not going to hold back,” Alephander warned as he fondled his wand. Disheveled and determined, he looked particularly relentless and sexy. His dark hair fell rakishly across the hard lines of his face. His eyes sparkled with edgy urgency. He had been wanting to try this for a long time, but Bethany hadn’t felt ready. She fidgeted nervously, feeling as shy as the first night they had spent together as lovers.

      His low, velvet voice rubbed against her. “I’m going to do you from behind first, and if it feels right, I’ll do you from the front after that. Then I’ll check out your mouth—most people forget to penetrate deep into the throat—and finally, I’ll examine you from the bottom up to make sure I’ve covered every inch of you.”

      “Will it feel rough?”

      “Only if you resist. I’m going to come up right against your skin. You can’t throw me off. Do you think you can handle it?”

      “Do I need to strip naked?” Bethany asked.

      “No,” he said. “I can do everything I want to you without mussing your clothing or your hair.”

      “Fine. But if we’re going to do this right, you have to take off your shirt,” instructed Bethany.

      Alephander ripped off his shirt and stood there with his muscular chest outlined in the glisten of sweat. Spring sunlight poured through the window of his laboratory tower, illuminating him like a golden stature built in homage to manhood. “There. Why?”

      “No reason, really, you just look good that way.” Bethany cast him a coy glance. “Are you sure you don’t want me to strip too?”

      His expression grew wry. “I’m sure. You’re distracting me enough as it is.”

      Alephander waved the Wand of Will, while muttering something in the Ancient Tongue. A spiral of glowing runes shot from the wand and splattered close to Bethany without touching her. The golden droplets stretched into threads that wove around her, creating a luminous net.

      “Is it working?” Bethany asked. “I don’t feel any different.”

      “You can’t feel it? I do. It’s tight.”

      “Is that good?”

      “Tight is good.” He grinned. “Look in the mirror.”

      He removed the curtain that covered the magic mirror on the far side of the round, stone room stuffed with magical equipment. Bethany moved to admire her reflection. Instead of herself, she saw an older, plumper woman with ash blonde hair and glasses. Alephander stood next to her. He had cast a glamour over himself as well, to hide his celebrity good looks, pectorals, and six-pack abs with a dad bod. He wore a pink polo shirt and clashing plaid shorts.

      “You did it!” Bethany exclaimed.

      “No, you did it.” Alephander put his arms around her. She could feel his bare chest and his muscular arms, but in the mirror, it looked like Dad Bod was snuggling Suburban Mom. “All I did was cast a slightly-adjusted glamour spell, a basic illusion that any elf or witch could do. But you had to learn to keep your Null field from blasting my spell to pieces.”

      “I can’t even feel the spell.”

      “It’s very close to your skin but not touching. That’s the secret. Even I can’t make a glamour spell that could touch you directly and stay intact.”

      Bethany placed her hand over her belly. “I love your glamour, Alephander, but I thought you were going to make me pregnant.”

      “I did make you pregnant.” He smirked. “And it took considerable skill.”

      “I meant make me look pregnant.” Bethany rubbed her belly. It was a bit chubbier than she was naturally, but to her, the fault looked more like donuts than the “glow” of nature’s miracle. They were planning to attend a lakeside Cinco de Mayo festival. If they showed up as the Magician and the Fool, they would be mobbed as celebrities, and the festival would turn into an event all about them.

      “I created the illusion of a woman who has been pregnant for four weeks and four days. Since our baby was conceived on April 1, that’s how far along you’d be.”

      “But there’s no bulge!” Bethany complained.

      Silly woman, I love you so much, his thought washed through her, along with a warm wave of tenderness and amusement. “You wouldn’t be showing much in the first trimester even if ours were a normal pregnancy.”

      “What about feeling the baby kick?”

      “Too soon.”

      “So even if we had a normal, non-magical, non-surrogate-egg, non-super-secret-to-keep-the-baby-safe pregnancy, people still wouldn’t know we were pregnant!”

      “Not unless we wanted them too,” said Alephander.

      “I just wish I felt more pregnant. Sometimes I worry our baby exists just in my imagination.”

      “Do you want to visit our Egg before we head to the Cinco de Mayo festival?”

      “Yes!”

      Alephander did his snappy-snappy-fingers-thing, which Bethany had decided to consider “fun” rather than “nauseating,” on the principle that it was a magical roller-coaster ride through rips in spacetime, and instantaneously the two of them transported from Arcana Castle to Dragon Mountain.

      Deep in the heart of the mountain, in the most protected spot, lay the greatest treasure of any Roost: inside a stone nest floating in a pool of lava, there rested a dozen basketball-sized Dragon eggs. They looked like colorful globes, gilt with metal enamel, precious jewels and a crazy swirly design of gold and platinum, but they hadn’t been smithed. Dragon eggs were “a manifestation of pure Chaos interacting with pure Order,” according Alephander.

      Whatever that meant.

      All that Bethany knew was that the only way that she and Alephander were able to gestate their child was inside a Dragon egg. The same egg held the child of Empress Victoria and Emperor Troy, who had agreed to be surrogates. The two unrelated children were gestating like twins inside the same beautiful Egg. Bethany had no difficulty picking out “her” Egg from those of the other Dragons who kept their eggs here in the Roost, where volcanic heat kept them warm and cozy.

      “There’s our spawn, snuggly as a bubble of raw entropy encased in a magical shell of pure Light-made-solid can be,” Alephander said, sounding proud. “Now. Shall we head over to the festival, Mrs Smith?”

      “Why, yes, Mr Smith, let’s do that.”

      They grinned at each other. Alephander snapped his fingers again, and they appeared behind some trees where no one could see them pop into existence out of thin air. They strolled the rest of the way down the hill to the lakeside. Throngs of people gathered between a concert stage and the beach. A mariachi band played on the stage. Red, white, and green pennants waved in the wind. The air smelled of suntan lotion and enchiladas.

      No one spared them a second glance.

      “It worked!” Bethany exclaimed.

      “Now you know the advantage of a good glamour,” Alephander said.

      They did all the normie things couples did. As usual, Bethany’s thoughts raced down a thousand rabbit paths at once. Inevitably, though, as had been happening more and more, her thoughts returned to their future mystery child.

      “We can’t plan a gender reveal party,” she said, a bit wistfully. “I’m not complaining. I understand and agree that keeping our baby safe and secret comes first. But we do need to decide if we want to know the sex of the baby or—”

      “They’re both girls,” Alephander said. “Our child and Troy and Victoria’s child are both girls.”

      “…aaaaand so much for being surprised,” concluded Bethany.

      “Nobody likes to be surprised!”

      “I love surprises!” she huffed. “I should have known you would peek.”

      “Naturally.” He tapped the Wand of Will against the palm of his other hand. “Checking the chromosomes was trivial compared to determining if each had magic.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Would it matter?”

      “Very much.”

      Bethany puckered her lips. “But you’d love your daughter no matter what, right?”

      “That is not the issue.”

      “It’s the issue to me.”

      Alephander paused. He turned to face Bethany, closely studying her for the first time in the conversation.

      “Never doubt I love you and I love our child,” he enunciated. “Do you understand? No matter what else may happen or what I say or even do, never doubt I have a reason, and that reason is that I love you.”

      “Oh.” Her breath caught in her throat like a lozenge she’d accidentally swallowed. The intensity of his eyes, shining blue streaked with gold fire, left no doubt he meant it.

      “Whether our daughter is a Null, like you, a Wizard, like me, or an ordinary human mundane, as I was born, makes a difference in how I will protect her, and, eventually, train her to protect herself,” explained Alephander. “That’s why it matters. Not because it will change how much I love her.”

      “So what did you find out?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Bethany tried not to giggle. “You couldn’t tell, could you?”

      He scowled. “No. The Chaos magic inherent in the Dragon’s egg prevented me from making any conclusive determination. I couldn’t even tell if Victoria’s and Troy’s daughter will be able to shapeshift.”

      “Is there really a chance their daughter won’t be able to become a dragon?”

      “Yes, for the same reason our child might be mundane or a Null. Troy is human. Some half-breeds take after the human parent. Some after the Dragon. Unfortunately, there is yet no way to tell en ovum.”

      “That’s great!” Bethany grinned. “At least something will be a surprise!”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 11

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        10 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      The mirror suddenly went black except for May-Bethany, who put her finger to her lips. All of the mirrors faded back to simple reflections.

      The door to the prison opened. Stupidly, her heart leaped faster, seeing Alephander again.

      “I would like to show you something,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      At the center of the immense chamber, a giant machine throbbed like an iron heart. The longer Bethany stared at it, the more nauseated she felt. There was simply something wrong about the machine, with writhed like some undulating, unctuous creature of the deep.

      “Do you know where we are?” Alephander asked Bethany. “This is the base of the Tower. Not the mirror towers, but the Tower. The Dark Triad has constructed one in every Sphere...”

      “Except Mundania.”

      “...which will be rebuilt,” he said smoothly.

      The engine at the center of the room dominated the space, filling it, making the area feel claustrophobic despite its objectively large size. Her first impression of it was that it was a huge engine, but then she wasn’t certain. It wasn’t like any engine she had ever seen; it was like some sort of steampunk nightmare, pumping molten lava and glowing with black light that turned every pale surface eerie iridescent purple. The very core of the machine looked more like an altar, a dark altar for human sacrifice and other bloody unspeakable rituals. 

      Aaresh, in his human form but stripped naked except for a loincloth, had been strapped to the altar, spread-eagle and facing upward so that he had to stare into the molten core of the engine. So close to it that his whole body glowed with heat and Bethany wondered how he did not burst spontaneously into flame. Although he was clearly in pain, he didn’t scream in agony as she would’ve if she had been that close to the bubbling lava.

      Aaresh wasn’t hurt by the heat because he was the heat. He wasn’t just next to the engine; he was the source of the energy pulsing into it.

      “How can you do this to Aaresh?” Bethany demanded.

      Alephander showed no remorse, only mild irritation. He ignored her question and answered one she hadn’t asked.

      “The treason of the Ice Giant set us back by weeks when he destroyed the Tower on Earth,” said Alephander. “That should’ve been the foundation of our Tower here in Winterdom. We also have six other Towers in the other Spheres. All of the Towers are connected to the Infernal Machine in Darkpyre. We even have a hidden Tower in the Sphere of Lighthaven, that the angels themselves don’t know about. Yes, that’s right, even the angels have agents in their midst who are working with us. So even though we are missing the Foundation of our machine, we have enough of the pieces that we were able to reassemble here to continue with the Great Work.”

      “Not that again!”

      “The same Great Work I was pursuing when you met me, Bethany, the same Great Work I have been pursuing for five centuries. To overthrow the Creator of this broken and pathetic world and establish a better Ruler in charge of the multiverse.”

      “I thought you gave that up.”

      “You’re so delightfully naïve.” A condescending quirk of his lips. “You believed exactly what you wanted to believe. “

      “You definitely have mastered the art of super villain insults 101,” Bethany snapped.

      “Right now, we are using the lion to power the towers but soon we will plug all of them into the Infernal Machine in Darkpyre. When that happens, the lion will finally be detonated like a bomb, sending a pulse of energy throughout the entire system. In one single blow, we will send an electrical jolt all the way up to the Immortal Spheres, casting out a huge wave of energy that will align every single mind under one all-powerful will.”

      “So everyone will be your slave, is that what you’re trying to describe?”

      “Every individual will be part of one master plan, one smooth working machine, one tree that is no longer divided and messy but unified and pure. You should support this, Bethany. There will be no more war, no more poverty, no more suffering, no more jealousy, no more hate.”

      “Yeah,” she said, “I’m sure that’s exactly how it’ll all work out. Because dictatorship always leads to paradise and peace on earth, right? Just look at the rousing success of the Inquisition, the Nazis, the Communists… I mean this dumb plan has only been tried by humans a million times. But if you do it with magic, I’m sure it’s gonna work out fine.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I am curious,” he remarked. “Even though no one can read your mind or your emotions because you are a Null, you’re a very poor liar. Every thought you have is reflected on your face. I can tell you aren’t really as angry or as afraid of me as you should be if you truly reject my plans as you claim. So, either you are lying, and you are eager to become my Empress when I rule the universe, or you don’t really believe I am going to do it.”

      He stepped closer to her. “Your skepticism is annoying. I really do intend to go through with this. The fact that you don’t believe I’m truly committed is making the members of my fellow Triad doubt my sincerity.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I will try to act like I believe you have really turned into a mega douche bag.”

      “I want your support,” Alephander said, “But I want you to support my real goal, not the foolish lies I’ve told you over the past year about creating a council of equals to defend the liberty of individual Spheres—what a stupid idea that is—it only encourages each Sphere to act selfishly, in their own interests, instead of cooperating with each other.”

      “You can only have cooperation between free equals, Alephander. If you force someone to work with you, that’s not cooperation, it’s just conquest.”

      “Spare me the bourgeoisie school girl morality,” he mocked. “Everyone seeks to conquer others. Any claim otherwise is a self-serving lie. How was I able to trick and imprison the Guardians so easily? They wanted to impose their will on the Azir—to conquer Winterdom!”

      “That’s completely backwards—defending oneself is not the same thing as conquest!”

      “But it becomes the same in the end, doesn’t it? The only way to stop Winterdom at this point is by brute force, whether military or magical. That is what I promised the Guardians we would do—force the Court of Swords to surrender. That is how I lured them here, with the promise I had a plan to do so.”

      His eyes glittered with amusement. “And do you know the best way to conquer an enemy? It is the secret of every form of war, from martial arts to the Great Game of high politics. Anticipate what people want to do anyway, give them what they want, and let them do it, lure them into going even further than they intended, and then, when they have thrown all their weight into the action, step backwards and let them carry themselves into your trap. The Guardians wanted to invade Izdarq, the Capital of Winterdom, to end the War in one swift decapitation movement, so I pretended to offer them exactly what they wanted. And they fell to me like ripe fruit.”

      Bethany glanced at the Azir guards. They had strolled as close as they could to the Lion Shifter, apparently to mock and taunt the bound man. What buttheads. However, their distraction emboldened her to tell Alephander the truth. She stood on her tiptoes and whispered to him.

      “I know the real you. I love the real you. Nothing you say can make me love you less.”

      She rocked back on her heels and raised her eyebrows at him, as if to say, So There. 

      “And besides,” she hissed, “If you really were evil, why would you be trying so hard to convince me you are evil?”

      “I’m not evil,” he said. “I’m trying to convince you I’m right. That this is right. I want you to love me, Bethany, but it has to be on my terms.” 

      “Conquering the whole universe.”

      “No!”

      “Then what?”

      “Conquering all Ten of the Universes of the whole Metaverse—of the entire Tree of Worlds!”

      “No, Alephander. We discussed this already. You are a good man and a great wizard, but NO, you CANNOT rule the whole Metaverse. You are not three years old, it’s really time you learned this!”

      He chuckled. “Very funny.”

      For a moment, Bethany felt like she might be making progress. They were joking and teasing each other, and everything was fine. But then the light died from his eyes and his smile drained of any real joy. He was still smiling, but the crescent of teeth was cruel now. 

      She shivered. How could he just turn off the warmth like that? She had to admit, it frightened her.

      “Soon I will show you something,” Alephander said. “I think you’ll finally understand. After I introduce you to the Court of Swords.”
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 11

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq

        10 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie was getting used to how the mirrors worked and better at steering them away from what she did not want her captors to see. But she knew that the longer she was trapped in this room, the more random scenes would show despite her best efforts, and the more they would find out everything she knew.

      And then suddenly, she saw a raven flying against a white sky in the January mirror. She frowned. This was not something she had any conscious memory of. It could’ve still happened to her. Maybe a raven had flown overhead and she just hadn’t noticed. But why was it important enough for the mirror to pick it up and show it? It didn’t just flash across the mirror either. The January mirror was now showing nothing else but the flying Raven

      And then the raven flew to the next mirror, into a white sky as it covered February.

      She was now convinced this was not a memory at all. Something strange was happening.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Devil

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      VASS

      
        
        December 13

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        8 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Vassily Glug’ulgros had known something was wrong the minute he stepped through the portal. But then a spell snaked around him. His ability to fight, even think, turned sluggish. He was trapped in something mostly inanimate, an even more horrifying sensation than the time he had been turned into a swine. And that had been one of the worst experiences of his life.

      He panicked and struggled without avail. It was like when you had a dream and you tried to run but you couldn’t move. Your whole body was immobilized, and you felt like you couldn’t breathe. It was like that. except worse. It was like that, except the dream did not end, it just went on and on, endless, in slow-motion pain.

      And then suddenly the spell was gone. He stood in front of his father, Xin Glug’ulgros, the Demon King of Gluttony. Bethany stood by his side, restrained by a guard. Apparently, she had ended the curses holding him. She mouthed the words, “sorry,” to Vass. But he knew his father was to blame, no one elese.

      His first thought was that he was back in the terrible place where he had been born. Humans charmingly referred to it as hell. Arcanes called it Darkpyre. A sphere of eternal night and bitter cold, which was punctuated by lakes of burning fire and searing heat. The Daemons who lived there were originally meant to be the jailers of criminals against karma. But eventually the prison attracted dark souls who enjoyed punishing others not to rehabilitate them but to torture them for the sake of feeding off of their pain. And the worst of them was the one called the Beast, or the dark one, or the Infernal Machine. 

      There were many theories about where the beast came from. Some said it was originally an angel who acquired powers by swallowing other souls. Others said it was something like a supernatural fungus, a parasite on the Tree of Worlds, as old as the Tree itself. Others described it as a giant, dragon-like worm, a snake in the Tree, which coiled around the entire trunk and ate its own tail. And still others said that it was not truly alive at all, that it was a great artificial amalgamation of broken spirits chopped into pieces shoveled together in one amalgamated abomination.

      These days, when so much of human civilization depended on machines serving them and helping them and improving life, their secret fears were that, on the contrary, what they built would turn on them and destroy them; the darkness that threatened to devour everything was no longer referred to as a priest or a man, it was simply called the Infernal Machine.

      But with every soul it devoured, the Infernal Machine became hungrier instead of satisfied. Like a great Kraken of darkness in the deepest lake of fire, it sent out tentacles to trap more prey. It could project any illusion; the tentacles usually looked like chains; the chains were disguised as lures. Instead of devouring its victims all at once, a long supply chain of slaves connected in the Infernal Machine to every living being in the Seven Spheres. Even in the sphere of angels, there were secret operatives of the beast, gnawing away at the integrity of anyone susceptible. 

      His father was a king of Darkpyre, and Vass had been raised in a palace served by slaves —the trapped souls of the damned. He had been sent to private schools on earth and lived the life of a carefree playboy. But underneath lurked the threat of addiction to that Dark Magic, chaining your soul to feed the Beast. And eventually he had succumbed.

      Vass had never intended to hurt anyone. A series of stupid and shortsighted mistakes led him into the clutches of addiction to the beast. Half of the stupid things he did in life were to defy his father. The other half were done to impress him. It was ultimately his father who had physically chained him to the Infernal Machine. Xin had intended to feed off his own son before he himself became food for the darkness.

      Vass glanced at Bethany, still standing next to his father. She looked horrified and ashamed. For about half a second he wondered if she was the Traitor to the Guardians, but one look at her face confirmed she was a captive, as he was. Every emotion she felt was writ on her face like subtitles on a movie screen. Vass turned his head to follow her unhappy little glance and saw Alephander.

      Everything was clear at that point. Vass met eyes of the human wizard, A silent accusation; Alephander smiled sardonically and inclined his head just a fraction, acknowledgment of the crime, without the least regret.

      Vass looked back at Bethany, feeling sorry for her. She looked so miserable. He wanted to tell her: You weren’t the only fool this time. He fooled us all.

      “You have your first choice of prisoners,” said the Magician. He was talking to Glug’ulgros. “We agreed this would be allowed to. Which Guardian is your second choice as a personal pet?”

      “I want the Fallen Angel,” said Glug’ulgros.

      Vass saw the other Guardians still trapped in a triple curse. He knew that protesting or complaining to his father would only encourage the monster; Vass watched with clenched fists as Alephander forced Bethany to touch another statue. The Guardian released from the spell was Raziel.
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        Saturday, December 13

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        8 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Again, she saw the raven.

      One by one, the raven flew into each of the twelve mirrors in the room around Trudie. And then finally the raven returned to January, landed in an empty field of snow and ice, and transformed into a beautiful young woman.

      She was an elf, a Winter Elf with snowy skin, but her hair was as dark as a raven’s feathers. Her eyes were gray and clear as ice. Instead of dressing in white, like most winter elves, she wore a raven black gown embroidered with feathers.

      Reylanna.

      Trudie recognized her daughter and stared directly at her. And Reylanna stared back. Their eyes met through the mirror. This was not a memory or a reflection: it was a portal.

      Any doubt was erased when the woman stepped through the mirror and into the room.

      “It’s really you,” Reylanna exclaimed. “You’re alive! I was so afraid she had killed you!”

      Reylanna threw her arms around Trudie and hugged her tightly. “And this must be your real body, you’re Changeling body. I always knew it was, but I came to doubt myself...”

      “Reylanna! I love you. I’ve missed you so much,” Trudie said. She was already weeping. “But how do you know? How do you know who I am?”

      “I’ve always known who you really are,” said Reylanna simply. “I’ve known since I was little. You never fooled me, I could always see the difference between you and the other one. But I knew I mustn’t tell anyone or she would hurt you.”

      “I never knew you knew.”

      “We are all very good at keeping secrets, aren’t we?” Reylanna smiled sadly. “It’s our greatest magic. And I’m using it even now, using all my power to keep secret. I can’t stay long, mommy. I can only hide us from Them for so long.”

      “Can you help me escape?”

      “I can, but we have to be careful. When you were here, there were only a few magic mirrors. Now they are everywhere. In every room, in every hall. And every one of them is a spy for Them. And you can’t trust any of them.”

      “Except for your brothers and sisters...”

      “No! Not them either. Especially not Torqanel.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Right before the war started, I warned all of them what was coming. I didn’t know enough details to stop it, but I knew they were planning something terrible to justify the war. Everyone—all of us kids—agreed that we were going to work together to force father to step aside, make mother retire, and Older Brother Torqanel would take the throne.

      “But when the massacre happened, and Older Brother Torqanel was convinced you had been killed by the Wyzir, he went mad with rage. He not only rejected the plan, mommy, he betrayed me. He blamed everything on me, and I had no choice but to confess or implicate the younger siblings. To hide the fact I was being punished, I was forced to marry one of father’s cronies.

      “Older Brother Torqanel is completely father’s creature now. And Younger Sister Ziratris is even worse. The two of them had a competition going during the entire war to see who could conquer more cities, who could enslave more people.

      “Torqanel has allowed Mother to turn the servants in his castle into Ornaments, twisted souls that are half object, half person, tormented by their shape and the cruelty of the spell she’s used to enchant them. He even lured the Princess of Summerland into his castle and kept her prisoner. It’s rumored that he’s forced her into his bed, and when she fought him, he had her turned into an Ornament as well.”

      “I can’t believe he would do that. I don’t believe Torqanel had any part of that.”

      “He’s not the boy you remember. Younger Brother Vamenor was no better. He was making their weapons for them, then he participated in a set up to trap them, pretending he was Called to the Guardian of the Tower. He was punished for failing, but that doesn’t make him trustworthy. Darcassan was the Regent of Springvale before the rebels there killed him. And of course you know Taredd was appointed to be the Goblin Regent of Autumndelle.

      “All of them are neck deep in intrigue and betrayal. And none of them know who you really are. Not like me. They are loyal to our blood Mother. Even if you were to reveal the truth to them, I think they would only see you as a changeling nanny from their childhood. I fear they would turn on you if you told them to stand up to father or mother.”

      The light in the twelve mirrors around them shimmered and Reylanna looked nervously over her shoulder. “I can’t stay longer. Please be careful. I’ll find a way to get you out of here, but I can’t do it yet.”

      “Reylanna! Wait! It’s not enough to save me. We have to save everyone! You must know that they are planning something even more terrible!”

      “It’s impossible,” said Reylanna. “If only the others had agreed to work with me, we could have done something. If only we could’ve trusted each other, but that’s not how our family works, is it?”

      She transformed into a raven and flew through the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 13

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        8 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany had days to sort through her memories. The contrast between better days and her current reality could be soothing. It could also hurt. At best, it felt bittersweet. But she couldn’t resist staring into the past, wondering what had gone wrong.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        August 13

        Denver Colorado, Mundania

      

      

      Alephander snapped his fingers. The Castle disappeared, replaced with the interior of a big warehouse store that Bethany knew was not in Arcana Glen. Though they were inside, she could hear traffic outside. The air smelled different, more of motor fluid and ozone, less of pinecone and wildflowers.

      Bethany glanced around. “Are we in Denver?”

      “Yes. I’ve been thinking about our daughter,” declared Alephander. “I wish to be a modern father to her. I think we should allow her to have toys.”

      “Well, duh. Every kid gets toys.”

      “Perhaps it is common now, but my father was very strict. He believed that allowing children ‘to play’ was the first step to Darkpyre.”

      “Great!” Bethany gestured to the store, whose orange metal aisles were stacked with two-by-fours, house paint and thousands of different sized screws and nails. The shelves closed to them bristled with circular saws, jigsaws, drills, hammer-drills, sanders, grinders, routers, and numerous other electric tools. “So what are we doing here?”

      “We’re going to buy toys for our daughter,” Alephander said.

      “But we’re in the Power Tools section of Build-It-Yourself Depot.”

      Alephander pondered this. “Where else would we buy toys?”

      “Maybe… a toy store.”

      A slow, flush crawled up his cheeks. “Ah. Um. Yes. I should have thought about that. I told you, I was never allowed to have toys as a child, and I’ve hardly spent any time around children in the five centuries since.”

      Alephander snapped his fingers again. The gut wrenching roller-coaster through spacetime yanked them from the Build-It-Yourself Depot to a new urban location. The traffic sounds were just as loud, which wasn’t surprising, since they now stood in a busy parking lot. “This is the largest Toys 4 U in Colorado.”

      Bethany could believe it. Alephander had apparated them to the parking lot outside the store, which judging by the building, was simply immense.

      “Did your father really not allow you any toys?” Bethany asked, still disturbed by that. “Any at all? I thought you told me once you had a toy sword when you were five.”

      “It wasn’t a toy. It was a real sword.”

      “Your dad wouldn’t let you play with toys, but he gave a five-year-old a sword?”

      “It was a dagger, truly,” Alephander allowed. “But the blade was sharp enough to cut. He wanted me to know that a weapon draws blood.”

      “No wonder you took us to the Power Tools section...” Bethany shook her head. Sometimes she wished she could go back in time to smack some sense into Alephander’s father. “How about we wait until our daughter is a bit older before we arm her with a chainsaw?”

      Alephander flushed slightly. “I want to buy her a doll.”

      “Awwww.”

      It was too cute. Bethany couldn’t bring herself to pop his bubble by pointing out that their daughter was still four months away from birth and years away from playing with dolls.

      They entered the store. Neon lights flickered over aisle after aisle of brightly packaged enticements. Alephander surveyed the grid of toys as if it were a chess board and stormed the aisles between stuffed ‘Magic Moon Bears’ and plastic ‘Wrex the T-Rexes’ as if raiding an enemy fortress.

      He scooped up a ‘Magic Moon Bear.’

      “It has no magic at all,” he said in outrage. “How dare they use such blatant false advertising!”

      Bethany lifted the toy opposite him. “Dang, I don’t think Wrex is a real T-Rex either!”

      Alephander’s lips twitched. “I was joking too.”

      They both put their respective toys back. Bethany snickered.

      “I was,” Alephander insisted.

      “Sure you were.”

      They reached the doll aisle.

      “I won’t be like my father,” declared Alephander.  “He was always ranting, fuming that any pleasure or joy led to fire and brimstone. I want our daughter to have fun and enjoy the same useless gadgets and pointless trends as her peers…”

      He paused. They had turned down a new aisle filled with pink & purple, pink & aqua, and pink & pink boxes.

      “Are these the dolls?”

      “Yep. This aisle and the next and the next over.”

      “Ah.” He looked flummoxed. “There are so many. If these were animated by a Golem Master, they would make a formidable army.”

      Bethany had a brief, vivid fantasy of thousands of eleven-inch Amazons dressed in high heeled plastic pumps and glittery ball gowns facing down enemy tanks and machine guns. They would need an air force. Dolls riding drones….

      “Ooh can we do that?” She clasped her hands and bounced on her toes.

      “You won’t give our child a paltry dagger, but you would give her an army of golems?”

      “Very, very fashionable golems.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I was joking!”

      “Sure you were.” He sighed. “Which doll should we get?”

      Bethany picked up one of the doll boxes. It looked as if a magenta glitter grenade had exploded on it. The doll inside appeared to be dressed as a Dominatrix, in thigh high black leather boots and a see-through lace bra. She wore a studded dog-collar.

      “This is a popular brand,” Bethany noted. “All the rage right now with the seven to twelve set.”

      Alephander handled the box with caution. Perhaps he feared the magenta glitz was contagious. He read the brand, written in a font like subway graffiti.

      SLUTZ.

      His brow furrowed. “There must be some mistake. These dolls cannot possibly be called ‘sluts.’ Doesn’t that imply… ahem…”

      “Normally, but here it’s spelled with a Z.  Aw, look, it comes with special stickers so you can give her a tramp stamp. ‘Just dip in ice water.’ How precious!”

      Alephander waved his hand and the box floated back to the shelf. He grit his teeth. “Get a different doll.”

      “Here’s one that tries to encourage girls to aspire to non-traditional gender roles,” Bethany said, seizing upon another box. “The New York Times raved about it. They didn’t have dolls like this when I was little… or maybe they did, but I didn’t know. I had mostly hand-me down Barbies from my cousins…”

      This box was black, albeit with magenta, silver, and aqua glitter. The label read, “Super Villainess!!! Move over, Princess! ‘Cause girls can be Bad Guys too!”

      “It’s based on a hit television musical,” said Bethany.

      Alephander read the back of the box out loud. “‘Carla the Car Jacker’ can hot-wire a car in 60 seconds! She’s always on the lookout for the po-po.’”

      Bethany peered around his shoulder.

      “Aw, this one has the ice water stickers too. You can send Carla to the clink, and she comes back with gang tattoos…”

      Alephander read the side of the box. “Get the whole crew… Juju the Hacker, Sugar the Pill Pusher, Zukika the…”

      Alephander waved the box away. It flew and hit the shelf so hard all the boxes quivered. “My father was right. The toy store leads straight to Darkpyre!” He crossed his arms. He posed like a lone warrior, wearied from battle, yet determined to face down the army of eleven inch ‘super villainesses.’

      “I have a new plan,” said Alephander. “We will lock our daughter in a tower and allow her no contact with the outside world until her hundredth birthday.”

      As they walked back to the store exit, they passed an aisle where all the packaging was black, with bright splats of blood red, electric yellow and metallic blue. Many of the toys weren’t even encased in boxes, merely strapped down to a slab of gleaming cardboard, as if the Battle Mech Monsters and Ninja Numchuks were struggling to escape.

      “See the toys for little boys are just as bad,” said Bethany.

      Alephander paused to examine a plastic monstrosity. Jagged letters declared: “APOCALYPSE GUN! Genocide your enemies and feed their bones to your Hydra! GRRRR!”

      “I see nothing wrong with these toys,” said Alephander. “At least it’s not training children to be promiscuous criminals.”

      “Technically, genocide is a crime.”

      He grunted.

      “Are you saying you want to buy our daughter an apocalypse gun for her first birthday? You do realize it shoots neon green slime? And when you press this button…”

      Bethany demonstrated. A grating, high pitched, minute long siren warbled. Bethany pressed the button again. The siren repeated the exact sequence of notes, except it was even more annoying the second time. She said brightly, “Imagine our baby chewing on this gun, playing that sound over and over sixty times in an hour.”

      He shuddered.

      “I admit,” said Alephander, “I didn’t realize it would be this terrifying to shop for children. Maybe getting her a chainsaw would be the safest thing after all.”

      “Or,” suggested Bethany, “we could just get a Magic Moon Bear.”

      Alephander nodded. “Let’s do that.”
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        * * *

      

      VASS

      
        
        December 15

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        6 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      The Demon King Xin Glug’ulgros—his father—visited Vass to mock and chastise his son. You will see what a worthless piece of trash you were and how foolish you were to reject me, etc. etc. Fortunately, the lazy asshole was busy with some stupid scam or another and he eventually left his two prisoners in one of the more luxurious prisons, apparently a chamber of mirrors in a tower.

      The room had twelve sides, with a mirror on every side. Signs above each mirror were labeled with pictures of animals, the lunar zodiac. The door that they walked through was labeled Golden Tiger. Vass noted it in particular and was glad he had; because as soon as the door closed it was no longer obvious which one was the exit, and which was just another wall.

      Each mirror showed a different year in the Twelve Years of the Zodiac—specially of his life. For him that meant not only the passage of real time, but the repeated time je had spent in the pit of Tartarus. 

      One of the ways that you were tortured in hell was being forced to relive the same terrible experiences over and over again. You could be forced to live five hundred times the same horrible day, never becoming immune to the pain or the suffering because each day was really the same day repeated for the first time.

      Vass paced the tower. There were no windows in the cell, and when the door was shut it looks like just another mirrored wall. There were two twin size beds in the middle of the room. 

      “The atmosphere is frigid but at least it doesn’t feel like a waterfall of burning bricks crashing down on me,” remarked Raziel. “We are still in Winterdom. Honestly, I expected to wake up back in Darkpyre.”

      “So did I,” said Vass. “But obviously whatever my father is planning, he is now working with the former Seeress and the Magician. I want you to know, it was not my idea for him to wake you up.”

      “I know.”

      “These are magic mirrors,” said Raziel. “Do you think we could use them as portals?”

      “I doubt they are here to help us.”

      The animal signs over the mirrors seemed confused. Instead of twelve different animals, the golden tiger was leaping around the room, from sign to sign, devouring the others.

      Their natural reflections in the mirror disappeared to be replaced by mutual scenes from their shared past. Vass saw the first time he met Raziel. It was also the first time they had met Chet. The demon king had brought the fallen Angel to the car dealership Chet owned.

      “These two will help you get adjusted to your new life,” the Demon King told the Angel.

      After the king disappeared, Raziel looked at the two demons who had been left to watch him, and correctly guessed with a cynical twist of his lips, “So you are my guards.” 

      Other events followed. First, there was a surprising time when they got along pretty well. When a necromancer raised an army of zombies, they were even able to work together, alongside the Guardians, to stop the zombies. Not even demons like zombies.

      But then the war picked up and Chet was called to help Prince Torqanel fight in the war. Vass and Raziel were ordered to report to hell for a different kind of service. Vass was supposed to “onboard” Raziel, and, as the demon of gluttony, dad thought the best way to do that would be to get the angel addicted to dark magic in the food. 

      The only problem was that the Raziel was well aware that the food in hell could not be trusted. He refused to eat. Unlike a human, he could go for a long time with no physical sustenance and still survive. 

      Vass was ordered to trick him into eating. He was even given the Pit of Tartarus to play with. Based on a demonic version of the Chariot of Heaven, a vehicle which could manipulate time itself, the Pit of Tartarus enabled you to live the same day over and over again, in this case to either enjoy or not enjoy a tremendous feast.

      Real time passed slowly, but magical time piled up into weeks, and months, and then years. Feasting, parties, orgies. In theory, Vass was the one enjoying the life of luxury while his prisoner was being tortured by being forced to starve while others ate in front of him, or to be the butt of jokes at the parties, to be taunted and forced to watch orgies without participating.

      But gradually, Vass began to realize that he was as much tortured by what he was doing as his victim. He was addicted to the food he was trying to get the angel to be addicted to. He hated his lifestyle, but he couldn’t stop himself.

      One day, as far as the World was concerned, the same day that had already passed a thousand times, Vass asked him directly, “Why don’t you just accept the inevitable and eat the food? You already sold your soul to us. We own you. You could never go back to your old friends or your old life. You have no hope, so why not just… join me.”

      He pointed to the table groaning under a delicious looking feast, although every single food item was laced with dark addictive magic.

      “Look,” sighed Raziel.” I’m tired. It’s been years of this garbage and I’m starving and miserable and tired. I don’t have any hope of going home. But ask yourself this. Why doesn’t your father offer me the food? Do you really think this is about me? He doesn’t care about me, Vass. This is all about you. I can see people’s hearts. It’s part of my talent as a Nemesis. I can see your heart, and I can tell there’s still light inside. But if I let you do this to me, I know that although you pretend not to care, you’ll never forgive yourself. And I can’t do that to you. I can’t make you bear that burden. One day your father will come and offer me the same thing you have for years, and I will give in. But at least that will be on him, not on you.”

      In the mirror now, Vass winced to see the response of his past self. Instead of thanking the angel for being a friend, he had thrown a temper tantrum like a spoiled child. He yelled at Raziel that he didn’t want any favors from him, that if Raziel really wanted to help he would just eat the food, and then Vass started throwing food, overturning platters, and finally tried to physically shove food into Raziel’s mouth. 

      It was too painful to watch. Was this the torture in this room? Being forced to watch all the worst moments of your past and know what a piece of dirt you were?

      Looking at the years he had spent trying to destroy the angel all the while pretending to be his friend, Vass felt so ashamed. The worst part of it was that he also had extreme craving for dark magic food again. Or better yet, to fasten back on the chains from the Infernal Machine and feed on the direct misery of others. He hated his cravings but the worse he felt, the stronger the craving became.

      Raziel walked in a circle around the room. “I think this room is supposed to show the last twelve years of your life,” he remarked. “But it is confused by the fact that you and I spent so much time repeating the same days over and over again when we were in Darkpyre. So every year has become the same Real-time year. For us, wow…we have known each other over a decade, Vass, while to the rest of the world, only a year has passed.”

      One of the mirrors showed events from Arcana Glen from July of this year. As Raziel had pointed out, they had already known each other closer to six years in their twisted timeline. What would have been like a month to everyone else had been like a year in their lives. Not the year of a regal golden tiger, but of a starving, ravenous man-eater.

      Vass saw from the outside for the first time what it had looked like when he was supposed to be guarding a female hostage who turned out to be a more powerful witch than he had reckoned on. She turned him into a swine. He wasn’t able to think clearly like a man, but he had vivid emotions. At first it wasn’t so bad, even he thought it was a little funny running around escaping the humans who tried to catch him.

      But what followed was not funny. He also saw some things happen to Raziel that he had not personally witnessed. Instead of taking advantage of the fact that Vass was helpless, Raziel protected him. In fact, Raziel had almost killed someone for him. Had killed someone; it was only strange luck that the man Raziel killed wouldn’t stay dead.

      “You shot Miles Malone,” said Vass. “Right before he became a Guardian”

      Raziel looked disgusted at himself in the mirror. “Yes,” he said, and he had that same expression of watching a human-shaped piece of dirt moving around in the world.

      “No wonder Miles decided to help the prosecution at your trial,” said Vass.

      “Yeah,” said Raziel. “I had it coming.”

      In another mirror, Vass saw them both in Darkpyre again. Once again, repeated time made the stretch of days much longer for them than for real time. He remembered time from the point of view of a pig. Instead of helping him, which his father easily could have done, the demons had mocked him and deliberately used him as a source of fun and games. They threatened to cook and eat him, they sent Hell Hounds in their canine form after him to chase him.

      Only Raziel had tried to protect and defend him, and as a result, Vassily’s father had Raziel strung up to some posts right there in the banquet hall and tortured for the amusement of the guests.

      And then, a miracle happened. It made even less sense now that Vass was watching it in the magic mirror than it had at the time. A Valkyrie, a Reaper blessed by Lighthaven, had opened the door in to Darkpyre and helped the tortured angel escape. Once again, Raziel could’ve chosen to flee to safety on his own, but he risked everything to turn back and grab the pig.

      The pig literally bumped into Bethany, who inadvertently cured him of the curse. The next mirror showed that Vass was back to his old self, in more ways than one. Instead of figuring out that his father was an asshole, Vass had to watch himself try once again to please the demon. And once again an innocent person got hurt in the process, this time the beautiful Dryad, Naya. Another year passed in a day as he tried to ruin her life too. But finally, finally he had made an effort to turn his back on his demonic father altogether.

      He saw Michael, another angel, helping him struggle to kick the addiction. And then each of the Guardians had tried their best to help him in turn. Moxie came to spar with him to encourage him to fight. She shared some of her own issues growing up in a different kind of prison. Corazita knew very well what it was like to be an addict and shared her story. And his old buddy the car dealership owner, Chet renewed their friendship and shared what he had been doing during his own looped time.

      Having gone through centuries of life with no real friends, only fair-weather co-dependents, Vass finally understood what it was like to have a family, people who cared about you and would stand by you even when you went through the night.

      But it felt fragile to him, even now. Looking back at his life he knew he was a piece of shit for most of it. His biggest fear was getting sucked back into that life.

      “Raziel,” Vass said, “My father is going to try to turn us against each other.”

      “I know.”

      “My father has fifty sons. But I have only one brother.”

      Raziel nodded.

      “You,” said Vass. “You’re the brother.”

      “I got that.” Raziel’s brows arched in amusement.

      “Whatever happens, I want you to know…”

      After a moment, when it was clear Vass couldn’t finish, Raziel said gruffly, “I know.”
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      NAYA

      
        
        December 16

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        5 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Naya was frozen and trapped inside herself, and yet she was aware. At first all she could feel was a dull pain. But gradually, her mind sorted through the different layers of misery and distinguished bad to worst. The closest spell to her skin was metallic and hard. It was solid and immovable, but it wasn’t as painful as the other two layers. The next layer stung like touching your finger on a hot stove or being stung by a dozen wasps. It made her skin feel like it was swelling with pain and heat. It was a spell made out of fire: not warm fire in a fireplace or even a raging forest fire, but hellfire. Every time she felt she would get accustomed to it another spark would hit, and she would try to flinch away all over again, but she could not move because of the first spell.

      The third spell was not hot but cold, but it was an unearthly level of cold that burned as much as the fire. It was larger and surrounded her completely, and overtime it grew worse and worse as the cold seeped deep into her metal body. She could feel herself growing brittle.

      All three spells were laced with darkness, which made it impossible for her to free herself from any of them. But in addition to the darkness there was also elemental magic. Naya concentrated on that. Stone, fire, water. In and of themselves, these were not bad things. Like a peacemaker soothing angry tribes, she soothed the elements and made peace with them. And they allowed her consciousness to pass by them and expand further into the psychic space beyond.

      Physically, she had not moved but now her spirit was able to flitter around searching and exploring. The first thing she touched were the minds of the other Guardians who were trapped with her. Almost all of them were here but a few notable exceptions were missing.

      She extended her mind further and found that there were not just 14 trapped souls nearby but dozens. Expanding further she found hundreds, and further she realized there were thousands and perhaps tens of thousands of trapped souls. Yet she sensed this was not Darkpyre. The souls were not chained to the Infernal Machine through their own addictions but caged like animals behind bars. The distinction was important because if the curse around the souls was broken, they would surge into freedom. 

      Then, deep beneath the surface of the land, she touched very powerful and very somnolent minds. Some were powerful enchanters of elemental water, river dragons; the others were equally powerful adepts of Elemental Stone. Earth dragons.

      For decades there has been rumors that the dragons were disappearing. The dragons themselves blamed Dragon Slayers like Troy, but the Dragon Slayers insisted they only took out dragons who became man-eaters. And the dragons who were disappearing were not vicious criminals, but the gentle and helpful River Dragons who brought water to the land, and the avaricious but usually harmless Earth Dragons, who helped bring about rich harvests. 

      Now the mystery was solved. The same enemy who had attacked other lands had been responsible for first stripping those lands of their dragons, the most powerful shifters who could have fought against an invasion. It was a brilliant move and Naya wondered how it had never occurred to her. Perhaps because it meant that the war must’ve been planned many decades in advance, for the dragons had started disappearing long before hostilities had openly broken out.

      The river dragons wrapped around the island the Black Ice Fortress sat upon, and also ran through the city. But they were completely frozen and encased in ice. The stone dragons were actually providing the foundation of the castle and the city. It turned out that not all of the city was built out of pure glacier blocks after all. It did have a foundation of stone, but within that stonework slumbered Earth Dragons.

      Naya knew that the Storm dragons, dragons of elemental wind, supported the Winter Elves. Many of the Fire Dragons, instead of following the Empress, had also defected to serve the cause of the Azir. Their combined might was a powerful force on the side of winter. And the Dark Triad.

      But what if she could free River and Mountain dragons from their cursed slumber? Then the Guardians would have the most powerful elemental magic users on their side to combat the Dragons of Wind and Fire.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 17

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        4 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      The Throne Room of the Black Ice Fortress was also called ‘the Hall of a Thousand Mirrors.’ The vaulted ceilings, intricate with frescos of battle, were made from webs of drizzled ice, the pillars that marched down either side of the grand chamber were solid ice, the floor and steps were ice. The ice had not been carved, but swept, whirled, and drizzled and frozen into place by Wind artists, giving every arabesque in the Hall an organic curve, like woven threads of crystal intricately layered to catch the light of captured blue ice fairies in cages that floated high above the guests.

      The thousand mirrors that gave the ice hall its name gleamed from frames of woven ice: tall mirrors, as tall as the pillars; patterned mirrors like puzzles on ornamental tables and in the friezes in the wainscoting; tiny mirrors, like sly winking eyes, in the floor, in the pillars, in the fabric of the black curtains that separated the panels. The mirrors were all enchanted. Since the Throne Room was deep in the lightless core of the fortress, for security reasons, the mirrors also acted like windows, showing doorways to other parts of Winterdom, windswept tundra where Yeti nomads roamed; hoary forests filled with blue-winged snowflake fairies; or tall, black, jagged mountains where wyverns flew.

      In larger cages along the floor, captured Wyzir had been turned into silver Candelabra, living Ornaments, whose hair and hands burned with orange flame. The ruddy fire was the only warm color in the blue-white and silver room. Captured Glamir, also turned into Ornaments with silver, jewel-encrusted bodies, platters growing from their heads and flagons or chalices instead of hands, moved among the guests, silently serving wine and mincemeat pies.

      The flower of the Azir Warrior Caste flowed through the room, the men in severe black tunics and robes, the women in flowing gowns, either black or white, or some striking combination. Their mien was severe even when they laughed, and their eyes glittered with antagonism even when they smiled. A third of the attendees wore grey; they moved more subserviently than the others, although not as humbly as the Bonded servants.

      Two huge silver and black thrones dominated the dais at the far end of the room, but King Belliqas and Queen Sabriel were not seated there. (King Belliqas was dead, but the rest of the Court had not yet been told that, so his absence was explained by the excuse he was overseeing the war.) Alephander explained that he would not bow to Sabriel, and she could not allow their people to see him refuse to bow, so the whole issue was avoided by keeping the ball more informal.

      A herald announced the entrance of the Magician and his wife. Her title, which she had in her own right, was omitted. Okay, granted: having someone shout out, “Make way for the Fool!” when you entered a room with hundreds of people wasn’t necessarily something she hankered for at the moment, but she doubted the omission had been to make her feel less self-conscious.

      Bethany wore a sheer white dress. It wasn’t happy and poofy like her wedding dress, but ethereal and wispy, like a breeze, lacy with snow, blowing across her body, outlining her slender shape. No one would ever guess she was nearly nine months through a pregnancy; for once, she was glad. She would hate to face these vultures feeling even more vulnerable.

      Alephander looked perfectly at ease among all the dark-clad elves. He himself was in another all-black outfit, albeit fancier than his usual fare. He had his arm through Bethany’s.

      Bethany was surprised she recognized a few people at the Ball. She spotted Princess Ishael, standing alone near the wall with only a beefy female bodyguard. She wore all white, and with her pale hair and skin, almost blended into the snowy walls.

      In contrast, a throng of courtiers and simpering Elven beauties surrounded Prince Torqanel, although he didn’t appear friendly toward any of them. He had dressed all in silver: silver cloth and platinum armor, silver gloves and platinum vambraces. Thanks to Ishael, Bethany understood that wearing silver challenged the established customs, since silver was very close to grey. Was he making a statement about his father? Insulting his mother? His matching silver crown reminded everyone of his status, daring anyone to object to his choice.

      Bethany also saw Vass. Prince Vassily Glug’ulgros stood with his father, the honored guest, Demon King Xin Glug’ulgros. To her horror, she saw that Raziel had also been forced to attend the Ball, wearing a chain around his neck attached to his wrists. Those around him were mocking him. The Demon King gloated over his prisoner. Raziel’s face showed nothing. Vass looked as if he were seething inside, but he was as powerless as Bethany to refuse to participate in the farce.

      As protocol demanded, Alephander and Bethany made a beeline for the Queen of Swords. He introduced Bethany to them as if none of them had ever met before. Bethany had to bite her tongue to keep from asking something caustic like, “You look familiar... have you ever tried to kill me before?”

      The Queen of Swords didn’t hold back. “Ah, how sweet of Alephander to introduce his latest wife at Court.” To a courtier at her side, she added, sotto voce, “I wonder how long this one will last?”

      Bethany fired up a reply, but Alephander spoke first. “I heard there was a problem with the Hidden Tower in Lighthaven. Apparently, your spies there were clumsy and got themselves caught.”

      “I have the problem under control,” Sabriel said tightly. “It will be remedied by the Solstice.”

      Bethany fired up a brilliant counter-insult, but Alephander maneuvered her away before she could deliver it.

      “I’ll kill her for you later,” he said. “She’s not worth your trouble right now.”

      An orchestra of Vanir musicians who had been turned into living Objectified versions of their instruments started playing a waltz. Alephander swept Bethany onto the dance floor.

      She had learned many dances since last January, and this was one of them, although she had never heard the specific, eerie waltz being played. She had expected to be dancing like this with Alephander at the annual Christmas Eve Charity Ball in Arcana Castle. Now she had no idea if the ball would take place, or if Arcana Glen would be free—or even exist—by Christmas Eve.

      After several dances, a tall, white haired elven soldier in silver tapped on Alephander’s shoulder. Alephander started to snarl, but he held himself in check when he saw who it was.

      “May I have this dance?” asked Prince Torqanel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 17

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        4 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Reylanna returned, not as a raven, but as a woman. She opened the regular door just as Trudie leaped from the bed.

      “Mommy, we have to hurry!” Reylanna said. “Everyone is distracted tonight by the ball, so this is the perfect time for us to try to get away.”

      Once they left the enchanted room, Reylanna pulled a pair of shoes from the ether and handed them to Trudie. “I stole the shoes of the ghoul who was spying on my for my mother.”

      When Trudie put on the shoes, she discovered that by “ghoul,” Reylanna literally meant a Rime Ghoul, a creature of the cold, dark caves in the frozen mountains of Winterdom. Trudie didn’t enjoy slouching along as a long thin, blue-skinned creature with pointy fangs and shaggy gray hair, but she shambled after Reylanna. No one they passed paid any attention to them, and none of the eyes floating in the mirrors on the walls followed their passage.

      Trudie recognized that Reylanna was heading toward the kitchens, probably to leave by a servant’s entrance, but Trudie paused. In the low, gruff rumble of a Rime Ghoul, Trudie muttered, “I can’t leave my friends behind.”

      Reylanna clenched her hands. “What do you want me to do? We can’t help them!”

      “Does Sabriel have a laboratory here, in the Fortress?” asked Trudie.

      Reluctantly, Reylanna nodded.

      “Take me there,” said Trudie. “She’s been researching something for over a century. I need to know what was so important to her. Maybe it holds the key to defeating her.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 17

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        4 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Without waiting for a response, Torqanel whirled Bethany away onto the floor.

      “We’ve met before, Sarmati,” Torqanel reminded her politely. He used her title, but that meant little. The Azir could be polite even while being cruel.

      “I haven’t forgotten,” she said tartly.

      They had met for the first time in a diner in Arcana Glen, the Bao & Bun, back in January. Later that month, Torqanel’s father had tried to sacrifice her to create a Null Blade from her blood. Torqanel had just stood there and watched.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” said Bethany.

      “Ah,” he nodded, “Good, you already fit well with the Court of Swords.”

      He said it so dryly that she did a double take to assure herself he’d made a joke.

      Conversationally, he pointed out various Elf Lords to her. “That man there is a duke, and first cousin to the king, General Craveldir Crassin. He’s a hardliner, a strong supporter of the war. That lady is the Duchess of the Frostmarch, Eldiva Gravinmor, another hardliner, and that’s her son, Slycrud, even worse although not as bright. That that is Dehaki Dheemrad, another hardliner.”

      “Are any of them not hardliners?” Bethany asked.

      Rather than answer, he only smiled grimly.

      Alephander had been watching them dance and appeared to be heading toward them to reclaim her, when the Demon King, Xin Glug’ulgros intercepted him. The two men were too far away for her to hear their exact words, but she caught the edge of their raised voices as they fell into an argument. Bethany missed a step in the dance, straining to overhear them.

      However, Torqanel, who had also noted the altercation, took advantage of the distraction to maneuver Bethany to the edge of the dancers; and then the Prince of Swords tugged her fully into another room, one of the many ornate salons adjacent to the Hall of a Thousand Mirrors. For some reason, a sheet covered a large piece of furniture. Otherwise it was just another coldly elegant room of carved ice columns and packed snow walls. A white fur lay over a black velvet divan.

      She caught her breath, aware she was now alone with him. No... not quite alone. A large White Wolf lay in front of the fireplace. That was hardly reassuring. The White Wolf was probably his bodyguard, as the Yeti Shifter had been Ishael’s guard.

      The Prince released her hands, bowing formally. Torqanel’s lips twisted. “I realize you had every reason to despise me to begin with... and now we meet again, under less than amicable circumstances. However, I require your services. You really have no choice.”

      “Gee, thanks for rubbing that in.”

      “Is it true that your Null magic is so strong it can undo any curse? Even a hex woven by a Superior Adept, Premier Rank?”

      Bethany had never heard the term ‘superior adept, premier rank,’ but the Azir were extremely competitive. If anyone would come up with overly complicated ways to rank magical ability, it would be them.

      “It’s more like anti-magic,” said Bethany. “But, yeah.”

      “I need proof,” Torqanel said.

      She shrugged. That was his problem. She had nothing to prove. 

      The Azir Prince pulled a sheet off of a large object that she had assumed was simply an unsightly wardrobe. In fact, it was a block of ice, typical of the blocks that were used to build the castle walls. Like all the hefty ice bricks around the castle, a dark shadow slithered around inside, as if an eel had gotten captured in the ice, and it wasn’t fully immobilized. How that was possible, she didn’t know, since the block itself was frozen solid.

      By the fireplace, the White Wolf woke up and stared at them with sudden interest.

      “Touch this and see if you can release the cursed soul,” ordered the prince.

      “You are the enemy and I’m not sure I should do anything you want,” Bethany said.

      The elf looked at her and she could almost see the gears moving around in his head even though his face remained expressionless. Living with Alephander had taught her how to read the expressions on men who never wanted to share their feelings with anyone. Torqanel was wondering how he could force her to do what he wanted. She wondered when he would realize that the simplest way would work. He could just grab her hand and shove it against the ice.

      “The person inside this block of ice is cursed,” Torqanel said finally. “Freeing them will be doing them a favor, not just me.” After a moment, he added, “Please, Sarmati.”

      “Well…” This was so weird. “Since you said the magic word.” She shrugged and touched the block of ice. She could feel the malice in the spell, and the desire of the soul trapped inside to be free of pain and despair.

      The ice evaporated and a frail woman knelt in the remaining puddle. She wore nothing but rags. She looked up at the prince, confused and terrified.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Torqanel said to her. “No one will hurt you. Your curse is ended.”

      He retrieved a warm fur the divan and wrapped it around her shoulders. He pointed to a chair in the corner of the room. “Go wait over there.”

      This whole time, the enormous White Wolf had been laying in front of the fireplace, watching everything. Prince Torqanel nodded to the Wolf, saying, “It’s time, Warath.”

      The Wolf stood up and turned into a man. Even in his human form, he was big, muscular and hirsute. His fangs showed but there was something strange about them. Bethany looked into his glowing red eyes, his slanted eyebrows, and the shape of his ears. There was something more like a vampire than a wolf shifter about him.

      “He is cursed to be both a shifter and a vampire,” explained Torqanel. That cleared up that mystery. “Can your magic fix him?”

      Bethany shook head. “I don’t think so.”

      She held her hand out to the man, nonetheless. “I will try, but there’s a difference between someone under a curse and someone who has a magical nature. If a human being has been turned into an animal, I can turn that animal back into a human being. I can make a shifter temporarily assume his human form. But if he was born a shifter, I cannot make him into a pure human. As for a vampire, if he sold a slice of his soul, I cannot get that back just by touching him. He remains a vampire.”

      Sure enough, even though she took the other man’s hand in her own, his physical characteristics did not change. Bethany could feel the strength and heat and energy in his body, coiled power ready to strike out. But she did not feel the slimy malice of a curse. Warath was already as human as he was capable of becoming, and neither his Wolf nor his Vampire features diminished.

      Warath yanked his hand away from hers. “I told you it was a waste of time, your Highness,” he growled. He was angry and the prince also looked upset.

      Bethany wondered if this was the time, they would start taking out their frustration on her, making some kind of ugly threats or even trying to hurt her.

      Torqanel did look at her with an inscrutable expression. She sensed deep anger inside him, but he did not lash out at her. He stood very tall and straight with his hands flat against his sides, almost as if standing at parade rest in a military formation.

      “Would you touch my hand, Sarmati?” the Azir Prince asked. “You don’t have to, if you feel you cannot help an enemy.”

      “Are you also under a curse?” she asked him in surprise.

      Torqanel’s lips twitched. “Several, I suspect. Or none. I don’t know. Would you be able to tell if you break one?”

      “Yes.” She held out her hand. As if he were the one who was reluctant to touch her, he pulled off his glove, then extended his own hand very slowly and hesitantly. He barely brushed his fingers onto her palm.

      Immediately something snapped around his neck and something fell off: a single black cord, almost a choker, dangling a silver moon. Bethany felt a jolt like static electricity that made her jerk back her hand.

      The necklace had not been visible before she touched Torqanel.

      “That was definitely cursed.”  She pointed to the choker. It looked familiar. The pendant was the same as the pendant that had fallen when she touched Ishael.

      “I had no idea I was even wearing that.” His brow furrowed. He bent down and picked it up. The black cord crumbled to dust. Torqanel cast a tiny gust of Wind to catch the pendant before it fell. Rather than touch it, he floated the pendant in the air between himself and Bethany. The moon pedant was so shiny that it almost looked like a mirror.

      “My mother was spying on me,” he said. Disgusted, he used Wind to cast the moon pendant into the fireplace. The fire flickered but did not burn the metal.

      “Should we touch again to check for more curses?” he asked.

      “It’s not necessary. One touch would undo all of them at once,” said Bethany. “There was only that one.”

      Torqanel should have looked pleased, but he seemed disturbed.

      “What about… I thought there might be at least one more.”

      “I don’t think so, but we can try again.” She held out her hand once more.

      This time he clapped her hands firmly as if to make certain he would catch any curse and break it in half. However, all she felt was a firm handshake. There were no more curses on him. What she did sense was a deep jet of darkness, foul, like the chains from the Infernal Machine that had once bound her friend, Vass. 

      “Have you sold your soul to a demon?” she asked.

      “What? No!”

      “And yet that’s what it feels like. It’s deeper than a curse. It’s not quite like what a vampire feels like...” Her eyes slid to the Shifter Vampire called Warath. He stood next to the shivering woman who had been freed from the ice. Warath’s eyes burned red. He said nothing.

      “...because a vampire is missing something from his soul,” Bethany explained. “Someone who is chained by a demon has something attached to his soul, like a siphon or a leech.... But you, Torqanel, have something infested in your soul. Something dark, that doesn’t belong there. I can’t touch it, because it’s wrapped in your soul, like a box in wrapping paper. It would kill you to cut it free. Maybe you didn’t sell your soul to a demon—maybe you accepted a gift from a Demon King?”

      Warath growled. Bethany shivered, thinking the shifter was threatening her; but Warath’s eyes locked on Torqanel. The Vampire Shifter was looking at his prince as if Torqanel had betrayed him, and Warath had lost all respect for the other man.

      Prince Torqanel grew furious. He addressed Warath directly, “The Fool is lying! I have not sold my soul to him. My mother and father did that, even the Teacher I loved more than I loved my own father did that, and I saw what happened to them. Do you think I would do that? Warath! How can you trust her more than me?”

      “Because I know what family you come from,” said the Vampire Shifter. “And I know the temptation you have.”

      Torqanel turned on Bethany. “Why would you lie and try to turn my only friend against me?”

      “Maybe you don’t remember doing it,” she said. “But whether you acknowledge it or not, there is a darkness inside you that is deeper than a curse. That is all I can say. I’m not lying, and I am not trying to hurt you, or make your friend dislike you. I’m trying to help you, but the only way I can help you is by telling you what I sense.”

      She spread her hands. “Honestly, I am not the best one to consult about what exactly is the problem. I usually only break curses and I’ve only recently learned to even be able to distinguish different kinds of flavors of curses. I’m not that sensitive to it, even now. If you really want to help to identify what the problem is you should talk to my friend, Kyrah. She can touch you and have a Vision of exactly what happened to seed this darkness in your soul. If you don’t mind, you seem to know more about this curse than you’ve told me. What does it do to you? Do you turn into something?”

      His shoulders sagged and he shot an agonized glance, openly filled with guilt, at his friend. “I destroy everything I love. My friend was born a Lycan, a Wolf Shifter. It was because of me that he also became a Vampire, two natures that are constantly at war with one another. It was because of me that my Teacher became damned. It was because of me that…”

      He broke off suddenly. The naked emotion of grief and guilt that he had displayed for such a brief time, but so intensely, disappeared behind a wall of ice. It reminded Bethany so much of Alephander. Like him, Torqanel was terrified of showing any human emotion, as if having feelings were the worst crime than murder.

      The door burst open. Sabriel stood there. 

      “Mommy,” said Prince Torqanel. The diminutive term of endearment sounded oddly childish and out of place with the rest of his demeanor, which was mature, formal, and polite. “Can I help you?”

      She walked straight to the fireplace. “Darling, how careless of you. You seem to have dropped your necklace that I gave you for your birthday.”

      Sabriel looked at Warath. “Take the necklace out of the fire, dog.”

      Warath stuck his hand into the fireplace. No sooner had he done that, then Sabriel flickered her fingers, and the fire billowed much larger, burning both his hand and sparking in his face. He jerked back, but not before his fingers closed around the necklace. 

      He held it out to her, gritting his teeth. The heated metal sizzled against his flesh, but when she took it from him, the heat had no effect on her.

      She pretended to be surprised when she examined the necklace. “I think you broke it, Torqanel. You naughty boy. I’ll fix it and return it to you. If you love me, you will always wear it.”

      She created a thread of dark, sparking magic, threaded the pendant, and used Wind to float the choker to hover in front of him. Her smile had a sardonic edge, as If she took pleasure in his discomfort.

      “Do you love me?”

      “Of course, Mommy.” He accepted the necklace and put it back on.

      Sabriel looked at the girl in the corner, the one who had been encased in a block of ice. “It looks as though you broke a part of the wall as well,” she said. “Very careless of you.”

      Sabriel waved her hands and suddenly the Wyzir Elf was dragged into the center of the room. The girl screamed in pain and turned into a black snake of smoke, still hissing and writhing. A block of ice formed around her body. Soon nothing was visible of her except for the darkness at the heart of the ice.

      “I will tell the servants to return that block to wherever you dragged it from. Please do not attempt to re-decorate the castle without permission again.”

      “Of course not, Mommy,” he said flatly.

      Sabriel reached up and patted his cheek. “You think you aren’t important to me, but you have no idea how very important you are, dear boy.”

      Sabriel snapped her fingers at Bethany.

      “Null, you are the one I came to find. I need you to activate another Guardian.”
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        December 17

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        4 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      The instant Mercy came out of the spell, she switched to her Valkyrie form, already swinging a massive two-handed blade. Two of the guards leapt to attack her and fell instantly. Two more fell only seconds later. The rest of the guards panicked and scrambled out of the way of the raging Valkyrie.

      “I don’t understand,” said Mercy. “I thought you switched sides....”

      Mercy trailed off. She’d realized she wasn’t speaking to Trudie Hill, the Changeling, who had pretended to be Sabriel.

      This must be the real Sabriel.

      Sabriel threw a net of something flashy and silvery over Mercy. It didn’t immobilize her as much as the triple curse had but it still cinched her arms behind her and prevented her from spreading her wings. The silver net burned like the ice in the block which had encased her until recently.

      For the first time, Mercy noticed that Bethany was there too. She wore a gorgeous white diaphanous gown, but she looked miserable. The guards forced both of them to walk behind Sabriel.

      Bethany peppered Sabriel with questions: How had Sabriel survived the massacre? How did she appear as a spirit that could possess Kyrah? Was Sabriel the strongest of the Dark Triad and had she planned the entire thing decades before it happened? Etc. 

      Finally, Sabriel turned around and said, “I know you are Alephander’s pet, but if you don’t shut up, I’m going to turn your tongue into a literal snake which will sting you in the face over and over again until your entire head pops up like a giant tomato.”

      Bethany bit her lip and stopped asking questions.

      Deeper under the stone foundations of the Black Ice Fortress, they passed strange, life-size statues along the walls, weird sculptures of grotesque Things that were half-human looking, but half some kind of object, contorted into painful-pretzel positions.

      One of the statues, a man who was also a hammer, suddenly opened its eyes.

      “They’re alive!” Bethany gasped, jerking to a stop. “Are these... these poor people... more Ornaments?”

      “Don’t pity them,” scoffed Sabriel. “All the scum in the Gallery of Shadows were traitors to the crown, or the family members of traitors.”

      Family members...? Mercy squinted at the walls. She didn’t have the best angle to see, but... some of the statures were small...

      Sabriel paused to stroke the statue of the Hammer Man. “Isn’t that right, Count Charbir?” she snickered. “The Hammer of Izorhia planned to put Torqanel on the Throne. And that one... Elorshin... Leovalur... Olaris... cowards, all of them, afraid to fight the war. Fortunately, Torqanel is a good boy and reported the traitors to me.”

      The dark pupils in the eyes dilated with intense emotion, but the statue couldn’t move. Sabriel continued down the corridor.

      The Queen of Swords took her prisoners to another dungeon, this one  on a much deeper level of the Palace. Unlike the prison cell Mercy had been in before, which looked more or less like a contemporary human jail, this place was more primordial and oozed evil. The walls, made out of stone, were slick. At first, Mercy wondered if they were literally dripping blood because the slime was reddish in color, but then she realized that it was simply melting ice filled with rust from the stone in the wall. The dungeons were deep within the foundation of the Shard. Compared to the fortress above, these galleries were naturally hot, exactly the same way that some caverns on earth are heated by the pressure of rock all around them.

      In addition to the rocky, uneven walls, this dungeon looked frightening because it was filled with literal instruments of torture. Beds of spikes and strange contraptions vaguely resembling iron maiden’s or Spanish donkeys… They didn’t use any of those, but they did chain her to the wall. She could sense Dark Magic in the manacles, which were heavy iron, biting directly into her soul and pinching her apart from her magic. 

      “Those are angel chains,” smirked Sabriel. “They are specifically designed to hold Seraphs and other beings from Lighthaven.”

      Mercy studied the Dark Sorceress in front of her. Indeed, this was not the same woman who had testified at Raziel’s trial. This woman’s Hourglass was completely different. Mercy was a species of angel, but she was also a Reaper. When she looked at a person, she could see, superimposed over their physical form, the spiritual image of their Hourglass, a measurement of their vitality in the symbolic form of an hourglass with either a lot of sand remaining or not very much in the top cup as it poured down into the bottom cup.

      Trudie Hill, the woman that Mercy had met before, was a robust arcane. Not even magical beings were immortal, but it was obvious from Trudie’s hourglass that she would live a long life. When Mercy looked at Sabriel, however, something was very wrong. The sand in the hourglass was not moving at all, because the bottom of the hourglass was filled with something dark, impenetrably dark, and opaque, but with the viscosity that kept the sand from falling.

      Mercy had seen some strange Hourglasses in her time. Her own husband, as the Hanged Man, had an Hourglass that was constantly rotating, therefore never reaching cessation but always starting anew. Every time he reached the end of his vitality, he simply revved up and started up again like an engine roaring back to life after it had been flooded then restarted. And then there was Maverick; he was almost the reverse. Every time she looked at his hourglass, she felt like he should be traveling with her or some other Reaper through a portal, because all the sand had already filled the bottom of his glass, and yet he did not die.

      Maverick’s Hourglass was the reverse of Sabriel’s, now that Mercy thought about it. The top of Maverick’s Hourglass was filled with light so bright that it was almost opaque. It was almost as if the sand had never needed to travel from top to bottom, because the top was always filled with light, and the sand simply remained where it was like a desert under a shining sun. When she had tried to describe it to the others, she had said, “His Hourglass is actually a Lantern.”

      “The creature whom you met was nothing but a Changeling,” Sabriel explained, apparently mistaking Mercy’s stare. “I am the real Sabriel. I revived you because although we are about to conquer the Tree of Worlds, we’ve had an annoying problem arise in Lighthaven. Glug’ulgros had operatives there who were able to secretly build the portion of the sevenfold tower that we need to continue our Great Work. But apparently the idiots were caught. The angels closed our Portal into their realm. We need a new one.”

      Sabriel smiled. “I know that you can open a portal to Valhalla, which is in Lighthaven.”

      “Why would I do that for you?” Mercy deliberately didn’t look in the direction of Bethany, who was inching toward her.

      “Look around you. The answer is obvious. You will suffer until you break. Then you will serve.” Sabriel frowned at Bethany. “Guards, chain up the Null before she breaks the manacles. Use the iron not the angel chains!”
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      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 17

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        4 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie expected Reylanna to lead her up to one of the Mirror Towers, but Reylanna took a hidden stairway down. The laboratory was next to the dungeons, in the stone portion of the fortress.

      After several more secret doors and hidden passages, they entered a large stone room the size of a warehouse. Much of the equipment looked as odd and steampunk as the laboratory in the Transylvanian castle where Trudie had been created. Even an assortment of computers and digital screens that had obviously been plundered from Mundania had strange attachments with pneumatic tubes, fans, and pumps. The whole room stank faintly of decay.

      “It’s human tech,” said Trudie, “Yet... not.”

      “Human technology gets glitchy in Winterdom,” said Reylanna. “So she created workarounds that ran on Elemental Wind.”

      Along one wall was a row of tubes scaled to fit human bodies. Viscous green liquid bubbled inside. However, instead of humans—or elves—each tube held a giant, flat worm.”

      “Ew... what are these giant flat worms?” demanded Trudie. “Why does she have these?”

      Reylanna went to a desk and picked up something small. “All her notes are on this thumb drive.”

      “What’s that?” asked Trudie. She recoiled. “It’s not made out of a thumb, is it?”

      “You’re the one from Mundania, Mommy,” teased Reylanna. “It’s human tech.”

      “Ugh. Modern computer stuff.”

      “Yes. I take it this is no help to you?”

      “Not to me, but I know someone who could decode it,” said Trudie. “Maverick Cade. Unfortunately, he’s been triple cursed, along with all the other Guardians.”
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 18,

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany couldn’t stop the torture. She couldn’t help the victim. She watched helplessly.

      Mercy didn’t cry out. She wouldn’t give her torturer the pleasure.

      But Bethany wasn’t that strong. She sobbed and begged Sabriel to stop. Bethany hated herself for possibly making it worse for Mercy, but Bethany couldn’t help it. She was weak and useless, and she knew it.
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        December 18,

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      To hide the fact that she had escaped, Trudie had to return to her prison in the mirror tower to be there whenever a servant brought a meal. Trudie had done something like this many times before, most recently in January when she’d been a “prisoner” in the jail, but still escaped and returned several times before she’d been forced to run for real.

      “First we need to free Bethany,” Trudie told Reylanna, after her daughter returned from a surveillance flight as a raven. “Then take her to where they have the rest of the Guardians, so she can free them. Then we give the thumb drive to Maverick—”

      “I have bad news,” said Reylanna. “Bethany and several other Guardians have been taken down to the dungeons. By her.”

      “Sabriel?”

      Reylanna nodded. “I don’t think we’ll see them again, Trudie. Not fully human. They will end up as Ornaments in the Hall of a Thousand Mirrors or worse, as statues in the Gallery of Shadows.”

      “We need Bethany. I doubt that even Sabriel could turn Bethany into an Ornament. Why does Sabriel have her? I thought Alephander was protecting her.”

      Reylanna shrugged. “He must have agreed to lend out his slave. Why wouldn’t he?”

      “Rats.” Trudie frowned. “But maybe this can work for us. I could disguise myself as—”

      “Don’t do it!” Reylanna cried. “It’s too dangerous to disguise yourself as her. She’s aware that you’re here and of what you can do. She’ll have laid traps for exactly that.”

      “How about Torqanel?”

      “I’m sure he’s laid traps too.”

      “Or maybe he could help us.”

      Reylanna shook her head. “He’s one of them.”

      “Then I steal his shoes,” said Trudie.

      The door to the tower swung open. Prince Torqanel strode into the room. “So it’s true,” he said, studying Trudie, who currently wore the body of an elf chamber maid. “You are a Changeling.”

      Reylanna shifted into a raven, flew at the mirror and crashed.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave, Younger Sister,” Torqanel said acerbically. “Not until I find out exactly what secrets you’ve been keeping from me.”
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      MERCY

      
        
        December 18

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Mercy was lost in a haze of pain. Her sturdy Valkyrie body was an enemy because it insured that she did not die during the first torture.

      Nonetheless the Demon King who came to observe Sabriel at work, shook his head. Mercy knew he was the King of Glutton Demons. Sabriel called him by his first name, ‘Xin,’ which Mercy doubted many people dared to do.

      “You’re pushing too fast, too hard,” he said. “The secret to perfect torture is time. You’re weakening her and she’s going to die before she gives in to you. I could lend you one of my Sisyphus engines,” he added. “For a price.”

      “I don’t need your cheap knock off, Xin,” she’s scoffed. “The Chariot of Heaven belonging to the Charioteer has already been brought here.”

      “Why don’t you use it then?” he demanded.

      Mercy knew they must mean Chet’s truck. How had they stolen that from the castle? Then she remembered that the Traitor was the Magician himself. With the Magician on their side, it would be easy to get ahold of Chet’s truck.

      “Then I would have to relive the same day over and over again too,” said Sabriel. “As amusing as that would be, I would rather make my victims re-live time then do so myself. No, I have a better idea. The Valkyrie is in love with a man who comes back to life after being killed. I can torture him as much as I like without worrying about whether he expires in the process. He will simply come back to me to be tortured again.”

      “Is that your second pet? Choose wisely. We agreed that we each only get two.”

      She smirked. “For now.” Then she told her other minions, “Bring the Null. We are going to wake up the Hanged Man.”

      “I have things to do,” said Xin, “but I wish to participate. I will send one of my own pets to watch. He was also an angel once. Perhaps if torturing the Hanged Man does not break the Valkyrie, it will break him. One or the other of them will give in and we will get a portal to the angels.” He had an afterthought. “Not that it’s necessary. Once we employ the full power of the machine, we won’t need to bother with direct invasion. We will get everything we want in one blow.”
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      They took her to the upper level prison again and made her free another Guardian, this time Miles Malone, the Guardian of the Hanged. His human profession was detective, private investigator. Personally, she thought Private Investigator was a cooler title than Hanged Man or Hanging One, as they liked to say these days to be politically correct. What kind of title was Hanging One? That just sounded weird. Private Investigator, on the other hand sounded super cool. She wondered to whom she could suggest changing the title permanently. Did the Guardian Council have a naming committee?

      Probably this wasn’t the most important thing to be worrying about as an Evil Sorceress and her shifter minions descended with them into a dungeon to be tortured. Miles looked grim. Then he caught sight of the women chained to the wall, and his expression turned several shades darker. It was his wife, a nurse in the veteran’s hospital but also a Valkyrie, Mercy Wise. 

      As soon as she saw him, Mercy shouted, “Don’t give them what they want no matter what they do to me!”

      “Same back at ya,” he shouted.

      The guards responded by gagging both of them.

      Bethany bit her tongue to keep from speaking. She didn’t want to be gagged. She finally noticed that there was one other prisoner in the room, Raziel. He was chained against another wall, and the guards made Bethany sit next to him on a stool. No one bothered to chain her this time, but the Azir Guards did watch her closely.

      Sabriel used her wind magic to manipulate Miles like a puppet. First, she tore off all his clothes, stripping him naked. Then she wafted him into the air. For a moment he floated there, then a manacle from the ceiling snapped like a striking snake around his ankle. When she had him hanging from one foot, she released magical hold, then let the him fall until the manacle caught him and broke his fall. Bethany heard the snap of his ankle cracking. He spun around in a circle like a pendulum from one foot. His hair was long enough that it dangled a few inches from his head.

      “I understand that you don’t stay dead after you are killed,” Sabriel purred. “We have that in common. But I am immune to pain as well. What about you, Hanged Man? When you die, does it still hurt?”

      As it happened, Bethany had once asked him the same exact question. Of course, she had not stripped him naked and hung him from the ceiling first, nor chained up his wife to the opposite wall, nor did she ask it with such ugly glee. But Bethany knew the answer. He had told her frankly at the time: It hurts exactly as much as you would think dying hurts. Every. Single. Time.

      “Not at all,” said Miles. “Does it hurt being as ugly as you are? Or does that only hurt those people who have to look at you?”

      “I’m going to kill you slowly,” Sabriel said conversationally. “But not so slowly that you don’t die, because then I want to bring you back to life and watch you do it again a different way.”

      She slashed her hand across the air and a corresponding blade of wind sliced a cut across his chest.

      He grimaced but refused to cry out. Instead, he said to her, “That reminds me, what’s the difference between an evil sorceress and a vampire? One is a necromancer. The other is a neck romancer.”

      He laughed at his own jokes while Sabriel slashed the air again and another cut opened on his chest like the mark of a whip.

      “Why shouldn’t you go into a dark, enchanted forest?” Miles asked. “Because the trees are shady! “

      This time she lashed him deeper and several times in a row. He grunted and twisted his body trying to get around but all he did was send himself swinging like a tire swing back toward her. She slashed out at him with more magical whipping marks and his body was beginning to resemble a cutting board after a chef attacked a tomato.

      “Can you stop this?” Raziel asked Bethany.

      “How?” she whispered back. “Just tell me how and I’ll try. What about you? Since you were Called to be a Guardian, didn’t you get some of your old angelic powers back?”

      He looked startled. “It did. Nothing useful here, however.”

      In an even lower voice, he asked her, “What about the Magician? Is he…?”

      Bethany looked at the angel with tears in her eyes.

      Raziel fell silent. After a moment, he bowed his head.
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        December 18

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Miles kept up the jokes as long as he could but eventually, he gave way to screaming. His heart finally gave when he lost enough blood.

      Moments later, Miles woke up again.

      “Last time I killed you with Wind,” said the Dark Sorceress. “But don’t think I’m limited to Elemental Wind magic, like other Azir. This time I will kill you with Fire.”

      She held up her hand and his skin began to burn off and he started into the screaming right off the bat. Too bad, because he had been saving up some good jokes for this round.
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        * * *

      

      After fire, she killed him with stones. And after that, naturally, with water.

      He jokingly asked her what she would do when she ran out of elements if she would stop killing him, and she said that she planned to use all of the instruments one after another in the room and in the other chambers of the tangents.

      “You have no idea how many ways I have to kill people,” she said.

      Unfortunately, he did not doubt her creativity in this area.
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        * * *

      

      Every now and then in the middle of torturing him, she went over to Mercy who is hanging on the wall. He could already tell that Mercy had been tortured as well, but this, what Sabriel was doing to Miles, was also aimed at Mercy. Sabriel wanted something from Mercy and that was more than enough reason for Mercy to refuse, in his opinion. He couldn’t remind her of it because one of the first things that the witch did was cut out his tongue, but he hoped that Mercy would know that he could not bear it if she gave in to save him.

      Plus, he didn’t trust the bitch any further than he could throw her. She obviously enjoyed this game way too much. He had a feeling that even after she got what she wanted, she would come back to torturing him just to see you come back to life and suffer again.
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        * * *

      

      Even an evil sorceress needed to eat lunch, however. She called on her minions to take a half hour lunch break. They simply left the prisoners in the dungeon and departed the room en masse. The huge door slam shut and there was obviously no way to get out. They didn’t care that they had left one of them unchained, Bethany.

      He heard wings flapping and then someone entered the room and lifted him down from the ceiling.

      Miles’ tongue had already grown back. It tasted like a fat slug in his mouth, and he said sickly, “Never mind me, help Mercy first.”

      “Bethany is unchaining her now,” said the man. 

      Belatedly, Miles recognized it was Raziel. “Which side are you on now? I can’t even tell anymore with everyone switching back-and-forth all the time.”

      “I’m a prisoner, just like you, Miles.”

      “I wasn’t sure, said Miles. “Weren’t you working for them for most of the year? Seems to me you killed me once yourself.”

      “I know, and all I can do is beg your forgiveness.”

      “Only if you can answer one question,” said Miles. 

      “What is it?” asked Raziel.

      “What do you call a fountain whose angel statue has been stolen?” asked Miles. “A sans Seraph font!”

      “I can’t tell if the torture has driven him insane or if he’s always like this,” Raziel said to Bethany.

      “A little of both,” admitted Miles. Despite his continued machine-gun fire of dad jokes, he felt like hell. Every time he died, and his body kneaded itself back together again he looked a little more broken. With the repeated strain, his magic was losing its ability to repair him quite right. He was terrified of what would happen after 100 deaths, or 1000. Eventually he wondered if he would even recognize himself.

      He grabbed Raziel with one hand and Bethany with the other. “Can either of you make it stop? I’m serious now. Can you kill me for real? I can’t take much more. But don’t let Mercy give that bitch what she wants. Do you hear me, Mercy?”

      The Valkyrie looked ashen. “I hear you.”

      But he could tell from her expression that this was taking a toll on her as well. He feared that she would give in, trying to save him. He couldn’t stand that. If he died now she would still be strong and she would never break, but if this went on much longer…

      “No!” cried Bethany. “I’m not going to kill you for real. It’s too soon to lose hope. I know this is terrible, and I know that I have no right to ask this of you, but you have to hang on, Miles.”

      “I might be able to help you endure,” said Raziel. “It won’t stop the pain at the instant of contact with her magic, but most of the pain from torture comes from anticipating pain to come. If I could take that away, all you would be left it was the pure physical experience. It’s bad enough but it’s not what breaks you. It’s actually dread, not pain, that cracks the spirit. I can make it so you can’t even feel dread, you can’t feel fear.”

      “How?” asked Miles staring intently at the angel. 

      “I have the ability to take your heart out.”

      “Won’t that just kill me?”

      “Not your physical heart but the core part of your memories and emotions, a part of your soul. That’s really what people mean when they say heart. It’s not exactly identical to your soul, but it’s related. It’s all the details that make you, you. It’s your memories, and therefore it’s also your ability to think about the future and to worry about the future. There’s a way to take out the heart and hide it, so that any damage done to the body does not affect the heart. It’s an old wizard’s trick, usually used to hide any weakness from one’s enemies. Normally, I would never suggest doing it, because it will also leave you without the ability to feel positive emotions, such as joy, excitement, love. But under these conditions…”

      Miles looked at Mercy. He could endure anything as long as he knew why he had to do it. And it was for her, and the rest of his friends. For all the people on earth that would be left helpless and vulnerable if the dark triad had their way.

       Miles had only recently helped the prosecution build a case against the Fallen Angel. Miles was glad that he was wrong about who this man really was.

      “Thank you for the offer, Raziel,” Miles said. “But I am willing to hold onto the dread if I can also hold onto the love. I’m afraid to let go of my reason for living just to overcome my fear of dying.”

      “You are a brave man,” Raziel said. He held out his hand and Miles clasped it.

      “And don’t worry,” Miles added. “If we survive this. We’re good.” 

      Raziel squeezed his hand.

      “If you guys are done with that, Mercy, maybe you can help me try to actually open the stone door so we can all escape.”

      However, the combined weight of all of them, even when Bethany tried to turn off any spells in the door, was not enough to make the huge stone budge. Apparently, it had been rolled into the spot by magic but now that it was there Bethany’s anti-magic didn’t have any effect on it.

      The half hour that the dark sorceress and her minions had taken for lunch ended and they returned. Sabriel didn’t seem surprised when she saw they had untied themselves. Instantly they were all tied up again, including Bethany this time. 

      And the torture started once more.
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 18

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie faced Torqanel. Her tongue gummed up in her throat. She had so much she wanted to say to him, she didn’t know where to start.

      “You’re going to tell me the truth, both of you,” Torqanel said. He glanced around the room of mirrors. All mirrors. “But not here.” Speaking mostly to Reylanna, he said, “Right now, I’m alone. You can come with me on your honor. Or you can try to escape and force me to rouse the White Wolves to hunt you down like vermin. Your choice.”

      “We’ll come,” sneered Reylanna. “We have nothing to hide.”

      He sneered back. Trudie’s heart sank. She didn’t like to see them fighting.

      Torqanel took a route involving not only hallways and stairs, but portal mirrors that transported them short distances within the fortress itself. The fortress was so large that such shortcuts saved time for those privileged to use them.
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        * * *

      

      They ended up in a large warehouse-like room, filled with manikins and racks of clothes. A pale-haired seamstress sitting at a sewing machine glanced up, then did a double-take.

      “Really, Torq?” Reylanna muttered. “Ishael’s workshop? Why?”

      “There are no mirrors,” he said blandly.

      Ishael rose to greet them. She looked nervous. She bowed to Torqanel. “Older Brother. It’s an unexpected honor.” She bowed slightly less deeply to Reylanna, though there was more caution in her demeanor. “Older Sister.”

      “Ishael, you’ve grown into such a beauty!” Trudie murmured.

      Ishael blinked at Trudie, clearly confused. “Do I know you?”

      “That’s a good question.” Torqanel crossed his arms. “Do any of us know you, Changeling?”

      Ishael gasped, cringing back. “A Changeling!”

      “Do it,” said Torqanel. “Become her. I need to know if it’s true.”

      Now that she wasn’t constrained by the mirror prison, Trudie was able to pull a pair of ruby slippers from the Ether and transform into the wicked witch of Winterdom. She felt her body grow tall, her hair long and dark, and, out of habit, her manner became more imperious. The three elves reacted as if Sabriel herself had appeared in front of them. Ishael flinched and bowed her head; Reylanna straightened her back, tilting her chin up; and Torqanel’s expression blanked completely.

      He pulled a moon shaped amulet out from under his tunic collar. “If you have her magic, prove it. Remove this.”

      Trudie pinched the amulet between her fingers. A jolt of Dark Magic seethed inside the medallion. Trudie countered with all the forms of Sabriel’s magic that she had mastered, psychic, ice, and dark, braided into a single spell, but it had no impact on the amulet, which pulsed with a nasty purple glow.

      Torqanel’s lip curled.

      “Wait,” said Trudie. She switched the spell, keeping two of the three elements in the braid, but replacing Dark Magic with Light Magic.

      The amulet shattered, then puffed into steam and evaporated.

      Torqanel’s eyes widened. Ishael gasped. Only Reylanna didn’t look surprised.

      “I suspect you both wear one too,” said Torqanel. “Ishael?”

      “I... I was before,” she stammered. “I didn’t even know it was there, though, until Sarmati Bethany broke it.”

      “You let her touch you?” Torqanel asked, shocked.

      “She rather insisted...” Ishael sighed wistfully. “I couldn’t hurt her. It was nice.”

      “And she freed you from the amulet?”

      Ishael nodded nervously.

      Torqanel fell quiet. He shot a look at Reylanna.

      “Reylanna?” asked Torqanel. He turned acerbic. “Surely Mommy gave you, her favorite, a ‘gift’ too.”

      “I destroyed mine already,” she said sullenly.

      “I see. But you did nothing to help the rest of us.” Torqanel glared at her.

      Reylanna crossed her arms. She jutted her chin. “I don’t care what you do to me, Older Brother. I owe you nothing. And neither does the Changeling.”

      “It’s alright, Reylanna,” said Trudie. “I need to tell them both the truth.” She drew a deep breath. “I am a Changeling. Even I didn’t know the full story of who I am and where I came from until recently.”

      Despite the risk, she needed them to believe. She explained everything, starting with the laboratory in Mundania, to her capture as a teenager by Sabriel, being forced to pose as Sabriel.

      “I didn’t ask to be brought to Winterdom,” she said. “But when I had a choice, I chose to stay. Not for her, but for you children. You needed me. I couldn’t... I couldn’t leave you alone with Sabriel and Belliqas. And your Teacher, Raziel, felt the same way. But in the end, I had no choice. Sabriel played her games, turned us against each other, and drove us both away. You children were left alone, at her mercy. You can’t know how sorry I am I couldn’t protect you.”

      Trudie’s cheeks were wet, but the three Azir stood still, with unreadable expressions. They didn’t look at her. They were darting furtive glances at each other.

      “What’s going on?” demanded Trudie. “Never mind, I know exactly what’s going on! That witch has done the same thing to you as she did to me and Raziel. She’s poisoned you against each other, making it impossible for you to trust one another.”

      “You shouldn’t trust Reylanna either,” warned Torqanel. “She’s Mother’s little pet. Her spy in the sky. She flies around, eavesdropping on everyone, reporting everything...”

      “Do you think I want to do it?”

      “I don’t care why you do it!” Torqanel spat back. “You turned in Illithor Charbir and the others and then had the gall to let them think I was the one who betrayed them!”

      “You did betray them! And you blamed me! Mommy, don’t listen to him, he’s lying!”

      “Mother told me it was Vamenor who discovered the plot,” Ishael said, confused.

      “CHILDREN!” shouted Trudie in her Mom Voice. “Stop your arguing right now!”

      They gaped at her.

      “Mommy!” Ishael dropped a tear, which immediately turned to ice on her cheek, despite the warmth in the sewing room. “It is you!”

      “Torqanel, if Reylanna was going to turn me in, she would have done so by now,” said Trudie. “And Reylanna, I infiltrated Torqanel’s own castle back in April and observed him before he knew I was there. I know he is trying to do the right thing. And I saw for myself how Sabriel is still constantly working to trick you into distrusting one another. Reylanna, don’t you see? You said it yourself. If the nine of you could have worked together, you could have stopped Sabriel and Belliqas from starting this war. So Sabriel had to sabotage your relationship.”

      Torqanel harrumphed. Reylanna rubbed her arms. They both nodded grudgingly.

      “Now you each need to take a risk,” said Trudie. “Make a gesture of trust.”

      Ishael’s eyes widened. “Mommy, don’t ask the impossible.”

      “I’ll go first,” said Trudie. “Since I know it’s hard.” She shifted her form into her natural hideous mishmash. “This is my real body.”

      “Ah, Mommy,” sighed Ishael. “I recognize you now. I always thought you were beautiful. You were so kind, even when we had no idea who you were...” She nibbled her lip. “Fine. I’ll go next. Darcassan is alive!”

      “What?” Torqanel asked. “Ishael, our brother is alive, and you didn’t tell me!?”

      “He faked his death for a reason, Torqanel. He... he’s hiding with the rebels in Springvale. It was never my secret to tell, but... I think he would want Mommy to know.”

      Trudie wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.  “Thank you, Ishael.”

      “Vamenor was a spy for the other side,” said Reylanna. “That was the real reason she punished him. She found out.”

      A pause followed.

      “I’m working with the Guardians,” Torqanel announced. “So is Taredd.”

      Reylanna’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “You are? Mommy, is he?”

      “Uh...” said Trudie. “I was the last Guardian to join, so they might not have told me...”

      Torqanel sighed. “I made the deal with Alephander Guiscard alone. At the time, I assumed that he was working with the other Guardians. Just before the Halloween invasion, Alephander came to me and Taredd and asked us to go ahead with the attack on Arcana Glen but to avoid bloodshed. Both sides would pretend to fight but pull our punches. I had no losses in that attack, and Taredd only lost troops that disobeyed orders and attacked the town. It seemed that Guiscard had kept his bargain. Now... I’m not sure.” Torqanel thinned his lips to a thin line. “He may have betrayed me too.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 18

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        3 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Alephander was furious to find out that Bethany had been taken down to the dungeon. The door to the dungeon burst open: he stood there, a black silhouette, silent and towering, radiating anger and power; Sabriel apologized before he said a word.

      For a moment Bethany briefly rejoiced that his fury was a sign he was still himself and this was all a big act. But he didn’t do anything to help Miles, even though he stared directly at him being tortured. Alephander also noticed Mercy and Raziel, but his only concern was that Sabriel might be breaking the Dark Triad’s ‘Two prisoners only’ agreement. When Sabriel explained that Raziel was Xin’s toy, and Sabriel was doing Xin a favor by making Raziel watch Miles be hurt, Alephander just shrugged and took Bethany.

      She grabbed a chain in the wall and wouldn’t let go. “I’m not leaving unless Mercy, Miles and Raziel also leave!”

      “You don’t dictate terms to us, slave,” snapped Sabriel.

      “You don’t dictate terms to my wife,” said Alephander. “I told her I would give her anything her heart desires. If she desires to have the others put back under a Triple Curse, it will be done.”

      “That’s not what I meant—” began Bethany, while at the same time, Sabriel spat, “How dare you—!”

      “Do you have any idea where your firstborn is right now?” Alephander cut off both of them.

      “Of course!” Sabriel grasped an amulet around her neck. Dismay slid across her face. “What has he done!”

      Alephander laughed. “You have no time to fix the problem Xin’s incompetence caused with the Portal in Lighthaven. The ritual must take place in two days. I suggest you go put your son back on his leash. But first, put away your toys. You’ll have time to play after the Winter Solstice.”

      Sabriel pouted. “If you insist. We’ll need Xin.”

      Miles, Mercy and Raziel conveyed their wordless thanks to Bethany. Even being Triple Cursed, with its dull, slow pain, was better than being tortured.

      When Xin Glug’ulgros arrived, he had his son Vass in tow. Xin wasn’t pleased that Alephander wanted the torture to stop.

      “We were just getting started,” the enormously fat demon grumbled. “I’ve given Vassily a choice. He won’t have to participate in the ritual if he does one small thing to prove his loyalty to me.”

      “You can’t do that!” exclaimed Sabriel. “His role is crucial!”

      “I can do whatever I please!” declared Xin. “But, Vassily, this is your last chance. As you can see, my colleagues aren’t pleased with my decision. I am being generous to you at my own expense. You have to prove to me you deserve it.”

      Vass shook his head.

      “You don’t even know what I want you to do!” said Xin.

      “I don’t care what it is,” said Vass. “If you want it, I won’t do it.”

      “Kill the angel,” said Xin. “You see how simple that is?”

      “No.”

      For a moment, Xin’s shape shivered, almost phasing into his even fatter, slimier demonic form. However, he returned to his grotesque human self and flashed a toothy smile.

      “You would rather participate in the ritual,” said Xin. “That works for me as well. Sabriel, my dear, you can have the angel. Add him to your toys. You see, Vass? If you had obeyed me, you would have spared your ‘friend’ a lot of pain. Instead, by defying me, you’ve only made things worse for him—and for you. But I still win. I always win.”

      Vass replied with a two-word invitation. His father slapped him across the face with a whip.

      That was the last that Bethany saw. Guards took her out of the room while the three members of the Dark Triad cast their curses on the Guardians.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you,” Bethany said, after they returned to the main levels of the Castle. She never thought that she’d be happy to walk amongst the cursed blocks of ice again, where dark shadows slithered in their frozen cages in stacks hundreds of blocks high. Yet it was still better than the fetid galleries of stone cells, iron chains, and cursed statues.

      “I didn’t mean for you to be exposed to any of that unpleasantness. But I think you’re ready to see what is at stake here,” Alephander said. “Why all this is necessary.”

      “Are you finally going to explain to me what’s really going on?” she asked, growing exited. At last he would reveal that all of his seeming treason was nothing but an elaborate trick!

      “Yes,” Alephander said. “I hope you are ready to understand.”

      Bethany and Alephander climbed steps to of the Demon Tower, the newly constructed monstrosity. At the bottom of this was the place where Aaresh had been chained. The top was the ugly black claw that Bethany had seen from the restaurant. Now Alephander took her to the top room in the Tower.

      The interior looked weirdly familiar. After a moment, Bethany realized it was a misshapen and dark replica of the Temple of the Guardians. Instead of a basilica of white marble etched with gold, obsidian and black marble etched with crimson jewels gleamed from the polished floor, twisted pillars, and gothic arches. Instead of twenty-two doors, there were thirteen mirrors. Instead a round table at the center, there were three black altars, as large as operating tables, with chains at each corner. Instead of a stained-glass dome, a dome of crackled ice, stained red, peaked red, too dark to filter through any sunlight. The only illumination came from a suspended ball of hellfire, giving the entire chamber a ghoulish, shadowy appearance.

      “What is this place?” demanded Bethany.

      “This is where the ritual will take place,” said Alephander. “Upon these three altars, the final sacrifice will be made.”

      “What sacrifice, Alephander?” she asked. A note of panic clawed her throat, making her screech. “What sacrifice, Alephander?”

      He frowned at her. “Maybe you’re not ready yet to appreciate it.”

      “What sacrifice, Alephander?”

      He turned a simple gesture into a theatrical flourish. Upon one of the alters, purple and gold sparkles puffed and dissipated, revealing a gleaming, metallic orb the size of a basketball. The orb was gold shot through with random swirls of rainbow colors. It was a Dragon Egg.

      It was their Dragon Egg.

      “That’s our daughter’s Egg!” Bethany said. “Alephander, our Egg is supposed to be safe in Arcana Glen!”

      “Ah, Bethany,” he said. “Our daughter was born to serve a greater purpose than herself.”

      Her throat closed. “...”

      “I do love her,” he insisted, hearing the words she hadn’t said. “I love her more than anything. Which is exactly why I must sacrifice her to complete the Great Work.”
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        * * *

      

      On the way back to her cell, Bethany had nothing to say. Her whole body was numb.

      “You are uncharacteristically silent,” said Alephander. “Did the Queen hurt you?”

      Bethany was hungry, filthy and she’d spent the night watching her friends tortured. And now, instead of Alephander revealing it was all a trick...

      “Don’t pretend to care about what hurts me,” she said dully.

      He stopped walking, turned around so quickly that she was startled and jumped back. He put his arms against the wall on either side of her into her face. “Now you believe I am serious about this. Up until now, you still thought that I had given up my plan to complete the Great Work. At last, you believe me.”

      “The demon or the witch must’ve done something to you,” Bethany insisted, now more out of desperation than conviction. “They put a chain on your soul, or they threatened…”

      He waited with his eyebrows raised for her to try to figure out what kind of threat would be worse than what he himself was planning to do.

      She reached her hand up to try to touch him. His whole body was covered, including his hands. He wore gloves and a hood, leggings, and a long cape. In the cold castle it didn’t look very strange, but he had left no flesh anywhere but his face for her to touch. All she could do was reach out to try to touch his cheek, but he jerked back before she could.

      “If you have a chain on your soul then let me touch you and verify that,” she said. “If you aren’t under a curse, then why are you afraid of me touching you and breaking it?”

      “I’m not afraid of those things,” he said. “I have no intention of allowing you to touch me and deprive me of my power for even a second.”

      “You’re afraid of me!” She was astonished. “You are the great and powerful wizard, the man planning to storm heaven itself, afraid of me, little, silly, powerless Bethany Dilly.”

      He trapped her against the wall again, but this time he held her hands pinned above her head, so that she could not try to touch him. He had nothing to fear from her hand brushing his because of the gloves. He leaned close to her face, so that his bare skin almost touched hers but not quite.

      “We could be wonderful together again,” he said. “Your power to undo magic is astonishing. It could be very useful to me, as ruler of the universe.”

      “I can’t take it seriously when you say ridiculous things like that.”

      “This is happening. This is real.”

      “I hope not,” she said, “because then that makes us enemies. And you know that. Some part of you knows that I will never agree to this stupid plan.”

      Cold anger transformed his face into an iron mask. He escorted her in silence the rest of the way back to her twelve-sided prison cell in the tower.
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to Winter Solstice

      

      

      Back inside her prison of mirrors, Bethany told the past Bethanies what she had seen.

      And all twelve Bethanies agreed: We must save our baby.

      “It doesn’t matter any longer if it is a trick, we can’t take that chance.”

      “We have to assume he has gone over to help the evil side, for whatever reason.”

      “We have to save our egg!”

      “We have to save our baby!”

      September-Bethany said, “Bethany, do you remember conversation Alephander and Michael had on the birthday of the world?”

      Bethany frowned. “I do remember; but show me the details I’ve forgotten.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        September 25-26

        Rosh Hashanah

        Little Rock, Arkansas

      

      

      Bethany was growing increasingly worried about Alephander. On the surface everything appeared shiny and bright. People who saw them together always commented on what an amazing couple they made, often complementing Bethany about how she had humanized Alephander. Most people said this when he wasn’t present, but a few of the braver and more honest individuals announced it to his face. In public he was charming and charismatic and spoke with ease, in his rich cultured voice which she gobbled up like rich chocolate cake.

      But when they were alone, the silences were growing longer. He spent more time splitting himself into Four Elemental versions to feverishly work on projects. It was difficult to object, because the more involved they both were in the community, the more the ongoing tragedy of the Elven War, and the looming threat to the Mundane Sphere itself, impressed urgency upon both of them.

      Every month, every week, every day it seemed a new emergency reared its head like a hissing serpent and had to be dealt with and decapitated. Alephander immersed himself in his work. Bethany also spent more time practicing her Null anti-magic. At first, they shared their frustrations and their victories every day at dinner even if they did not see each other at other times. But the work piled up. The emergencies snowballed rather than slowed down.

      First, they skipped dinner together here and there. Gradually, they spent more days of the week apart than together. As the Gates to other realms opened up, and the Guardians were called upon to travel to other kingdoms to meet with allies or hear grievances, they often split up to travel to completely different Spheres in far-flung parts of the Tree of Worlds. It wasn’t possible to call to check in when you were in a secret rebel Pixie camp in Springvale or in Dwarven catacombs under a mountain in Autumndelle.

      When they came home from their travels, often, and more often now than before, they were too weary in bone or spirit to share the things they had seen, especially the worst things that they most needed to share. Bethany saw the weight of his responsibilities taking a toll on Alephander and considered her own troubles too trivial by comparison to add to his burden. But perhaps he thought the same. Whatever the reason, he grew more and more withdrawn. It wasn’t Bethany’s nature to stop talking, but she stopped talking about the things that were important. She couldn’t seem to broach what mattered most to her, so even as she chattered away, she felt oppressed by his silent indifference, his monosyllabic answers, and his long stares into the space over her shoulder.

      She started to feel married to a stranger.

      The fairy tales never talked about what happened after the Happily Ever After. They never talked about the fact that even after love conquers all, there were more problems to conquer.

      Strangely, in the midst of this troubling time there were also certain windows into intimacy. On Rosh Hashanah, they went to visit one of the Seraphs who had been part of Michael’s legion before he became a Guardian. Like Michael, this angel cloaked himself in a human identity when in Mundania, serving at a synagogue as Rabbi Elijah Elias. He continued in this position even after his oldest son died in the Elven War. Elijah was over a thousand years old, like Michael, but he had only married recently, and his son had died at the age of twenty-two.

      The three Guardians attended the service for the holiday. Rosh Hashanah marked the birthday of the Tree of Worlds itself. After the service, the Guardians spent the night at Elijah’s house, which was close to the synagogue. They dipped apples in honey to usher in a New Year that would be good and sweet, but a pall lay over the conversation because Elijah was grieving his son’s loss. Bethany did not know what to say, and, for once, she bit back the inadequate words she would have normally thrown out as cheap compensation. She had never lost anyone so close to her. She was closer to the age of the man’s son than to Elijah, Michael or even Alephander. The three men kept referring to Elijah’s son as “the boy,” an image reinforced by the photograph sitting on the mantle of the rabbi’s living room fireplace, which showed the child at the age of twelve, holding up a fish in one hand and a fishing rod in the other, a big uncomplicated grin spreading his freckled cheeks.

      She felt her inexperience like the sting of a bee.

      The rabbi’s house was not fancy. The living room was a typical middle-class affair, beige couches and cream walls, with a fireplace on one wall and a window overlooking the front lawn on another. The four of them stayed up late into the night, deep in conversation, but Bethany mostly listened. She learned for the first time that Michael had lost a sister in the Elven War as well, and Alephander had lost a brother, although not in the Elven War, but many centuries ago, even before he became a wizard.

      The three men were debating the reading at the service. The story was one that Bethany had also heard at her church growing up, but it hit her in a new way now that she had a precious little egg growing in secret. In the familiar story, piously told, Abraham was asked to sacrifice his son Isaac—and agreed to do so. In the end, he didn’t have to, but why was he even asked? Who would ask something like that? What parent would agree without a word of dissent?

      “Of course, you have to see it in historical context,” Michael argued. “Child sacrifice was practiced by all the kingdoms around them. I don’t know why, but humans and elves and many other peoples as well, anyone who can understand that the future is uncertain, are always trying to buy certainty in their schemes by blood magic and human sacrifice. Above all, the sacrifice of the most precious person to you, your own child, is considered the most powerful blood rite by dark powers. The real purpose of the story in the holy text is to warn against this vile way of thinking, not endorse it. Besides, the whole premise of human sacrifice is based on a lie. It’s not the blood of a dead child that creates dark magic, it’s the change in the person willing to undertake such a murder that creates a tear in the soul in which the dark powers can ferment.”

      “That’s a cop out,” scoffed Alephander, still the skeptic, even after he had given up his century-long spell to take the Empty Throne for himself. “Excusing a gruesome Bronze-Age fairytale. The Light is the mirror image of the Dark, both demanding unthinking obedience in exchange for favors—”

      “No,” objected Michael. “The Light is—”

      “An all-knowing engineer or an all-loving parent? You have to pick your metaphor for whatever power it is you think sits on the Empty Throne. The Tree that nurtures and sustains us, or the Egg that hatches and gives birth to the devouring power of entropy? You can’t have both absolute power and absolute goodness, they contradict each other…”

      “You can’t, Alephander,” Michael said sharply. “But you are not even close to—”

      “I came closer than you think,” Alephander smirked.

      “No, you were further than you think!” snapped Michael. “Because even if you had expanded your reach to the farthest star in the universe, from the quarks inside atoms to the branes between the galaxies and the Gates between the Spheres, even if you had become all-powerful, your omnipotence would still would have been limited to the metraverse. But the Light encompasses everything that exists, the source of all-power, while still exceeding everything that exists, a superabundance of what could exist that wells up from within, the possibility of good... the source of all-good. And that is the paradox that you cannot and could never replicate. Neither you nor the Dark Powers that have sought the same thing that you have sought, namely, to overthrow the Empty Throne. They could grasp the Throne, but they could not understand the emptiness of this Throne, the space that allows us creatures of the Mortal Spheres true freedom, as individuals, to choose the good, and therefore experience real love.”

      “If someone asked you to kill your son, Michael, you’d tell him to go to hell, and if you didn’t, you are scum,” said Alephander. “All the rest is excuses.”

      “You’re both right,” sighed Rabbi Elijah. “But you’re also both wrong.”

      “A typical argument from Rabbi Elijah,” Michael teased. “Arguing both sides against the middle.”

      Elijah tried to smile but it did not reach his eyes, which strayed to the picture of his son at age twelve. “Maybe I would have agreed with you once, Michael. But that was before I killed my son.”

      “Your son fell in battle, Elijah,” Michael reminded him gently.

      “I was the one who taught him his values, I was the one who told him the best thing a man can do is lay down his life for others. He took me at my word. How am I innocent of his death? How am I any different than our enemies, the Azir, who train their children from birth to love war and seek death?

      “Neither of you have children yet,” Elijah warned, “but you should know. Any man who sires a child, any woman who bears a babe, is making a vow to the Light that they are willing to sacrifice that child. You can’t bring a new person into this world without the risk that something terrible will happen to that person, ripping the most important friend you have away from you.”

      His voice throbbed, then his body sagged. Elijah looked very mortal at that moment, with his head bent almost parallel to the floor, hair gray beneath his kippah, his elbows resting on his knees, sitting at the edge of the couch as if he might fall over the precipice. Michael switched couches to sit beside him, taking his hand and squeezing it.

      “Letting your grown child make his own choices is not the same as killing him.”

      “It feels like it, Michael.”

      “The difference is as vast as the Tree itself. You did not take his life to give yourself domination,” Michael insisted. “You relinquished control to let him choose his own fate. I’m not saying you made no sacrifice. You did. What you sacrificed, what you risked, was yourself. You didn’t use your son as a tool to make yourself feel better. You acknowledged him as a person, even at the cost of great pain to yourself. Respect him in death as you did in life.”

      Alephander stood up and paced to the window, a dark patch of sky sprinkled with stars.  He sounded angry. “On this day, we are supposed to apologize to those whom we have wronged. But can we apologize to the dead? Elijah, you have the least to apologize for. Your only sin was letting your son become a soldier in a war he didn’t have to fight. Michael, you have more to be sorry about. If you had not been busy hunting me, and had rushed to your sister’s side in time, she would not have been captured, raped, tortured, and killed by demons.”

      Bethany gasped. She had not known the sordid details about what happened to Michael’s sister. Michael grew very still, his face suddenly stiff and blank.

      “You are an ass sometimes, Alephander,” Michael said in a flat voice.

      “I am the worst of us,” said Alephander, in a hard, belligerent tone, “Even if the Gates to the Last Home opened today and if I could pour out my own heart to the many I have wronged, how could I ever atone? Unlike you two, I am no angel. Unlike you two, who only feel the pain of what you did not do, I actually did murder my brother. I cut out his heart in a ritual of dark magic which not only destroyed his body, but his soul, with the result that he was remade in Darkpyre as one of the Damned. And because of that ugly ceremony, I became a wizard, and because I became a wizard, I eventually became the most powerful wizard of all, prime of the Guardians. And because my brother was remade as a demon, who remembered me and hated me, he became a demon king. And because I became who I am and he became who he is, and our fight has continued all these centuries, exploding into the very War which took your son and your sister. All your grief is all because of me. How shall I ask forgiveness for that, from the dead or from the living?”

      “Are you asking for forgiveness?” Elijah asked.

      “Or are you only trying to take credit for everything that’s happened in the last five hundred years?” Michael asked shrewdly. “Blaming yourself for everything is just another way of trying to control everything, Alephander.”

      Alephander’s declamation still reverberated in Bethany’s mind. My brother was remade as a demon... he became a demon king...

      Bethany had been unusually quiet, and she did not speak now, but she made a small whimper that reminded the three men she was present. They had forgotten about her. Alephander turned to her. The rage fell away from his mien, leaving his face stricken.

      “I should have told you before you agreed to have a child with me,” he said. “When you married me, everyone accused me of being a murderer, but you knew I was innocent of those particular deaths. The reason I never denied it is because I knew all along that I am a murderer. Five centuries ago, I killed my brother. I can’t convey the depth of my wickedness... I didn’t only rend his flesh, Bethany, I tore open his soul. The darkness poured in and made him what he is today: the Demon King Xin Glug’ulgros.”

      Bethany shook her head, as if to reject his ugly confession. The ramifications overwhelmed her. She struggled to grasp some piece she could hold, some lifeboat in the sinking anguish that flooded her.

      “And you’re going to have a child?” Elijah asked quietly.

      Michael said, with peculiar emphasis, “Yes, and the child will be born on Winter Solstice.”

      The other angel recoiled. “How could you allow this, Michael?”

      “Do you think the Magician asked me permission?!” demanded Michael, throwing an exasperated glare at Alephander. “He informed me after the fact!”

      “Does your brother know about the child?” Elijah asked Alephander.

      “He does by now.”

      “Do you know what this means?” Elijah became extremely agitated.

      “Of course, I do!” snapped Alephander. “I am not a fool!”

      “I know what it means too!” Bethany cried, also leaping to her feet. She had found the one good bit of news in this mess.

      The three men all stared at her.

      She pointed at Alephander. “Vass is your nephew! And all his brothers and sisters are your nephews and nieces too! Our future daughter is going to have lots and lots of first cousins!”
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        * * *

      

      Now-Bethany winced at September-Bethany’s attempt to lighten the dour mood of the night. And yet, the essential insight she’d had did still impress her as significant. Yes, Xin Glug’ulgros was only the reincarnation of Alephander’s brother, so there was no blood relationship, yet in another sense, Vass was Alephander’s nephew. By the same token, Bethany’s and Alephander’s daughter would be Xin Glug’ulgros’s niece.

      At the time, it hadn’t struck her, but now Bethany thought of the ritual blood sacrifice that the Dark Triad was planning. Was it possible that their daughter might have been targeted for sacrifice by the Demon King even without Alephander’s help? Might Alephander have given up hope that he could save their daughter from his evil brother—and despaired to such an extent that he decided...

      “What?” demanded September-Bethany. “That if anyone was going to kill our child, it ought to be him?”

      “Not even Alephander could be so heartless,” said Bethany. “And yet, we can’t take the chance.”

      All twelve Bethanies nodded and spoke at the same time. “We must stop him.”
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie knew that the trust between Torqanel and Reylanna was still fragile. But the Prince and Princess of Swords needed each other. They both had contacts with discontents within Winterdom, groups who had never trusted each other any more than the siblings, who had therefore never been able to organize any larger protest against the regime.

      “What if it turns out that everybody in Winterdom hates the current regime?” demanded Trudie in exasperation. “And each person or small group has just been assuming they are a tiny minority, when actually, they have been the majority all along!”

      “That may be true,” said Reylanna, “But I assure you, there are hardliners who benefit from the war and will do anything to keep it going.”

      “And unfortunately,” added Torqanel, “The hardliners include the most powerful Mind Flayers, Storm Lords, and Dark Adepts in Winterdom. If only we could free some of my allies.... Mommy... I mean, Sabriel, cursed them and keeps them alive and suffering in the Gallery of Shadows. The Fool proved that she could free them, but I never had a chance to take her there.”

      “Maybe I could free them,” said Trudie. “Wearing her body, and using her powers, except with Light Magic rather than Dark. That’s how I destroyed the amulets.”

      They decided it was worth trying. Reylanna gather her contacts, using Ishael’s workshop as a safe meeting place, while Torqanel and Trudie would sneak into the Gallery of Shadows.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      There were two problems with the mirror prison. The first was that when the door was shut, she could never remember where it was. The door was disguised so cleverly, it was indistinguishable from any other wall in the room.

      Not that it mattered, because there was no way to open the door from the inside. The second and more serious problem was that whenever the door did open from the outside, Bethany never knew which psychopath was going to come grab her and make her wake up one of her friends to be tortured. Or if she would see her husband again and hear him ranting like a lunatic about wanting to murder their baby to rule the universe.

      The one thing that seemed certain was that whoever came through the door was up to no good. So she was understandably skeptical when a big blond man, who looked vaguely familiar although she couldn’t place him, opened the door. It wasn’t until a petite brunette followed him into the room that Bethany remembered where she had seen both of them before.

      The big blonde was an Ice Giant named John and the pretty women with him was a bird fairy of some kind, named Lyra. Alephander had identified both of them as Guardians, although they had not officially passed any tests. Also, Alephander must have already turned evil by that point, Bethany now realized. Still, he seem to have correctly identified all the other Guardians, even if it was just so that he could capture all of them.

      If Alephander’s plan had gone the way he originally intended, he would’ve had John and Lyra as prisoners as well. The Dragons had interred the pair. But Bethany knew that they had escaped and disappeared. Now for some reason they had shown up again in her prison bedroom.

      “Are you Bethany Dilly Guiscard, Guardian of the Null Path?” asked the big blond man briskly. John Helwall. That was his name.

      Bethany leaned away from him. “Maybe.”

      “We are here to help,” said Lyra. She gestured to the door of the bedroom which they had left open when they entered the room. “Quickly, we should leave this place before any of your captors return and find us here.”

      “Where are we going to go?” asked Bethany.

      “That’s up to you, Sarmati,” said John. “But it seems like a good start would be freeing the other Guardians.”
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        * * *

      

      ELENI

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Eleni awoke from a painful and troubled sleep. Knowing that she could not use her eyes to see, she automatically channeled her sensory data from the snakes in her hair to get a heat map of the room around her. Everything was deep purple or blue in her special sight. The three humans in the room stood out as brilliant patches yellow and red. She could tell was that it was two women and a man, a very large man. He was muscular not fat, so he didn’t have the same overall shape as the demon king. Besides, the Dark Triad consisted of two men and a woman. These three were not Alephander, Glug’ulgros and Sabriel.

      Eleni had no idea who was in the room with her.

      “Open your eyes very slowly and don’t look directly at us,” said the more excitable of the two women. Eleni knew that she was more excitable because her body was much brighter and jittering. But as soon as she spoke, Eleni recognized who it was.

      “Bethany, where are my glasses?”

      “I don’t know what they did with your sunglasses, but I do know that I took the curse off of your eyes. They work again, so please be careful around us.”

      Eleni stiffened. “What? I have no wish to turn people to stone. You know what I am!”

      Legend had it that her people, the Gorgons, had been designed by the demons themselves to fight and hurt Angels. A Gorgon’s glance could turn any creature, mundane or arcane, into solid stone. It was similar to the curse of becoming a golden statue that she had suffered. Maybe turning someone into clean rock was not as elegant as turning someone into a golden statue, but Illini didn’t have to think about it or expend energy to do it. All she had to do was meet someone else’s eyes.

      She had seen how that power could be used to devastate people’s lives and swore never to do it. That’s why she was so upset to find out that the curse she had carefully sourced and paid for and implemented on herself had been dispensed with so cavalierly by the Fool. She had even told Bethany he flat out when she asked months ago that she did not want the curse displaced.

      “Look,” said Bethany, “I know you wanted to keep it, but One, I had to break all the other curses on you and I couldn’t spare that one. That’s not how my power works. Two, we unfroze you first for a reason. We are trapped in the middle of an Azir fortress surrounded by enemies. They’re going to figure out soon then I’m down here and I’m not supposed to be. They’re going to send guards to attack us. We don’t have any weapons. But we do have you. I need you to look at the guards as soon as they come in the room and turn them to stone.”

      “John Helwall is here also is,” continued Bethany. “Uh…you remember John right?”

      Eleni remembered. “He’s an enemy!”

      “Um, not exactly. Not right now. John is now the king of the Ice Giants and apparently, he just convinced his people to switch sides in the war. Or at least to sit the rest of the war out.”

      John spoke up. “I couldn’t ask my people to fight for your side when the whole reason we were leaving the war was because of the devastating losses we have already suffered,” he said quietly. “But I did volunteer myself at least. I hope I can be of service.”

      He had a deep, calm voice which settled Eleni somewhat.

      “I’m sorry for snapping at you, Bethany,” Eleni said. “I’m grateful that you freed me from the other curses. I’ll stand in the doorway and look out. Don’t look in my direction just in case, okay?”

      “As you turn the guards to stone, I will move the statues out of the way,” John explained. “Bethany, meanwhile, will continue to free the other Guardians.”

      At that moment, they all heard the footsteps of soldiers running down the hallway toward their position.

      “I can’t believe how fast they figured out I was gone,” said Bethany.

      “They probably had some trigger spell so that they knew exactly when the curse was broken,” reasoned Eleni.

      They each moved into position. The onrush of guards came at them and for a moment Eleni wondered why none of them were stopping when she looked at them. Then she remembered she had to actually open her eyes. She had gotten used to simply keeping them closed and relying on her snakes to provide her with heat vision map of the world around her.

      She opened her eyes just as the first bunch of Azir guards reached the door. Instantly, they turned to stone. The men behind them looked startled, but a glance later, they turned to stone as well. Now there were so many statues that they were getting in the way of her line of sight, but the big giant at her side lifted the heavy statues out of the way and allowed her to continue. Eventually the whole platoon of guards sent to their position had all been turned to stone and there were no other soldiers in the hallway.

      “Done!” cried Bethany behind her. “That’s everyone. Let’s run somewhere else that they won’t immediately know to look for us and then we can regroup and discuss what we’re going to do next.”

       Eleni shut her eyes and relied on the snakes again. She had forgotten how colors worked with normal sight and it had confused her for a while, but now she filled the familiar patterns of hot and cold, and found it easier to run. She tried to take in how many Guardians have been freed at a glance but all she could see that it was more than a dozen men and women. With her snake vision she couldn’t tell their faces apart until she heard their voices or took careful note of their body mass. 

      “Did we free everyone?” she asked.

      “No, there are some others who are being tortured in the dungeon,” said Bethany, “And Trudie is still upstairs in one of the towers. I think Vass is up there as well. And poor Aaresh is in the boiler room.”

      “The what?” asked Eleni.

      “I don’t know what else to call it,” said Bethany. “It looks like one of those big giant boiler rooms on an old-fashioned steam-powered train or ship, with a giant engine suspended from the ceiling. It’s a crazy looking steam punk magic device, bigger than the entire prison room you were just in, and they are somehow using Aaresh to power it.”
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        * * *

      

      TRUDIE

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie and Torqanel gathered from rumors that Sabriel had been ‘playing’ in the dungeons the day before, but she’d left to prepare for some big event on the Winter Solstice. Torqanel wasn’t certain what that event was.

      “Normally, that’s when the winter ball would be held, but the ball was held early this year,” he said. “I suspect the Dark Triad will be performing a private ritual involving something unpleasant.”

      “At least they aren’t here,” said Trudie. “Where are your friends? Or should we just free everyone that I can?”

      “I understand the impulse, but it’s not a good idea,” said Torqanel. “As strange as it may seem, many of the prisoners here who fell afoul of my mother or father were extremely loyal to the regime, even fanatic hardliners. However, if they lost a battle, failed in an assignment, or even said a wrong word, they could be punished on a whim. No trial, no appeal. It’s as if the law doesn’t even exist. When I was growing up, the nobility still pretended to respect the law of the land. That’s all changed. There’s not even the pretense of justice.”

      The Gallery of Shadows was a warren of dark, foul smelling stone corridors lined with grotesque statuary. Trudie did not know this part of the Dark Ice Fortress. She had seldom come here in her day, and, from what little she remembered, it seemed to have expanded since then.

      Torqanel finally identified a corridor. “Here. Last year, a group of noblemen tried to overthrow my father in my name. They didn’t contact me until they were ready to make their move. I didn’t organize them, but I promised not to betray them. I thought Reylanna did. She told them I did. Now I realize my mother must have found out about the revolt the moment I did.” He touched the place the amulet had been. “I was never alone or free, even when I thought I was. They looked to me to save them but trusting in me doomed them.”

      Trudie put her hand on his shoulder, touched by the self-loathing in his voice. “It wasn’t your fault, Torqanel.”

      “Even now, we must assume they will discover us soon,” he warned.

      “Then let’s move quickly.”

      Trudie was able to reverse the curses on the statues. Soon, half a dozen elves stood around them. She knew most of them from her days at court: Duke Illithor Charbir, Viscount Paeris Wrenleth, Knight Volodar Leovalur, Knight Jandar Olaris, Earl Edyrm Zinxisys, Huntsman Flinar Elorshin and Count Traeliorn Inaydarq.

      None of them offered their thanks after being freed, or indeed, said a word. They bowed to Trudie, and glared sideling at Torqanel when they thought he wasn’t looking.

      Trudie realized that they thought she was Sabriel. They probably assumed that if they had been freed from the curse, it was only to suffer something worse.

      “I know you think I betrayed you,” Torqanel said.  “I did not. And this woman is not the real Queen of Swords. She is a Changeling... and an ally of our cause.”

      Trudie sighed. She released the beautiful body of Sabriel, shifting into her own, real malformed body. The men gasped. At last, they broke into a babble of voices.

      “What about our families?” demanded Duke Charbir. “Free them as well!”

      “Do it,” said Torqanel. “But quickly! And, men, you must keep your children quiet. Too much noise will attract the guard. As soon as you have your family, go to the workshop of the Snow Princess. There’s a single path from here to there where all of the mirrors have been disabled.”

      Trudie returned to Sabriel’s form and continued to free elves. She couldn’t end a curse with a mere touch, as Bethany could. Trudie had to focus on creating a counterspell for each individual. It took time, effort, and considerable energy. She started to flag, moving slower, and pausing longer between each person.

      But it was worth it. When Charbir’s wife and five children had been freed, the Duke bowed to Torqanel and apologized for doubting him. Torqanel only nodded, but Trudie could tell he was touched.

      She had only made it halfway down the corridor when Torqanel stiffened.

      “My mother just contacted me telepathically,” he said to Trudie and the other rebels. “She wants me to go to her.”

      “Don’t!” cried Trudie. “She enslave you again!”

      He glanced at the growing crowd of elves, including frightened children whose mothers held them close and warned them to keep quiet.

      “I must,” Torqanel said heavily. “If I don’t go to her, she’ll come to me, and find... this. You must continue to free my people.” Torqanel turned to Duke Charbir. “If the Queen kills me or curses me, you must try to take the throne of Swords.”

      “You father won’t like that, my prince,” said Charbir.

      “My father is dead.” Torqanel pinched his lips. “No,” he answered the unspoken question, “I didn’t kill him, Charbir. It was someone else.”

      Charbir drew in a breath of shock. He bowed deeply, as did all the other elves.

      “Then you are the King of Swords!”

      “Yes,” said Torqanel, with a twist of his lips, “But probably not for long. My mother has named herself Regent.”

      “You are not a boy, who needs a Regent!” Duke Charbir said indignantly.

      “I doubt her plans include ever allowing me to claim the crown.”

      “The Changeling is right,” said Duke Charbir. “Do not go to that witch!”

      “Better me than you. We must restore honor to our kingdom, Charbir. Take care of your family and then stand ready for what must be.”

      Grimly, Charbir saluted. “My king.”

      Torqanel strode away.
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      OWEN

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Owen McGee stretched, trying to shake off the nightmare of being trapped and pricked with needles. Eleni summoned sunglasses for herself, complaining about becoming Sighted again, thanks to Bethany.

      “Hey,” said Owen, “You turned the guards to stone when we needed it.”

      “I guess so,” muttered Eleni. “But it’s messing up my snakes’ vision. It’s like I’m getting too many signals about what I’m sensing and the colors of everything look weird. I’m trying to just keep my eyes closed, but it’s hard.”

      Bethany rapidly freed all of the Guardians present. A few were missing still: Aaresh Raj, the Lion Shifter; Vassily Glug’ulgros, the Demon Prince; and Trudie Hill, the Changeling. Miles and Mercy looked like they had been through hell, and Raziel also looked haunted. Michael held Kyrah. Victoria and Troy were stretching, like Owen. Maverick made Moxie answer a checklist of health questions. Chet and Corazita kissed shamelessly. Dahlia and Naya spoke in low voices, commiserating about the absence of their mates. And then there was John and Lyra, who had never proven themselves Guardians beyond a shadow of a doubt, but who had apparently rescued all of them. That was proof enough for Owen.

      John and Lyra had only been under suspicion because no one understood how the Azir and Goblins had gotten into the Castle on Halloween. It was easy to blame the Ice Giant.

      Everyone knew by now who the real Traitor had been all alone. Alephander Guiscard himself. That fecking gobshite.

      “Where do we go now?” Owen McGee asked Bethany.

      “I have no idea,” she admitted. “We need to find a room big enough to hold us all where they won’t immediately think to look.”

      “If you don’t mind,” he said, “Please allow me to lead the way. My Luck will enable us to find the perfect room even though I’ve never been in this castle before in my life.”

      Owen was born to a side lineage of the Vanir, the Spring Elves. His specific tribe was called Leprechauns by humans, although in his own language they had even older names. All his life he had been lucky, except for one terrible time when his luck had been reversed and everything he did had been unlucky. That hit almost killed him. Fortunately, his Fortune had been reversed again and he had been lucky enough to marry the beautiful Guardian of Justice, Eleni.

      She had been a sight to behold, turning guards to statues right and left. Owen would never forget it as long as he lived. He was just so damn proud of her. He understood why she had given up her sight, and with it, her power to turn people to stone, but it was a thing of beauty to watch her in action as she was meant to be.

      The Ice Giant had moved the new statues into the place where the old statues had been, and then Corazita, who possessed Wind magic, had created blocks of ice around them to give the illusion that the Guardians were still prisoners. It didn’t look exactly the same, and the taste of the magic was definitely different, but at a glance, to a guard rather than to a wizard, it looked as though nothing had changed. Now, what the upper management would think about the fact that an entire squadron of their goons had simply vanished, that was another matter. Owen thought hard on the problem, throwing Leprechaun wish magic at it, and maybe that would be enough for some lucky break.

      He started to move forward, with the other Guardians crowding behind him. Suddenly he’s felt a shiver down his back. He stopped so abruptly that someone bumped into him.

      “Wait,” he said. “We have to wait here for a minute.”

      “Why?” whispered Moxie.

      “I don’t know why! Just do it and wind your neck in!”

      It wasn’t that easy to get a gaggle of powerful wizards to all stay quiet, especially when one of them was Bethany, but they did it. Two Azir guards strolled past the hall. As luck would have it… Ha ha… The guards did not look their way, but the Guardians good clearly overhear the conversation.

      “Apparently, the squadron that was guarding the Guardians in the prison all defected at the same time!” said one shifter, “Turns out they were Charbir supporters! They escaped the castle and ran to hide in the Thieves’ Quarter.  And this comes on top of the Ice Giants and the Storm Dragons announcing that they will no longer fight with us! I don’t understand, I thought we were winning this war? Why are things starting to fall apart?”

      After they left, Owen grinned to himself. He exaggerated his accent. “Was that a lucky break or what? I’ve still got me lucky charms!”

      “Okay, you rogue,” smiled Eleni, “Stop patting yourself on the back and find us a room where we can talk.”

      Owen continued to lead the group.  He passed many fine-looking rooms that appeared to be unused and large enough, but something told him those rooms were not right. He kept pushing them and pushing them until suddenly a tingle up his spine and made him scared to a halt again.

      He pointed to a big wooden door. It was so large that John could have gone through it in his Ice Giant form. “That one. That’s the room we should reconvene the council in.”

      They entered the room and the first thing that Owen noticed was a huge wheel, a water wheel, half-submerged in the river. But the river was frozen solid, and the water wheel was not moving. The second thing he noticed was another giant shape next to the waterwheel. Apparently, it was like a giant donkey meant to turn the water wheel when the river wasn’t frozen.

      But this wasn’t any donkey. It was a dragon. A sleeping dragon.

      “Are you sure this is a lucky room?” asked Troy.

      Naya ran to the dragon and put her hands on the snout.

      “It’s a river dragon,” she said. “Under a curse, like so many others in this castle. Look at the color. And look at her body. She is frozen solid, just like the river itself.”

      “Should I wake her up?” asked Bethany, already reaching her hand toward the dragon.

      “No!” cried Owen. “Something tells me, not yet. Eventually, you can wake up the dragon but it’s not the right time.”

      “Are you sure your magic is even working?”  asked Dahlia. “I can’t think of anything less lucky than being trapped in the middle of black ice fortress, in the middle of the capital of our enemies, in the middle of Winterdom, in the middle of a war.”

      “Are you kidding?” asked Owen. “Just think of the damage we could do now that we are all awake and they have no idea.”

      “Don’t assume that they have no idea,” said Bethany, suddenly sounding alarmed. “Alephander is on his way here.”

      “How do you know?” asked Owen.

      “I can tell, the same way you can tell something is lucky or unlucky. He would not be fooled by that story about a squadron of soldiers defecting. He would see through that in a minute, and he would check out the statues. He wouldn’t be fooled by the white stone statues as the same as his own magic either. In fact he probably knew the minute I touched one of the Guardians that his spell had been broken.”

      “But he can’t find us here,” said Moxie, sounding more wishful than certain.

      “I bet he can. Whatever we’re going to do we have to decide fast and keep moving.”

      “The first thing that we need to do...” began Victoria, and then they all began to throw out their suggestions. A babble of conflicting suggestions made it impossible to fully hear anyone.

      Suddenly, the Ice Giant, John, bellowed: “Quiet! Lyra has something to say!”

      Everyone fell silent.

      “Thank you, John,” Lyra said sweetly. “The first thing we have to do before we go any further is explain that all of you are missing memories. None of you remember why we are really here, because the Queen of Swords is a powerful psychic. She scanned your minds as she captured you and cursed you. If we had remembered that we expected this to happen, she would have known it was part of a plan.

      “Because John and I were not with the rest of you, we were gifted with the memory of the day we all lost. It was Halloween. The first time the Dark Triad invaded Arcana Glen, things went worse—much worse. So we decided that Alephander would start the day over.

      “Owen is right. Our being here in the middle of the city of our enemies is not an accident. It is a strategy.”

      “Like a Trojan Horse!” Bethany exclaimed.

      “Raziel?” Lyra finished with a question. “According to the note my past self wrote, you have something we need.”

      “Yes,” he admitted. He glanced at Bethany apologetically. “I couldn’t tell you before because he asked me not to. Before we came to Winterdom, I removed Alephander’s heart. That’s why he’s been behaving the way he has.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      As soon Raziel admitted taking Alephander’s heart, Bethany felt a huge weight drop away.

      “I knew it!” she shouted. “I knew Alephander wasn’t evil! He’s not a traitor at all! This is all part of a bigger plan!”

      She could almost remember a conversation about the Trojan Horse. It was like the opposite of déjà vu—it was something she thought she ought to have seen before but couldn’t remember. What she did remember was Evil Alephander telling her that the way to defeat people was to seemingly give them what they wanted and let them keep following by their own weight into your trip. He thought he was talking about the enemy, but he had been talking about the trap set by the Guardians.

      “So where is Alephander’s heart?” asked Owen.

      “And how do we get it back to him?” Moxie asked. “I doubt he’ll just meekly let Raziel put it back where it belongs!”

      There was no more time to ask questions because the man in question arrived, just as Bethany had predicted. Alephander burst into the wheel room.

      Dressed all in black, an aura of Dark Magic crackling like purple lightning around him, he embodied the Evil Magician to the hilt. His face was full of thunder. He sure didn’t look like he was ready to ask for his heart back. He looked furious that they had escaped. He had one of the four arcane objects in his hand, the Wand of Will. He started shooting bursts of Elemental Fire off like a sniper rifle, hitting Guardians and knocking them fifteen feet against the wall. All of them begin to circle around him, desperate to combine their united powers in order to bring him down.

      “Freeze!” cried Corazita.

      Alephander stopped moving.

      “Quick, Raziel!” she shouted. “I’ve frozen Time around him, but that won’t hold him long! His Time Magic is strong enough to break mine!”

      “I have the heart right here!” Raziel said, pulling an iron chest out of the ether. He flew to Alephander, even as he opened the chest...

      Raziel hissed. “No!”

      The iron chest was empty.

      Alephander shuddered. Seconds later, he shook off the remainder of the Time Freeze spell. He punched Raziel with a Fist of Elemental Stone, blasting the angel to the far wall. Raziel curled up and rolled off the wall back to his feet, steadying himself with wings of black and gold fire.

      “I don’t need a heart!” spat Alephander. “I remember everything, you stupid little gits! Including this idiotic plan. I decided to let you go through with it so that you would think you were winning. But now it’s time for your fun to end!”

      Chet rammed up against Alephander, who responded with a Blade of Wind, and while they were distracted, Bethany darted forward and smacked her hand against his cheek. Instantly the Wind stopped slicing and Chet was able to overpower Alephander. Chet pushed Alephander to the ground, face down, with his wrists behind his back. Bethany stuck to him like glue the whole time, tumbling awkwardly to her knees.

      “Don’t let go of his face, Bethany!” growled Chet. “I can only hold him down if he doesn’t have access to his magic!”

      Moxie the cat girl and Guardian of Strength, used her lioness claws to tear open the sleeves of Alephander’s shirt. Once his back was bare, not only did Bethany get to remember what a unfairly handsome backside he had, but, really, stay focused girl!, that exposed a lot more flesh for her to remain in contact with.

      Kyrah also was able to stroke Alephander’s arm gently. She looked up at Bethany with alarm.

      “Alephander stole his heart from Raziel’s chest and threw it away so that even he wouldn’t be able to find it—which means I can’t find it either. He fully intends to help the Dark Triad.”

      “I am the Dark Triad!” Alephander laughed manically.

      Raziel also bent over the Magician. Alephander was still thrashing around, trying to escape, but Chet kept him in a martial arts grip that kept him pinned down. And Bethany had both her hands on his back, blocking his magic.

      Raziel looked around at the other Guardians, meeting their eyes (except Eleni, obviously) in order to make certain they did not object to something he wanted to do.

      “I’m going to try something,” he said. “It may hurt him...”

      The angel stuck his hand into Alephander’s back, where his heart would be. But as soon as Raziel made contact, instead of flesh meeting flesh, his hand became one of pure spirit and it entered into the spirit of the Magician.

      Alephander screamed. For pain to overcome his reserve, the agony must have been intense. He cursed and cussed at Raziel. Alephander buckled his body so fiercely that he almost threw Bethany off. Chet did something that twisted his arm at an angle that must have added to his pain. Bethany hated seeing Alephander like this, held down, tormented and humiliated by his friends, but she also hated him behaving like an evil sociopath, so what else could she do?

      Raziel pulled out his empty fingers and stared at his hand as if he had expected some thing to be inside it.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Kyrah is right. He hid his heart from me and even from himself. On purpose. There’s no way for me restore him to the way he was. His treason may have started as a trick, but he truly is our enemy now.”
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        * * *

      

      OWEN

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      “Alephander, you sorry fecker,” Owen muttered. “You’ve done it now.”

      “What can we do?” Bethany asked.

      “We have to continue on with what we’re going to do before. We have to rescue the other Guardians and do our best to stop the Dark Triad,” Raziel said. “Including Alephander, if we must.”

      “Go ahead,” mocked Alephander. “Try to kill me. You can’t do a damn thing to me unless you get Bethany to hold my hand the whole time. And she will never stand by and let you kill me. I eliminated my weakness, but she hasn’t eliminated hers. Go ahead, ask her. Ask her if she will help you kill me!”

      “I won’t,” Bethany said instantly.

      Owen smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. Obviously, the girl had never played poker. A little bluff would’ve been nice right about now, but noooooo, she had to go ahead and blurt out that the Magician had pegged her right on the dot.

      “There,” Alephander sneered. “The Fool still loves me. Even though you understand I don’t love you, right Bethany?” he asked sarcastically.

      “You do love me,” she said, “You just don’t remember because you left your heart someplace, which was pretty sloppy of you. But once you get it back in place, you’ll remember that you love me very much.”

      “Keep dreaming,” he jeered.

      “That’s my job,” she retorted.

      “I have an idea,” said Owen suddenly. “We need Alephander out of commission and Bethany won’t let us kill him. Frankly, I don’t think we should kill him anyway because we still might be missing some pieces of the plan.”

      “Exactly,” said Bethany. “He’s on our side, we just haven’t figured out how.”

      Owen wished she hadn’t quavered when she said that as if even Bethany was uncertain. She was a complete Pollyanna, an unstinting optimist, and she knew the Magician better than anyone. If even she wasn’t certain whether he had turned evil forever… Well let’s just say that Alephander was the best poker player Owen had ever met. It was impossible to guess what hand he held, or what game he was even playing at.

      “My point is this,” said Owen, “As long as Bethany holds onto him, and a few guards watch him to make sure he doesn’t do anything to her, he’s as powerless as a mortal man. We just need to ensure she sticks to him like glue. We have to tie them together.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “It works more effectively than you might think,” said Owen.

      “I can do it,” said Dahlia. The Guardian of the Moon stepped forward and showed them all along shining blue rope. It looked like liquid moonlight braided into a cord as slender and strong as spider silk. “I can tie this around both of their arms, finding them together with the water from their own bodies so the cord cannot be snipped or cut.”

      “But Bethany’s magic will break the rope.”

      “It’s hard for me,” said Bethany, “but I can allow a spell to continue even if it touches me. Alephander and I practiced that together, as a matter of fact.” She did look a little uncertain. “If I lose my focus, I might break it accidentally. But I think if I have this guy tied to me, I will remember to keep him attached.”

      “Please don’t forget or drop your guard.”

      “If you’ll allow me,” said Owen. “I’ll add a little Luck to the spell, so if anything does start to distract you, something else will remind you just in the nick of time.”

      “You can do that? That’s really cool.”

      “I can try,” he said. “The problem is your magic can break mine just as easily as anyone else’s.”

      “But I won’t fight it,” said Bethany. “Help me to help him. I believe if we do, then eventually he will help us, not destroy us.”

      Alephander suddenly sat up. Bethany kept her grip on him, but he held out his arm as if he was no longer afraid.

      “Of course I knew you would think of this,” he said. “The question you have to ask yourselves, really, is considering that I already anticipated this, what method did I already discover and put into place to foil your silly little plan?”
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      MAVERICK

      
        
        December 19

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        2 Days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      When the Guardians searched Alephander, they found a hand mirror in his pocket. Kyrah warned them that any mirror they saw in Winterdom was most likely enchanted.

      “Don’t think of it as a mirror but as a computer,” she said. “or a device, with a camera, connected to their magic version of the internet, always watching you. Assume Sabriel can see and hear anything you do or say in the presence of a mirror.”

      “That’s going to make it difficult for us to walk around the fortress,” warned John. “There are mirrors everywhere.”

      Maverick was curious. “Computers can be hacked. What about mirrors?”

      The other Guardians had no idea, but they handed the small hand mirror to Maverick, who examined it curiously.

      Victoria took command because obviously no one trusted Alephander to give orders anymore. Technically Bethany was the highest-ranking Guardian, but no one had ever trusted her to give orders either. Kyrah had demurred. 

      The first decision they’d made was what to do with Alephander, and, necessarily, Bethany.

      “The safest place for Bethany and Alephander is for her to take him back to her own prison cell, where she can pretend to be his prisoner rather than the other way around if anyone comes in.”

      “As soon as a servant brings food, they will demand to know why I’m tied to him,” said Bethany.

      “If anyone sees him with you,” Victoria told Bethany decisively, “they are not going to demand anything. They will be too frightened of him to do that and will leave you alone.” 

      “You forget that nothing stops Alephander from calling out for help if they encounter anyone,” said Michael. “I suggest that Kyrah, Raziel and I accompany Bethany and Alephander.”

      Victoria had agreed. She divided all of the Guardians into four task force teams:

      
        	Bethany, Michael, Kyrah and Raziel, the four strongest Guardians on their side, were to keep Alephander out of trouble. If possible, they would also free Trudie. And of course they would keep looking for Alephander’s heart, although possibly only Bethany had hope they could find it.

        	Maverick, Moxie and Dahlia were to sneak into the base of the Demon Tower to free Aaresh.

        	Victoria, Troy, Naya, Own, Eleni, Miles, Mercy, John and Lyra would attempt to free the dragons and find allies.

        	Chet and Corazita would locate the Chariot.

      

      “I think I’ve hacked the mirror,” Maverick announced.

      The others all looked at him, astonished and hopeful.

      “It’s not anything like any computer system I’ve ever seen,” he cautioned. “But the structure of any interconnected information network operates on basic principles. I believe I can instruct any mirrors we have to pass to ‘go to sleep.’ The mirrors will essentially ignore us.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany was back in the mirror prison, but this time, she wasn’t alone.

      They spent a boring day in the mirror prison cell. Michael and Raziel used some angelic power to keep Alephander from calling out to the servants to free him, if he even would have deigned to ask for help. Bethany privately suspected he would never let anyone know that the Guardians had overpowered him. His pride wouldn’t let him.

      Kyrah spent the day in meditation, trying to find some sign of Alephander’s lost heart.

      Bethany badgered Alephander to tell them where he’d hidden it. She was certain he must know, despite what both Kyrah and Raziel said.

      Alephander maintained sarcastic silence. 

      Bethany was aware of his skin touching hers. Now that he had his shirt off, she was reminded that despite his bookish demeanor he was extremely fit and muscular. He sometimes used a spell to disconnect his brain from his body so that his body could work out for a long hours at a time while his mind was occupied with occult studies in his tower laboratory.

      He caught her staring at his muscles and lifted an eyebrow. To hide her obsession with his sexy body, she demanded, “How is it possible you don’t have any goose bumps? I have goosebumps and I’m wearing wool and fur.”

      No response.

      “Let’s go find Trudie,” Bethany said to the Michael, Raziel and Kyrah. “We need to free her.”

      After a day of silence, Alephander spoke.

      “The other two members of the Dark Triad are soon going to notice my absence,” Alephander remarked. He seemed more amused than anything, supremely confident in his ability to foil any plans by lesser beings such as themselves.

      “If you want us to fail, why are you warning us?” asked Bethany.

      “Because there is nothing you can do about the mistakes you have already made. I enjoy pointing out to you the errors that will inevitably to your downfall.”

      “We should definitely look for Trudie,” Bethany said to Kyrah, Raziel and Michael. “Evil Alephander doesn’t want us to find her.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Alephander smirked.

      The door to the mirror prison opened. Trudie stood there. She gasped.

      “I came to free you!” Trudie said.

      “We were just about to free you!” said Bethany. “Now we don’t have to find you!”

      It should have been great news, but instead of joy, Bethany felt nauseated. She glanced at Alephander.

      “There’s nothing you can do I haven’t anticipated,” he said smugly.
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        * * *

      

      MAVERICK

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 Day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Maverick, Moxie and Dahlia evaded the guards and found the room that Bethany had described to them. As she had told them, it did resemble a huge steam punk engine on some gargantuan scale that boggled the mind. Tower; machine; beast: the diabolical structure was all or none of those. The construction was like nothing Maverick had ever seen. It had ‘gears’ and ‘wires’ and moving parts, but they were squishy, bloody, organic and foul-smelling things like organs from a rotting corpse kept going by an artificial pump.

      There were some guards they had to fight. Maverick let Moxie take care of that in her lioness form, while he approached the machine and looked for something like a computer interface. He knew that ordinary physics did not work here, and all of his devices from earth, such as his cell phone and his laptop had stopped working as soon as he crossed over into Winterdom. Even his smart watch did not work any longer. However his robot body continued to function because it included operational parameters for all of the spheres.

      He was counting on the fact that this machine would borrow some of the sophistication of earth computers because of the close alliance of the Winter Elves and the human scientists over the last several decades. His suspicion paid off. The Winter Elves created a computer using Wind and Dark Magic, mirrors and crystals, ribbons of superconductive ice instead of wire. The resemblance to a computer on earth was more metaphorical then literal but he could still discern the purpose of each of the components. The underlying logic of the connective gates transcended any particular physics from one realm or another.

      He opened the interface and saw a glittering array of mirrors, crystals and ice structures, connected by a delicate web of Black Magic. Maverick tapped buttons and twisted knobs, which initiated a display in a magic mirror. Kaleidoscopes of patterns and light and symbols appeared and flickered across the mirror. 

      Moxie returned from having knocked out and tied up all the guards. “Can you make any sense of this contraption?”

      “I can,” he said decisively.

      “So you can shut it off?”

      “I can.”

      “No, you can’t!” cried a weak voice from deep within the machine.

      Dahlia cried out. Moxie also recognized the voice of her brother. Dahlia and Moxie ran under the shadow of the machine. Maverick followed more sedately. They saw Aaresh chained to the altar. Moxie immediately tried to undo the manacles, but to their surprise Aaresh objected.

      “If you untie me know and try to turn off the machine it will self-destruct!” Aaresh said.

      “Then we’ll get out of here in time to save you,” said Moxie. “I don’t care if the whole city blows up.”

      “You don’t understand,” Aaresh said. “They already connected my heart to the Infernal Machine. They don’t need me. In fact they were counting on you to free me. That’s the trigger to set off the machine. Nothing can stop the Infernal Machine from working now. The Tower here and the other Towers in the other Spheres are simply extensions of Great Beast that lives in the pit at the heart of the lake of fire in Darkpyre.” 

      “What are you saying?” asked Dahlia. “Are you trying to tell me to give up hope? Because I’m not going to give up on you or on saving the Tree of Worlds, so don’t even try. There has to be a way.”

      “You have to kill me to save the Tree of Worlds,” said Aaresh.

      “No!” cried Dahlia and Moxie together.

      “The Magician anticipated everything,” said Aaresh bitterly, “every instinct you have to save me plays into his hands. But so does every other option. If you leave me to save yourselves, if you try to save me but fail, if find a way to unchain me from this altar and we all run away back to Mundania... Every single pathway you could take leads to the same outcome. The Infernal Machine churns power through the Seven Towers in the Seven Spheres and shoots a death ray at the Three Immortal Spheres, channeling energy of the entire Tree into one supreme weapon that gives the Dark Triad absolute control.”

      In his mind, as if on a computer terminal, Maverick did the math on all of the outcomes that the Lion Shifter mentioned. Maverick said, “The Lion is correct. Every option he mentioned leads to success for the enemy and the conquest of the Tree of Worlds by the Dark Triad.”

      Three point seven seconds passed.

      “What about reversing it?” asked Maverick. “Did you hear them discussing that?”

      “No,” said Aaresh. “I don’t even know what you mean.”

      “It means we can leave the machine on, but instead of channeling the energy into a giant weapon, the way the enemy intends, we channel the machine into doing something else entirely.”

      “Something good, presumably,” said Moxie.

      “Indeed.”

      “So what’s the catch? Why did they assume we would never do this?”

      “Possibly because it can’t be done,” Maverick said. “I have a configuration in mind, but it would require a hard adjustment to the engine itself.”

      “We still don’t understand,” Dahlia said. “Can you adjust the engine or not?”

      “I can program the machine, but the reconfigurations I’m talking about have to be made physically.”

      Maverick pointed upward to the weird, oozing, slimy wires and gears of the machine. It was like looking upward into the intestines of am enormous animal.

      “I can do it,” said Moxie.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Strength

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MOXIE

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 days to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Moxie climbed into the guts of the machine. The deeper she went in the less it resembled a mechanical device from earth and the more it resembled the intestines of some giant living beast. The permanent chill that she had felt ever since arriving in the sphere of winter melted into a warm humid environment. At first, she welcomed the heat, but the deeper she climbed into the bowels of the beast, the hotter it grew until she was sweating like an out-of-shape office worker on a summer hike.

      The air also stank like a day-old corpse. The air was so damp and sick and foul it was like breathing curdled milk.

      “Have you reached the five-way conjunction of wires yet?” Maverick shouted from down below.

      ‘Wires’ was a generous term. The things looked more like arteries. No, even that was too generous. They look like the pantyhose of a carnival clown stuffed with raw sewage. 

      But she spotted an intersection of five clown pantyhose and shouted back, “Yes!”

      “Take the yellow one and put it into the black socket. Take the purple one and plug it into the green socket.”

      “Are you kidding me? They’re all the same color…Poo poo brown!”

      His next description took a lot longer to be certain she understood but she made the change. Sweat poured down her forehead and back. Her thighs, clamping her to a pipe while she worked, upside down, ached from the strain. Her lungs hurt from the hot, fetid air.

      “Congratulations!” Maverick called up.

      “Am I done?” Moxie shouted. Please say I’m done.

      “Almost! You have only seventy-seven more changes to make!”
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        * * *

      

      Seventy-seven changes later, suffocating from the air and foul smell, Moxie dropped into a backflip onto her feet on the ground. Vile greases and ointments smeared her body, and she was exhausted and nauseated, but it was all worth it because now she would be able to free her brother from the chains binding him to the altar. 

      Maverick and Aaresh had been talking quietly while she worked in the machine, while in between Maverick shouted instructions to her about what to do.

      Maverick said to her brother, “Are you certain? Moxie is not going to like it.”

      “Is it the only way?” Dahlia demanded.

      “It’s the only way,” Maverick said.

      “Then I will do it.” Aaresh was firm.

      “What’s the only way?” demanded Moxie. “What will you do? And what won’t I like about it?”

      “I have to stay here,” her brother said. “If I don’t remain chained to the machine, the Dark Triad will know something is wrong.”

      She threw herself over him, trying to give him a hug even though he was tied on his back. “No, no, what if you get killed?”

      “Get them out of here, Maverick. Moxie, Dahlia,” Aaresh said. “You to have survive this even if I don’t. You have to be strong.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 Day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Trudie was surprised to see them.

      Obviously.

      “Here’s the thing,” Bethany said at once. “It turns out we planned for this all to happen. We wanted to be captured so we could be kind of like a Trojan Horse.”

      “I know,” said Trudie.

      “Do you remember it?” asked Bethany.

      “No,” said Trudie. “Torqanel told me. He made some kind of deal with Alephander. But then Sabriel asked Torqanel to come see her and I haven’t seen him since. I returned here so that no one would suspect...” She paused, staring at Alephander. “But I’m not sure I should say more. Torqanel wasn’t certain that Alephander could be trusted after all.”

      “Uh, yeah, about that.” Bethany sighed. “Unfortunately, Alephander here still doesn’t remember that he’s on our side.”

      “He’s missing his heart,” Raziel said.

      Trudie nodded as if she understood this.

      “The Dark Triad will know that he’s missing if he doesn’t show up so…”

      “You want me to imitate him. How are you controlling him?”

      Bethany held up her arm and Alephander’s arm went up at the same time. He rolled his eyes. 

      Trudie looked impressed but also a little frightened. “You took away his magic… By wrapping his arm to yours? What happens if that little string comes loose?”

      The Magician smiled. “You’ll find out.”

      The words were cheesy, and anyone else saying that would’ve sounded stupid. But he delivered them in such a way that the temperature in the room dropped several degrees.

      It didn’t help that Trudie looked terrified. However she said softly, “I need his shoes. Do I just need to pretend to be him, or do I also need to actually use his magic?”

      “You can really do that?” Michael asked.

      “Yes, but it’s one thing to have the ability and another thing to have the same level of mastery as the original.”

      “We need to stop the Infernal Machine from destroying the Tree of Worlds,” said Michael. “We only have one day left to do that. If we can’t stop them today, they win. So you only have to imitate the Magician for that long. After today, one way or another, it won’t matter.”

      Trudie looked at the Magician’s black elven boots. They were almost twice the size of Trudie’s little feet. Okay, to be honest, only one of her feet was little. The other one looked more like a giant paw. 

      Trudie stepped into the shoes. Instantly, a second Magician stood in front of them. Her clothes weren’t right.

      “That’s odd,” she said. “Usually I can imitate the clothes too.”

      “His clothes have defense spells,” said Bethany.

      “Take off your clothes, Alephander,” said Raziel. 

      Alephander sneered, “Aren’t you enjoying this a little too much, Angel? Finally get a chance to turn the tables on me?”

      “I am not enjoying this at all.”

      “No one is trying to humiliate you, Alephander,” said Michael. “You know why we need to the clothes. Magic items that can’t be imitated.”

      Since they had already taken off his jacket and shirt to bind him to Bethany, all he had left to give Trudie were his pants.

      “Do I need to remove my boxers as well?” he asked sarcastically.

      “I guess that depends on how close you are to Sabriel,” Trudie retorted. 

      Had Sabriel seen Alephander in his underwear? Of course, Alephander gave away nothing with his mocking smile.

      And apparently Bethany was not the only one who was curious.

      “Did you sleep with the Dark Sorceress, Alephander?” asked Michael, of all people, his face extremely stern.

      “He didn’t,” Bethany said.  

      “He’s not himself right now,” Michael said gently. “We don’t know what he would’ve done. Without a moral compass, he might have surrendered to his baser instincts.”

      Alephander snorted.

      “You don’t know him like I do,” said Bethany. “His main sins are ambition and arrogance. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to let that vixen into his bed. He’s not turned by a pretty face.” Suddenly, Bethany realized how that might sound, considering that Raziel had a rather complicated relationship with Sabriel. He had mistakenly thought himself in love with her when he was really in love with Trudie disguised as her.

      “Ah, no offense,” she said.

      Alephander laughed out loud. He did a good job hiding his resentment or embarrassment while standing there almost naked. “You have to admit, she’s very funny. If I had no heart, how could I find her so amusing?”

      “I’m not certain,” admitted Raziel, “but I suspect that for you, humor is mostly an intellectual thing.”

      Trudie practiced put on Alephander’s clothes, including the shirt and jacket that they had kept from earlier. The shirt and jacket had been sliced open, but Michael repaired it.

      While the rest of them were occupied with that, Bethany pulled Alephander closer to the mirrored wall so she could speak to him without being overheard. He didn’t resist.

      “Listen, Alephander,” Bethany murmured. “You know, a lot of the reasons you love me are also intellectual,” she said, “which means that compared to another man, you weren’t able to escape loving me as much as you hoped by getting rid of your heart, were you? Is that why you were trying to impress me, taking me out to brunch, introducing me at court, stopping Sabriel from torturing Miles and Mercy? You can fool everyone else, but I see the way you look at me when you think I don’t notice.”

      “Are you trying to talk yourself into believing that I still love you?”

      “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

      “You are much smarter than you let on,” allowed Alephander. “Although I still don’t understand the mysterious way in which your mouth seems to do the thinking for you instead of your brain.” He frowned. “It is odd that I still find that appealing.”

      “Appealing. I’m not an orange.”

      “If I thought you would cooperate with me instead of working against me, I would make you my queen. But I must always keep in mind the end goal.”

      And then suddenly, he stood up and smashed into her so hard that her head hit the mirror. The mirror cracked like a spiderweb; her head cracked open like a pumpkin.

      The others noticed what happened too late. They rushed to stop Alephander but Bethany was already dying.

      As her consciousness faded, she heard him explaining to the other Guardians, in that same mocking voice, “Her power dies with her, and you are next….”

      For once he was wrong. She felt her hold on him release in the instant before her soul departed her body and therefore, she had just enough time to watch him burn her friends alive.
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        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Chet, Corazita. and Owen had been tasked with finding the Chariot. Owen used his luck to tell them exactly which carriage house it was in and when it would be safe to approach it. They had to wait a day for one shift to be early and the next shift of guards to be late. Then they entered the warehouse filled with strange vehicles: carriages, sleds, tanks, an elegant motorcycle, and...

      “My truck!” Chet pointed the last vehicle in the carriage house, isolated from the others, inside a cordon enchanted with a shield spell.  Corazita froze Time long enough for all of them to hop over the spell in no time at all. The spell couldn’t trigger.

      Chet stroked his truck.

      The bastards had stolen his truck. It was one thing to set out to conquer the metaverse but to steal a man’s truck… That was just low.

      Of course his truck was in reality a Merkavah, a Chariot of Heaven, with the ability to twist time back on itself and repeat a 24-hour day. That was the real reason they wanted his sweet ride. He had added a few booby traps of his own to the Chariot since the last time it had been stolen, by Vass. Apparently, the Dark Triad hadn’t been able to get past his safeguards.

      Cars had never caught on in Izdarq, but the Inventor Prince, Vamenor, had a private parking lot of cars and trucks and other vehicles he had brought from earth. Most of them were expensive high-end examples of whatever category they were in, from sports cars to military vehicles to yachts. None of those earth made vehicles worked here. There was no obvious reason to the ordinary citizen, but they simply wouldn’t turn on and drive once they were transported from earth to Winterdom.

      Obviously, the Chariot of Heaven was another matter. Chet’s truck wasn’t a truck: that was only a convenient disguise. When he had driven it in the war, it had looked like a tank. It would work here, just as it had worked in Summerland, in Springvale and in Autumndelle.

      Just as Chet reached his Chariot, everything went haywire.

      Xin Glug’ulgros had found them. The Demon King flew into the chamber, exploding with hellfire. The demon shot Corazita first, before she could Freeze Time. Owen was fortunate enough to escape the shot aimed at him.

      Rage filled Chet. He drew his sword, rushing to slay the demon.

      “Get to the Chariot!” Owen shouted. He threw himself between Chet and the Demon King’s next shot.

      The blast overpowered the Leprechaun’s good luck—but Owen’s sacrifice bought Chet the time he needed to reach Chariot.

      The Demon King struck out again.

      Purple lightning struck him and knocked Chet off the ground. He almost bit through his tongue so great was the pain as his body tried to escape but was he unable to find any relief. Everywhere he looked, purple lightning wrapped every surface: the walls, the asphalt of the parking lot, the pillars that held up the ceiling, the ceiling itself. The parking structure cracked open as if hit by a great earthquake. If he did not hang on to his truck, he might be separated from it by the crevice opening in the asphalt. Chet thrust himself to his feet despite the pain and ran and leapt over the crack. He reached the truck again and climbed in. He jammed the button on the dashboard marked with an hourglass.

      Space and time became warped, and the world scattered into a billion separate points in the void.

      He wasn’t certain how far back he would have to go to change things. He tried to unwind fifteen minutes at first, but it wasn’t enough to stop the Demon King. So he jagged it up to half an hour. Finally he chose forty-five minutes and that gave him enough time to find out that the problem was quite simple.

      Alephander had killed Bethany. Then he killed the other Guardians while Xin secured the Chariot. After that, no one could stop the Dark Triad.

      Chet had to stop Alephander from killing Bethany. 
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 Day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany felt time rewind and repeat. This time she tried to escape Alephander, but he took her by surprise a few minutes earlier than she expected, as if he too has been aware that time had been restarted. She realized that because he was tied to her, she had inadvertently extended her immunity to time travel magic to him. Time unwound again but he still killed her a third time.

      As time re-wound Bethany was really over this. She knew how it felt to be Maverick, getting killed over and over again by Sabriel, but the difference was that at least Maverick wasn’t in love with Sabriel. Bethany was starting to seriously hate Alephander. 

      Everything happened the same as before, Trudie got the shoes and was changing, and Bethany was looking at Alephander, waiting for him to jump her, when suddenly a beefy arm wrapped around Alephander’s neck.

      “Don’t even think about hurting her,” growled Chet. 

      Michael, Raziel, Kyrah and Trudie had all been distracted watching Trudie transform into the Magician. They all looked guilty and startled when they realized what had happened. Chet explained how many times he had to rewind time.

      “What are we going to do?” Michael asked. “They have to be close together. We can’t keep her safe. We only have to drop our guard one second for him to kill her. And as he pointed out, apparently in every single revision of time, if she is dies, her Null magic won’t hold him.”

      “I don’t understand why he didn’t try to kill her before,” said Chet.

      “Why don’t you ask me? I’m standing right here,” drawled Alephander.

      The other Guardians ignored him.

      Bethany answered Chet’s question. “Before I wasn’t an immediate threat to his plans. Now I am.”

      “We have to find some way to keep him from killing her, some other manacle or a way to tie him up…”

      “No, that’s the wrong approach,” said Chet. “We have to do something that will temporarily take the place of his true love for her. We have to ask Corazita for a love spell.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Lover

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      BETHANY

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany blinked. She was back in the mirror prison room where Trudie had been kept, standing there, still tied to Alephander, with Michael and Kyrah, Trudie and Raziel.  

      She could remember the previous failed attempts to get through the next half an hour and shivered. She didn’t want to replay the same events again. But one glance at Alephander, and she could tell he not only remembered what had happened but was planning another way to surprise her again. From his point of view, the only thing that has gone wrong was that he had left the Charioteer free to rewind time. The first time he only killed Bethany, the second time he killed Bethany and Michael. She had a feeling that this time he was thinking the one he really had to eliminate first was Chet.

      “Hey, have you noticed,” Bethany prattled nervously, “that me, Kyrah, and Michael are the first Guardians we found after Alephander, and you Trudie and Raziel are the last two.

      “I need his shoes,” Trudie sad.

      “You’re going to need the rest of his clothes too,” Bethany said. “They have spells on them, so you can’t duplicate them.”

      Trudie looked down at her gown. “Good point.”

      “Please take off your clothes,” Michael said to Alephander.

      Alephander couldn’t cross his arms because he was still in twined with Bethany, but he buffed out his chest like a gorilla about to go into battle.”

      “I will not.”

      “Bethany?”

      “We’ve tried this before,” said Bethany. If I do it, he’ll use that awkward movement to show me up against the wall and smash my head open.”

      The other Guardians, who had no memory of this, looked horrified. They all understood what had happened, however.

      “How many times?” Michael whispered. 

      Trudie started to step forward, but Bethany shook her head. “Not you either,” she said to Trudie.

      Michael was still staring at Alephander like he was a mundane human watching his first shifter become a beast. “How could you do that? How could you do that to Bethany?”

      Without waiting for an answer—he knew he would not get one—Michael pulled a sword out of the ether. The sword was aflame with the fire of heaven. He put this to the Alephander’s neck.

      “Raziel, strip him.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Raziel muttered, but he moved forward and yanked off Alephander’s clothes.

      This time they took everything from him.

      Chat and Corazita arrived. They both looked shocked and embarrassed to find Alephander standing there naked. Chet recovered first.

      “We can’t let Alephander kill Bethany,” Chet said. “Corazita is going to give him... something.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Alephander bellowed, obviously figuring out what this meant way before Bethany.

      Corazita handed Bethany a lipstick. “It has to be delivered through a kiss.”

      Bethany stared at the tube of lipstick.

      “I’ll help you put it on,” said Corazita. She opened the lipstick, which was bright cherry red, and expertly applied it to Bethany’s lips. Thanks to the mirrors everywhere,  she could see how the color brightened her entire face. She can also see Alephander’s magnificent body on full display for all the world.

      “Could somebody at least to get my husband some clothes?”

      “I didn’t pack any extra clothes in the ether before I was captured,” said Michael.

      “Neither did I,” said Raziel.

      “Don’t look at me,” said Chet. “Am I a girl? I don’t pack extra clothes.”

      “What is wrong with you guys?” Trudie snickered. “I packed, like seven outfits, in the ether, and I don’t even need them. I just need the shoes.”

      “I was wondering where you found the uniform of the Winter Elf soldiers,” Bethany said.

      Michael took off his jacket and held it out to Alephander. Alephander glared at him with a death stare. Bethany took the jacket and put it over his shoulders. They were tied side-by-side, so she had to wiggle a little bit to position herself facing him standing in front of him face to face.

      She stood up on her tiptoes. He didn’t bend his head, so she had to grab his hair until his head lowered towards her. Suddenly he looked down at her and their eyes met. She felt a tingle of electricity. It couldn’t be magic; they were still touching skin to skin. Something burned in his eyes, and it wasn’t just hatred or ambition. Softly, she touched her lips to his.

      At first, he was still. But then his mouth turned into molten heat against hers. His tongue teased into her mouth as he deepened the kiss. He had always been a good kisser, but now he made her whole body warm up and tingly.

      Suddenly, he shoved her up against the mirror. She emitted a little mew of fear, but his hand was between the back of her head in the mirror, cradling it and protecting her from any impact, never mind a lethal blow. All he wanted to do was kiss her and rub his body against her. His free hand explored her body. With his still nearly naked body pushed up against hers and his free hand roaming from her hip up under her shirt, she realized that instead of trying to kill her he was going to try to make love to her right here in front of everybody.

      “Whoa, cowboy,” she said pushing him back to make some space between them. 

      “I guess the love spell works,” said the other ‘Magician’ standing across the room. It was Trudie, now looking very realistic in Alephander’s clothes.

      “Remember,” cautioned Corazita. “It’s just a love spell. It’s not the same as true love. I can’t replace his heart. I had Bethany deliver the love spell so that the spell would not be nullified by her power, but gradually her Null power will still reduce the effectiveness of the spell.”
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      CORAZITA

      
        
        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      Corazita thought she had seen everything, but she never thought she would see the day she was giving a love spell to Alephander to make him want to kiss his own wife.

      “I think it’s better we leave the two of them alone,” said Owen, who had also come with them to deliver the love spell.

      “I agree,” said Corazita. “At this point, the presence of any other man is more likely to drive him to violence than do good.”

      The Guardians entered the hallway, leaving Bethany and Alephander together.

      “Are you certain?” Michael asked. “If the love spell fades...”

      Chat said, “If we need to redo it again, we will, until we get it right.”

      “That’s pretty hard on Bethany,” said Michael, but he acquiesced. The Trudie-Magician walked out with them.

      “Do you think I love spell might help me as well?” asked Trudie-Magician.

      “Hope you with who?” asked Corazita.

      “With Sabriel.”

      Raziel blurted. “Wait… You… and Sabriel….”

      Corazita wondered in amusement where his mind had gone. Naughty angel. But then he looked hard at Trudie; the picture painted in his mind brought a big frown to his face.

      “None of this was in our plans,” Kyrah protested. “And I didn’t see it in any of my Visions either.”

      “That’s good,” said Chet. “Alephander already knew the plans we made in September. The main thrust of our tech, the Trojan horse, did what it needed to do. Delivered us to enemy territory. But no plan of battle outlasted contact with the enemy.

      Trudie said, “Bethany told us that the Magician would never sleep with Sabriel. He knew it would distract him. He also knew Sabriel would try to seduce him anyway. So what if I let her think it’s working? What if I pretend to be a man completely distracted by her beauty?”

      “Have you done that before?” Raziel asked.

      “I am a Changeling, sweetheart. I’ve done everyone, everywhere, everywhere.”

      Trudie, in the Magician’s deep voice, laughed at the expression on Raziel’s face. “I’m teasing you. But, yes, I have passed as a male plenty of times, including in… let’s just say, intimate situations. But let me remind everyone, the point is not for me to seduce Sabriel, but to let her think she has a chance seducing me. In fact, maybe we don’t need a love potion. Maybe it’s better to let her think she’s come up with it all on her own.”

      “It’s a good idea,” said Corazita. “And I think you’re right, if I dosed her with something as strong as what we just gave Alephander, she would recognize it as a love spell. She wouldn’t be able to resist it, but she would remember what happened and know that someone had done something. However if we give her just a very small dose, just enough to make her a little more frisky than usual, she might not realize it’s an outside influence. She might think and rationalize it as part of her ongoing plan to seduce him.”

      “Do you have a lipstick for that?” asked Trudie-Magician.

      Kyrah looked dubious. “Even if she has a lipstick, isn’t our ‘Alephander’ going to look ridiculous with bright red lips?”

      “A subtle color for a subtle spell,” Corazita said. She handed Trudie-Magician a tube of lipstick.

      Trudie rolled it open, reading the color: “’Practically Nude.’ Nice color.”
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        December 20

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        1 day to the Winter Solstice

      

      

      The first thing Alephander did was throw off the jacket that Michael had given him. The next thing he did was step back to Bethany and start kissing her again. She backed up but he kept moving forward and suddenly her knees hit the back of the bed. He smoothly pushed her down onto the mattress and stood over her.

      Alone in the bedroom surrounded by mirrors, tried to a naked man who had once loved her, once killed her, and now was obsessed with her, was a pretty strange situation to be in. Alephander couldn’t keep his hands off her. Well, of course he couldn’t, since one of his hands was literally tied to her. But he couldn’t keep his other hand off for either. He kept trying to take her clothes off.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Bethany said. It was impossible to put space between them since they were tied together. “Why don’t we just sit on the bed and talk?”

      “Go ahead and talk,” he said nuzzling her neck. “You know the great thing about love spells? It doesn’t just give the will, it gives you the way. It’s better than Viagra. I can make love to you, Bethany, and then, if you give me just a moment, I can make love to you again and again. All day and all night until the end of the world.”

      “We’re trying to stop the end of the world.”

      “I know. I know exactly what you did to me and why. And I know it’s not going to stop me ultimately. But I might as well enjoy this moment. And you were right about one thing, this is much better than killing you. I was a fool to think I could give you up.”

      “It is much better, but I still can’t let you do this.” She sighed, trying not to respond to the sizzle of desire that shot through her when he nuzzled her neck. “It’s a little… I mean it’s kind of like a date rape drug, isn’t it? If I were under the influence too, maybe it would be different. But I don’t know how to make a love spell work on me. Remember? We tried once.”

      “What do you mean it didn’t work?” He wagged his eyebrows. “We did it three times that night, once in the pavilion, once in the lake, and once above the lake since you said you wanted to know what it was like to do it flying.”

      She giggled. “It looks better in the movies, but that was fun to try at least once.”

      “What kind of movies are you watching?”

      “That’s what you asked me at the time. I guess there was no actual movie, but in my headcanon, I added some extra scenes to Superman and Lois Lane.”

      “My point is,” purred Alephander, “the love spell worked on you as well as on me.”

      “Actually, no.”

      “You were faking it?”

      “I wasn’t faking the… you know what. The part that really counts. But yeah, the love spell thingy itself didn’t work.”

      “But you were so…”

      “I was just responding to you. I was having fun. It was exciting and I couldn’t stop giggling, but I wasn’t under the influence of a spell.”

      He actually flopped backwards on the bed and stared at the canopy. “I can’t believe that.”

      “I’m sorry, was it wrong of me not to tell you? It seems like it accomplished what we wanted anyway whether or not the magic was actually working. The magic of us was working.”

      “I wasn’t under the spell either,” he said.

      “What?”

      “At the last minute I chickened out and cancelled out the spell. I didn’t want to lose control.”

      “Really? Because you sure seemed like you were out of control.” In a good way. She had to grin.

      He went back up on his elbow to look at her seriously. “No, I was never out of control. I’m out of control now. You have taken away my magic, tied me up, stripped me naked in front of my friends and enemies, and now used a spell on me to make me passionately obsessed with banging you.”

      “If that’s how you feel, I guess we shouldn’t actually, uh, bang.”

      He tried to roll on top of her. “No. I think we should.”

      “No, I definitely think we should not. You’re already going to hate me enough after this.”

      She surprised a laugh out of him. “Is that what you’re worried about? That I’ll hate you? Hasn’t it occurred to you that even if you people succeed in stopping me, you’re never going to be able to stop fighting me? I’ll just keep trying again and again to win. I’m not the kind of man who just gives up. Eventually, after I’ve killed or tortured or made love to you…” He moved his arm and over her breast, stroking her skin… “enough times, you’re going to realize the only way to stop me is to kill me.”

      “We’re going to find your heart.”

      “What do you think that will do to me? Fill me with self-loathing and guilt. Is that your plan? Drive me to suicide? I know the only way I could do the things I’m doing now is because I don’t have those pesky feelings that bothered me before, but I can remember what it was like to have those feelings, and I know what will happen to me if I get them back. I would never forgive myself for what I did to you.”

      “How can you be aware of that and still do it?” she admitted.

      “Because I feel nothing inside. Just empty.”

      After saying that, he had the nerve to try to kiss her again. She pushed him away. She wanted nothing more than to let him make love to her, indulge her animal last, but knowing he felt nothing inside the whole time …

      “I change my mind,” she said in a hollow voice. “This is worse than when you just killed me.”
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      It was much easier to travel the hallways of the ice Palace now that “the Magician” accompanied them. Everyone assumed that the Guardians were his prisoners and did not dare question him.

      “I don’t know why we didn’t do this from the start,” said Michael. 

      “We would’ve had to figure out a way to take the Magician’s shoes before so Trudie could take his place,” said Raziel. “He didn’t volunteer them.”

      All four teams had met up again to compare notes. They had rested, eaten, and prepared for the final confrontation with the Dark Triad. Michael had checked in frequently with Bethany, to make sure that Alephander didn’t hurt her again. Halfway through the night, Corazita had to give Bethany more lipstick, to administer a second love spell, but otherwise their plan was working.

      The next step was for Trudie, disguised as the Magician, to distract Sabriel. But first they had to find Sabriel. She had her own wing of the castle, but she was also involved in the preparations for the final ritual that would launch the weapon.

      Meanwhile, Michael and Raziel went to the Zodiac Tower where Raziel had been interred with Vass, to see if the missing Guardian was still there. Victoria, Troy and Owen went too. Owen’s presence might have explained why they were lucky enough to find that Vass had a new roommate: Prince Torqanel.

      Trudie had argued passionately that Torqanel could be trusted, but Michael wasn’t sure. There was a darkness about Torqanel that grated against Michael’s nerves. The prince was hiding something.

      Michael wasn’t the only one who had doubts.

      Owen said to Michael, softly, “This Torq is a slippery git. Perhaps he’s doing the same thing that Alephander is, only in reverse. Playing the long con.”

      “Vass, you’re alive! Good!” said Raziel. “The other Guardians are free. Maverick has prevented the mirrors from reporting on our movements. Now we just have to find Sabriel and Xin.”

      “Sarmateem!” cried Prince Torqanel. “Take me with you!”

      When the Guardians looked at him askance, he said impatiently, “To help you. Since my father is dead…” He darted his eyes at Raziel, showing Torqanel knew exactly who had killed the King of Swords, “legally speaking I am king. My mother claimed to be Regent, but as I am of age, her claim has no legal basis. It only works because no one dares defy her. This may still be true. Even if I order the Infernal Machine dismantled, I doubt those working on it will listen to me rather than to my mother. But it may turn at least some of my men against hers.”

      “Bring the prince to me,” commanded Michael. It had been a long time since he had acted in his capacity as the leader of a band of Warrior Angels, but for centuries he had done so. One did not forget such things. The Guardians surrounded Torqanel. 

      “Kneel in front of me,” Michael said sternly to the prince. Michael pulled his flaming sword from the ether.

      Several expressions swiftly crossed the prince’s face. Alarm, realization, fear, determination, resignation, and pride.

      “If you choose to execute me for my part in the war, then all I ask is you be satisfied with my death and leave my brothers and sisters alone and alive,” Torqanel said stiffly. “They had no choice. As the eldest, I accept full responsibility.”

      “Kneel,” repeated Michael.

      Torqanel turned to Raziel, who nodded. Raziel had his arms crossed. His expression was grim.

      Prince Torqanel knelt before Michael.

      Michael did not swing the flaming sword, but he did lower it slowly to hover an inch from Torqanel’s neck. 

      “Raziel, judge his heart,” ordered Michael.

      “I’m sorry, son, this is going to hurt,” murmured Raziel. He plunged his spirit hand into Torqanel’s chest and pulled out a ball of swirling light and shadows.

      Torqanel gasped and struggled not to collapse forward; Michael had to flick the Sword of Flame an inch to the right or it would have grazed the prince’s neck. 

      Raziel showed the heart to Michael. It was like a living yin and yang symbol, light entwined in darkness in equal measure... except for one extra snake of darkness that slithered at the very core of the heart, the way that the imprisoned souls slithered inside the blocks of ice of the castle.

      Michael looked up at Raziel. “He’s chained to the Infernal Machine?”

      Vass, the demon who had once been chained to the Infernal Machine himself, examined the heart. “It’s definitely a tentacle of the Great Beast, but it seems odd—it’s been severed from the Machine itself, but it’s still keeping itself alive, feeding off the heart’s soul energy. I’ve never seen anything like that. I don’t know how to slice a piece off the Infernal Machine like that without actually freeing yourself from the addiction…”

      “I don’t know what this is,” admitted Raziel. “I don’t know when it happened.”

      “Nor do I,” said Torqanel, through gritted teeth. “Are you going to dissect me like a cadaver or are you going to get this over with?”

      “I know where it comes from,” said Chet. 

      “Y tu, Brutus?” Torqanel said bitterly. “We were friends, once.”

      “We were,” Chet agreed.

      “What would your judgment be?” Michael asked Raziel.

      Raziel agonized. At last, he bowed his head. “That chain tips his heart into darkness.”

      Torqanel drew a sharp breath. He clenched his jaw and braced for a blow. 

      “No!” cried Raziel, as it the sound were wrenched from him. “Michael, show him mercy!”

      “Prince Torqanel,” Michael said gravely, “There is a hidden darkness gnawing away at the core of your heart. If you do not destroy it, it will consume you. You may claim the crown, but you will never be a true king unless you serve the people rather than force them to serve you. Winterdom has not had a true king in a long while. You showed me that you love your brothers and sisters by trying to protect them. I know that Raziel and Trudie love you as if you were their own son. If you love and are loved, you have a chance to eradicate the darkness before it devours you. If you let the darkness grow, you will follow in the shadow of your blood parents. I would rather err on the side of mercy.”

      Michael lifted the fiery sword and tapped the air above Torqanel’s right shoulder. He raised the sword over his head, flipped it counterclockwise, and tapped the air just above his left shoulder.

      “By the power invested in me by the Council of Virtues and the Council of Guardians, in the Name of the Light, I anoint you King of Swords, the sovereign of Azirak in Winterdom. Arise, King Torqanel.”

      Torqanel stood up. He looked both bemused and wary, as if unable to believe—or trust—what Michael had done.

      “The Guardians recognize you as the King of Winterdom, with the right to negotiate the end of the war,” said Michael. “We hope that you will reject the violence of your predecessor and choose the path of peace.”

      “I will—” began Torqanel. He choked before he could finish the words. His eyes turned jet black. A strange black tattoo in the design of a black rose on a thorny branch created a choker around his neck. Similar marks formed around his wrists. “The Light cannot have me, Angel,” he said in a hollow, empty voice. “The Dark already has.”

      A tornado of Elemental Wind rushed up around him, so fast and fierce that the Guardians had to shut their eyes or be blinded by the force of the air. When the tornado ended as quickly as it had started, not only King Torqanel, but Prince Vassily Glug’ulgros had vanished.
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      When Troy had studied the Art of Dragon Slaying, one of the first rules he’d learned was: Let Sleeping Dragons Lie.

      Yet now they were trying to wake up the sleeping dragons.

      The Dryad Naya, Guardian of Temperance, had been concentrating deep within herself on her magic since they found the wheel room. She believed she could awaken the cursed dragons beneath the city, the blue and green river dragons kidnapped from Springvale and the brown and purple stone dragons kidnapped from Autumndelle. 

      She put her hands on the snow of the frozen dragon in the room and slowly the ice begin to dissolve. First an eye the size of a turkey platter at Thanksgiving opened very slowly, rolled around its eye socket examining, each of them in turn.

      Then the great nostrils opened and steam rushed out. Unlike the dragons that Troy was used to dealing with in Summerland, including Victoria herself, this dragon was not a fire breather. It was longer and more sinuous than Victoria’s tribe. This dragon like to live in waterfalls and rivers and could cause rain storms with the flap of its wings. It could shoot water from its mouth. The strength of that water was still nothing to sneeze at. It would have the strength of a thousand fire hoses and could knock an army of its feet.

      The dragon’s scales were sapphire blue and aqua marine. The dragon said to them, “You do not smell like Azir.”

      Troy stepped forward and bowed deeply.

      “Your honor,” he said to the dragon respectfully, “I am Troy, foster son of the king of Summerland and Guardian Emperor on the council of Guardians. You were cursed and frozen here in Winterdom and the Guardian of Temperance has awakened you.”

      “You are the one who slew the Dragon King of Summerland, aren’t you Dragon Slayer?” demanded the River Dragon.

      This was tricky. Owen McGee had suggested that perhaps Troy didn’t need to mention this right away, but Troy thought that it would come out sooner or later, and if it was going to be a problem they had better know now.

      “Yes, I am he. His daughter is now my wife, the Guardian Empress.” Troy gestured to Victoria who seemed strangely distracted. She was staring off into the corner of the room as though listening to an internal voice. That wasn’t her way. Usually she was exceedingly attentive to the needs of the moment: detailed, pragmatic, and decisive. The only time her intuition sometimes took her into a weird zone where Troy felt he could not follow her was when she deeply communed with the eggs in the Hatchery. He knew that he would love their child when the baby hatched, but he found it a little hard to relate to something that looked like a giant Easter egg. Maybe it was a mammal thing.

      “That fellow was out of control,” said the River Dragon. “You must be very strong to have chastised him. We have heard that you are a good man. Although you are a Dragon Slayer, you do not slaughter our kind indiscriminately.”

      “I have the deepest respect for your people,” said Troy. “My only enemies are those who seek to bring war and slavery to the world. Speaking of which...”

      “There is a reservoir deep beneath the city,” said the River Dragon. “The rest of my kind are being held there. I know there are also dragons from Autumndelle, and they are being held in the rock beneath the city, between here and the Reservoir where my people are. There are deep catacombs where ancient elves of the city used to bury their dead. The somnolent bodies of the earth dragons are there.”

      Naya touched Troy on the shoulder.

      “That is enough for me,” she said. “I can find their minds and commune with them, and I can wake them up one by one. It will take time but soon they will all be free.”

      “Go as quickly as you can but do what you need to do,” he said. “We know that the Azir have ice dragons in their army. We need strong allies.”

      Mercy, who was a Valkyrie and the Guardian of Death, flew into the room. She and Miles had been positioned as lookouts.

      “The Azir in the Windships, alongside a huge flock of Storm Dragons, are in the sky coming this way,” she said. “You should awaken these dragons as fast as you can. Otherwise the Storm Dragons will rain sleet and hail and lightning down on the city if they sense that they have lost control of it.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany’s ears popped. At the same time, the air next to the bed suddenly coalesced into the svelte form of Sabriel.

      Sabriel took one look at Alephander, half dressed in bed with Bethany, and screamed, “What are you doing? This is no time to…! Then she saw that Alephander was tied to the Fool and her expression transformed. She grabbed a sword out of the ether and sliced open the bindings. She shoved Bethany out of the way.

      “Rude!” Bethany cried.

      “Leave her alone!” roared Alephander.

      “You’re under a love spell— snap out of it!” barked Sabriel.

      Sabriel aimed her finger at Alephander. Blue flames shot out from her finger, wreathing his body in cobalt fire. The flames didn’t burn him. Instead, it was the love spell that burnt away. The blue fire flickered out. Alephander raised his arms and flexed.

      “I am free of both the Nullification and the Love Spell!”

      The look he gave Bethany was terrifying.

      “The altars are set up in ceremony room,” Sabriel said. “We will have to go to one of the back-up chambers. I’ve already taken the egg to one. Come!”

      She grabbed Alephander. Bethany tried to grab him too, but blue flames appeared around him again, while he laughed in her face.

      So Bethany grabbed Sabriel instead. just as both of them disappeared. Bethany went with them.
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        * * *

      

      TROY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Troy and the other Guardians ran out into the courtyard to meet the Storm Dragons. The river dragon they had already awakened and went with him, and Victoria was with them too, but the rest of the dragons were still asleep.

      Naya was deep in a trance trying to rouse them. Troy looked at Victoria.

      “We’re never going to wake them up in time to fight.”

      Troy clenched his fist. He shouted at John the Ice Giant, “I thought you said that the storm dragons would stay out of the fight.”

      “These Storm dragons were not in my kingdom or on my shard when I made the announcement of our change in policy,” said John. “And I’m not even sure that all of them are free agents. Look!”

      Troy realized that half of dragons coming toward them were white and silver but the other half were red and gold.

      “Victoria, some of those are your people. Are they helping the winter elves deliberately or have they been enslaved or cursed?”

      “It’s impossible to tell from a distance,” she said. She still acted distracted. “Troy, I have a terrible feeling. Something bad has happened. Something very, very bad.”

      “Can you be a little more specific?” Troy asked.

      She dug her fingernails into her palms. “If I could, I would!”

      Victoria called out to the river dragon. “Do any of your kind have a hatchery here?”

      “No hatchlings were captured by the enemy: the Azir simply slew the Young Wings.” The River Dragon looked sad.

      “What about the Storm Dragons, John?” Victoria asked. “Did they have any hatcheries here in the city? Or anywhere on the Shard?”

      “Not that I know of,” he said. He looked at Troy. “We must prepare for battle. I cannot ensure that these dragons will listen to me.”

      “But they will listen to me!”

      A tall elf in armor and a black strode toward them. He was surrounded by Azir warriors and White Wolves in human form strode out to the courtyard. 

      “Do you recognize him, Chet?” asked Troy.

      “Duke Craveldir Crassin,” said Chet. “The mastermind behind the Slaughter of Lastgarde. He’s currently the High General in command of the Azir forces.”

      The Guardians turned around and prepared to fight. Chet stood on one side of Troy, Victoria on the other, and the rest of the Guardians were arrayed behind them.

      Suddenly, Victoria staggered as if some invisible force had punched her.

      “Troy,” she said urgently. “The Dark Triad has our Egg!”

      “Go, both of you!” Chet said. “Rescue the baby. I’ll hold back these bastards as long as I have to.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany appeared in the demonic basilica that Alephander had showed her earlier. The black marble with obsidian and ruby scrollwork gleamed darkly. Each edge was serrated, each protrusion thorny and threatening. Green and purple reflections slithered in the mirrors around the room, a fickle, stochastic pattern cast by the globule of hellfire floating in the blood red dome overhead. The black pillars and black walls buckled and warped in a way that instinctively caused a sense of anxiety. The jagged, asymmetric architecture combined with the sporadic, inconstant flashes of light made Bethany’s head throb.

      As before, their golden, shiny Egg sat like a jewel on one of the altars. Bethany tried to rush to her Egg, but Alephander grabbed her arm.

      Sabriel snapped, “Get the Fool out of here. She has no place at our ceremony.”

      “She might as well enjoy the show,” snickered Alephander. He pulled Bethany to one of side of the room. He extruded chains from two pillars, chaining her between them, her wrists yanked to either side.

      “And you ought to dress for the occasion,” he added. He snapped his fingers. Her warm clothes changed into a black diaphanous gown studded with rubies.

      Moments after Alephander, Sabriel and Bethany arrived, Torqanel appeared, dragging Vass with him.

      “What are you doing?” Vass shouted. “Torq, snap out of it.”

      “He’s no longer in control of himself,” Sabriel said smugly. “A little worm of mine planted in his heart now activates him.”

      Bethany saw that Torqanel’s eyes were completely black.

      The Demon King Xin Glug’ulgros appeared next, stinking of brimstone. “Ah, there you are son. Nice of you to show up so I don’t have to look for you.”

      Vass raised his fist to launch a spell, but Xin, Sabriel and even Torqanel all countered with magic. A huge, translucent Fist of Wind forced Vass to an altar where his father chained him down. Vass spat and cursed but he couldn’t escape.

      “Good boy, Torqanel,” cooed Sabriel. “Now go chain yourself up to the final altar.”

      Torqanel hesitated. For a moment, his eyes cleared; he visibly struggled to resist the order. The blackness blocked out his eyes again. Like a wooden puppet, he jerkily moved across the room to the altar. He lay down meekly and let his mother chain him flat on his back.

      “Let the ritual Sacrifice of the Firstborn begin,” intoned Sabriel.
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        * * *

      

      TROY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Troy couldn’t sense their baby, but he trusted that Victoria could. She transformed into a dragon, leaning her long, serpentine neck down so he could climb onto her back. He already wore his armor. He summoned his sword and his shield.

      Dragon and Slayer rode together as one. The winged serpent flew around the fortress. Her gleaming scarlet and gold body circled the spires of the castle like a ribbon.

      The call is from the tallest tower, the top of the Demon Tower, Victoria telepathed him.

      Victoria landed on the peak of the tower and ripped off the ceiling. Troy leaped from her back, through the gaping hole, landing with a roll and a spring back to his feet.

      Purple lighting, hellfire, crashed toward him even before he came to a stop, but he ducked into a second roll, toward his enemy, the Demon King.

      The demon unleashed another volley of fire. Troy blocked it with his shield. Behind him, he could feel the heat from Victoria’s fire shooting at Sabriel. He sensed something momentous happening behind him, but he couldn’t tell what it was until a shadow blocked out the light of ceiling.

      Sabriel had transformed into something immerse to fly out and attack Victoria.

      So far, Alephander hadn’t picked a side. He stepped back, letting Xin Glug’ulgros fight Troy while Sabriel fought Victoria. Troy was aware that Bethany stood in the room too, but he had no time to guess what that meant. The Demon King gave no quarter.

      The demon transformed from his ugly, but mostly human form into a creature of pure abomination. Half swine and half roach, insectile but enormous, winged and venomous, the devil screeched and launched itself at Troy.

      The demon’s mouth stretched open and retched out a continuous sheet of hellfire, like a stream from a flamethrower. Troy kept his shield up, inching closer to the inferno, parrying the molten bullets, to get close enough to retaliate with his own furious blows.

      The Demon King leaped on top of the altar where Vass was chained to rain fire down at an angle that forced Troy to duck under his shield. He could feel the heat melting skin off of his face, scorching his arms. His heart pounded too hard, his throat felt like he was breathing broken glass. But he kept inching closer to the source of his torment.

      Vass roared and shredded the bones in his hand ripping one arm out of his chains. He grabbed his father’s ankle.

      Xin tripped.

      Troy rushed forward, right into the flames, thrusting his sword right upward into the descending maw of the Demon King...

      Straight up his palate and through his skull.

      The Demon King didn’t just die—his bloated body exploded into thousands of missiles, like a fireworks display, as all of the souls that he had consumed over five centuries escaped him at last.
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      VICTORIA

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Victoria could feel her dragonette calling to her. First, she blasted fire at Sabriel to drive the elf witch away from her baby. Then she tried to claw the Egg out of the room.

      But Sabriel wasn’t deterred by dragonfire. She transformed into a dragon herself, obsidian black, and flew out of the tower.

      Victoria and Sabriel whirled around each other. Victoria was aware that they were not the only dragons in the air. A tremendous battle was taking place over the river between competing armies of flying serpents. However, the most dangerous foe of all was right before her. Victoria dared not take her focus off the Black Dragon.

      Sabriel dove, careening toward Victoria. Victoria spat a shot out a spell of Lava Canon—a missile of molten Elemental Stone, wrapped in a sheath of Elemental Fire.

      The Black Dragon grinned a crescent moon smile.

      The missile of lava surged through the Black Dragon harmlessly. At the same time, Victoria felt a bolt of lightning hit her flank. Too late, she realized Sabriel had projected an illusion. Even in dragon form, Sabriel remained a master of Psychic Magic. Now, Victoria was injured. Her wing hadn’t torn, but she could tell that it was weakened, making it harder to fly straight.

      Victoria flipped in the air, hurtling herself at Sabriel. The Black Dragon sprouted spines, like a Wyvern, and launched the glittering black spears at Victoria. Victoria swiveled back and forth quickly enough to avoid the main volley, but a single spine pierced her just under the foreleg.

      Toxins poured through her body. A wave of dizziness shook her.

      I can’t stay in the air much longer, Victoria realized, followed by the steely vow: If I go down, I’m taking that bitch with me.
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Alephander chuckled to himself after the death of the Demon King and the disappearance of Sabriel to fight Victoria.

      “And now, as expected,” he said, “I am the last contender.”

      Torqanel was still lost in a fugue.

      But Vass was awake. He had one hand free, but still he was chained by his feet and his other arm. “Magician... free us...”

      “I don’t need to kill you,” Alephander said. “But I don’t need to free you either, so I may as well kill you both. And then complete the Sacrifice of the Firstborn.”

      “Over my dead body, Alephander!” shouted Bethany. She wriggled in her chains, desperate to protect the Egg. However, although Alephander had created the chains with magic, they were solid and physical now. She couldn’t break free from where she was bound between the pillars.

      He smiled. “As you like it.”
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        * * *

      

      VICTORIA

      
        
        December 21

        Skies above Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Victoria pushed aside the flurry of illusions that Sabriel threw at her. This time, Victoria ignored everything but the reflection of the Light off of all creation.

      Sabriel had once been an innocent babe, created by the Light and born of a mother and father like all babes. But she had destroyed her heart. There was nothing left of her that could reflect back the Light, so in Victoria’s tunnel vision, she was the huge, black hole.

      Victoria grasped that black hole, clawed it, bit it, and ripped it. Sabriel scratched back. Both dragons went tumbling to the ground.

      They landed in the snow outside the citadel. Both of them had expended too much magic to remain in dragon form. Victoria shifted back into a human. She staggered, panting from her exertions.

      And Sabriel... Sabriel shifted into her true form.

      It wasn’t an elf. It wasn’t human. It wasn’t a dragon.

      It wasn’t like anything Victoria had seen before.

      It was a giant, white flat worm the size of a freight train... a bloated, overgrown intestinal parasite.

      Even as Victoria watched, the disgusting worm disintegrated into a million slimy bits that shriveled up and evaporated.

      Her enemy was gone.
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      KYRAH

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Kyrah could hear all of the Citadel’s accursed ones crying out in silent agony. The wail had been with her ever since she had been imprisoned in this terrible realm. And yet, she had learned something from the suffering she had witnessed and endured. When she had first been imprisoned here, it was all she could do to try to cover her psyche from the constant screaming and howling. The idea of distinguishing any single voice in that cacophony would have struck her as insane.

      Over time, Kyrah had grown tougher and better able to distinguish individual voices crying out.

      She now heard a voice she had never expected to hear. It was Alephander. He was crying. Kyrah tried to isolate the voice, but it faded away again. Frustrated, she realized she would have to go into a deep trance if she wanted to track down the voice.

      There was no time for that right now.

      Chaos had opened everywhere around the city. The general who defied the new king had rallied many of the nobleman to his side. Now they were trying to attack and take out their new king. Not all of the soldiers would fight for the Dark Triad, however. In the sky the dragons had turned on each other. One by one, Naya was awakening new dragons, River Dragons and Earth Dragons, who started flying into the fight on the side of the Guardians. But there weren’t enough of them to stop the well trained military Storm Dragons that fought with General Crassin and the Azir.

      At that moment, Kyrah heard the cry again. This time it was so loud that it drowned out everything around her and she collapsed to the floor.

      Dimly, she was aware of Michael and the others gathered around her trying to find out what was wrong, but they were in the shadows compared to the dream world where she walked in her vision. She saw only one other person in the fog with her.

      It was Torqanel.

      It was Torqanel, but he was lost and afraid, wandering around in the fog of dreams looking for someone.

      “Torqanel!” Although both of them were spirits in the sphere of dreams, his body and hers both seemed real to them while they were here. She grabbed his hand, finally forcing him to turn around and see her.

      “Sarmati!” he exclaimed. “I’ve lost myself. Help me get back!”

      “Where are you?”

      “The Dark Sorceress took the Firstborn of the Dark Triad to be ritually sacrificed. That is what is needed to connect the Towers to the Infernal Machine. All of the changes that Moxie and Maverik made will not matter because the Dark Sorceress will undo them and rewire the machine into the original configuration. I must stop it, but I am lost. I’m so lost…”

      She had never seen him look so haunted and vulnerable.

      “Sarmati, please. It’s almost too late. If I die like this, the Darkness will consume me...”

      Kyrah held his hands in his. “I can guide you back to yourself, Torqanel. Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany extended her Null power, trying to disintegrate the pillars themselves if she couldn’t break her chains, but the diabolic anti-temple was too solid. All Nine forms of magic, plus mundane physics had gone into its construction. While she struggled helplessly, Alephander casually strolled over to slit the throats of Vass and Torqanel. He started with Vass, because he was awake and cussing, while Torqanel seemed lost in a passive daze.

      However, just as Alephander stretched his blade over Vass’s neck, the chains binding Torqanel turned into ice and shattered. The newly anointed King of Swords flew into the air on a pillar of Wind, while a tornado snatched the sword out of Alephander’s hand.

      Alephander growled. The tornado ended abruptly. Alephander’s sword leaped back into his hand.

      Torqanel landed next to Vass. Vass’s chains turned to ice and burst.

      “We have to stop the Magician from completing the sacrifice of the Egg!” Vass shouted, leaping up.

      “No!” Torqanel stared past Vass, past Alephander, straight at Bethany. He used his ice power to shatter her chains. “Sarmati, the Seeress says that you are the only one who can stop him!”

      Then Torqanel grabbed Vass and flew both of them into the air just as Alephander blasted the altar where they had been. Vass spread his wings, Torqanel propelled himself through on a current of Wind and they both escaped out the top of the Tower.

      “How am I supposed to stop him?” Bethany cried to their vanishing forms.

      Alephander turned back toward her again. “Good question, Fool.”

      She glanced around for some kind of weapon, anything, but all she saw was polished black marble and mirrors.

      Mirrors...

      Could that be the answer? Was his heart trapped in one of the magic mirrors? That would certainly be a clever place to hide it, especially in a city filled with magic mirrors.

      “Mirrors, show Alephander who he really is!”
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      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      All three mirrors filled with images from the evening of October 31. Alephander recognized the Halloween Ball, the night that the Azir had attacked. But the version of that night was different in all three mirrors.

      “How amusing,” said Alephander. “although not necessary. I remember all three times I relived Halloween, Bethany. You don’t, though, do you? It doesn’t hurt me to let you watch what happened. The outcome will be the same. I know you think this will buy you time, but it won’t.

      “You can’t see what’s happening in the courtyard below, but I can. The Guardians, a few freed dragons and a few Azir rebels, are fighting a losing battle against hardliner Azir warriors who will soon annihilate them. Even if by some miracle, they defeated the entire Azir army, I still control the Chariot. Unlike Sabriel or Xin, I can use it. I can replay this day over and over.”

      “Once you find your heart in the mirror...” she began.

      But he shook his head, smiling. “My heart isn’t in the mirror. No matter how many people think otherwise. I’m not in love with myself.”

      “Then where is your heart?”

      “Gone,” he said. “I trusted Raziel to keep it safe. I trusted the other Guardians to help him. Above all, I trusted you. But you didn’t keep my heart safe, did you?”

      “I didn’t know...”

      “I guess you didn’t care.”

      Alephander smiled, though he felt empty.

      He stood in the center of the dark basilica, but his mind went to the other towers of the fortress, the mirror rooms he had built for Sabriel, centuries ago when he was young and in love with her. During that same period of time he discovered she was having an affair with his brother. That had only proven to his younger self that no woman was to be trusted. Never again would he let love sway him from his ultimate goal of absolute power.

      Bethany, who had once loved him, now looked at him as if he had become a worm.

      But he no longer felt the sting. When he searched inside, he felt nothing but contempt for all of humanity in all its iterations, whether mundane or dragon, elf or goblin. How could the needs of such a squabbling mess compare to his goal of power?

      If anything, he wanted this moment to last longer. It was his day of triumph.

      “This, too, I foresaw,” he gloated to Bethany. “I knew I would want to show you how I reached this moment of victory. Let the days that you forgot—but I remember—take the stage.”

      And so he let the mirrors play out his memories, the glorious, twisted path of the day that had enabled him to overthrow the Light and seize control of life, death, good, evil, creation, destruction, existence and the void, the Tree of Worlds itself.
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        October 31, Halloween (First Time)

        Arcana Castle, Mundania

      

      

      Alephander stood in his arcanium, his workshop at the top of the tallest tower of Arcana Castle. His mind was on another Tower, however: the structure on Devil’s Peak. For all his arts, he had been unable to penetrate the shields protecting the Tower from his magic. He possessed the four most powerful tools in existence: the Sword of Truth, the Wand of Will, the Chalice of Compassion, and the Coin of Plenty. None of them availed him against the Tower.

      Elves had designed it, giants had constructed it, and demons had fueled it; but at the core was something darker, deeper, and more powerful than all of them.

      “Alephander...” a soft voice whispered his name.

      He whirled around.

      A Spirit floated in the center of the pentagram inscribed on the floor of his arcanium. The Spirit was as beautiful in death as she had been in life, an elegant elven queen with snow white hair, ruby lips, and raven hair. But the whiff of her magic smelled foul, with a hint of rot and decay.

      “Sabriel.” Alephander’s lips twisted. “I know it’s traditional for the dead to walk the earth on Halloween, but I have to admit, I didn’t expect a visit from you.”

      Her red lips curled. “I know you already discovered the truth.”

      The Spirit solidified into a flesh and blood woman.

      Alephander steeled himself not to display any of the emotions that crashed through him: shock at her power, followed by a curiosity as strong as a starving man’s hunger to know how she did it—and envy. However she did it, she’d conquered life and death, spirit and flesh, the very goal he had longed to master.

      “Yes,” she said aloud. “I’ve conquered life and death.”

      Though physically present in his tower, she remained poised at the center of the pentagram. Was it because his containment spells worked to pin her there, or did she simply not wish to reveal whether she could cross his boundaries? She was too canny to let him know.

      “You revealed yourself when you killed your own son, Vamenor,” Alephander said. The longer he could keep her talking, the longer he could study her.

      She tittered. It was a lovely girlish trill, practiced to perfection. “No, he’s alive. But I couldn’t let his treason go unpunished. He would have made a terrible Guardian of the Tower. The boy was always too flighty. The Guardian of the Tower should be solid and unbending. I did you a favor.”

      “Are you here to do me another favor?”

      “I’m here to make you an offer.”

      Alephander let his skeptical expression ask his question.

      “Vamenor, the little worm, told you I was alive and a member of the Dark Triad,” she said. “But I know my so-called allies are planning to betray me...”

      “So you plan to kill them first,” he said.

      “No.” She smiled. “I want you to kill them.”

      He let his skeptical smile twitch a little wider.

      “I know: You want to know what’s in it for you,” she said. “It’s obvious. You know my goal. It’s the same as yours. Neither of us has been able to achieve it alone. But I don’t want Belliqas or Xin at my side when I rule the Tree of Worlds. I want you. I’ve always wanted you. I love you.”

      “Ah, Sabriel. You live surrounded by mirrors, yet somehow, you’ve never once looked at yourself. To love, you need a heart. You sacrificed yours five centuries ago.”

      “Only to replace it with something greater, Alephander. You could do the same. If you had done that, you wouldn’t have had to stay silent for a century, only to fail in the end.”

      “I didn’t fail. Like you, I found something greater. Only instead of finding it in the void, I found love in the Light.”

      She laughed. “Listen to yourself! You sound like a human Christmas commercial for laundry detergent! You don’t give one shit for the Light, any more than I do. Just like you don’t give a shit about that bubble-headed girl you married. I admit, I couldn’t understand what you saw in her, no matter how powerful a Null she is.” Sabriel shot him a sultry look. “Until I found out about the Egg.”

      Alephander stiffened.

      “Xin couldn’t stop drooling over that Egg when he found out about it,” said Sabriel. “What a wonder! A child conceived on April Fool’s Day, of the most powerful wizard and the most powerful Null, wrapped in an orb of Chaos, with a Dragon twin... and due to hatch on the Winter Solstice! You didn’t do any of that by accident, Alephander. You must have had the Great Work in mind! But you made one mistake. Your Egg has only two souls inside. You need three. I assume you meant to kill Bethany too—”

      The burn started slowly. However, by the time Sabriel finished her speech, the flames exploded into a fiery inferno around Alephander. He didn’t feel anything, but a bonfire raged around him.

      “You threaten my wife and daughter,” he said without inflection. The fire echoed his simple words, amplifying the statement into a bellow of rage. YOU THREATEN MY WIFE AND DAUGHTER.

      “I will destroy you, Sabriel!”

      I WILL DESTROY YOU... DESTROY YOU... DESTROY YOU... The vow reverberated thunderously in the flames.

      Alephander pointed. The flames shot from the Wand of Will into the pentagram, which tightened like a noose around Sabriel. She screeched as the flames consumed her body.

      She died.

      But her Spirit remained fluttering at the center of the pentagram. The elven beauty had burned away, revealing her true form, which was grotesque. Even Alephander recoiled. He knew he had burned her to death, but he also could tell that it had barely inconvenienced her.

      “You will regret rejecting my offer, Alephander!” the hideous Spirit hissed. “You will burn with your whole realm!”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander stood still a minute, forcing his heartbeat to slow. Panic tried to claw him into a frenzy, but he used long practice with meditation techniques to return himself to a state of serene, steel resolve.

      He snapped his fingers to reappear right outside Bethany’s door. He knocked.

      “Come in!” she sang out. Her sunny voice made his insides twist, as he imagined Sabriel murdering her along with their child.

      Never, he vowed. I will stomp on Sabriel like the worm she is. I will never let her hurt Bethany or the baby.

      Bethany sat in front of her vanity, dressing for Halloween as the Patchwork Girl from a human movie. She was rolling a stocking with stitches up her pretty leg. She had refused a glamour, saying that ruined the fun. She beamed at him when he came to stand behind her.

      Even though the mirror in Bethany’s vanity was protected against Azir magic, Alephander gestured and covered it with a blanket from the bed. It was an infantile gesture. With the power that Sabriel had displayed, she could reach Bethany anywhere in the Castle.

      Alephander had to hide her. Fortunately, he’d prepared safe places around the Mundane Sphere. None would remain secret for long, but it was better than letting Bethany stay here in the Castle, where the Dark Triad would hunt for her first.

      “I know you’re looking forward to the Halloween Ball,” he said. “But I need you to visit your family in Vermont. Stay there until after Thanksgiving. Possibly until after Christmas.”

      “But...” Bethany’s mouth dropped open. She shut it.

      Alephander knelt by her side. He took her hands in his and kissed them. “Please. You’ll have the Egg with you and a secret cadre of dragons to protect you. We discussed this. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

      Bethany squeezed his hands back, then bent and kissed his forehead. “I’ll do it. When do I leave?”

      “I’ll take you there now,” he said.

      “I guess we’ll tell my relatives that I flew out on a plane...”

      “Bethany, there’s something else,” he said. “Sabriel is alive.”

      “What?”

      “She’s the Third member of the Dark Triad. She is responsible for the Massacre of the Guardians.”

      Bethany squealed. “Alephander! I asked you not to keep secrets from me!”

      “I only confirmed it minutes ago, when she appeared to recruit me,” he admitted grimly. “The way she casually switched between Spirit and Flesh... Bethany, I could tell that she had performed a version of the same spell that I was trying. Only instead of a vow of silence, she used human sacrifice. She killed all the Guardians—including herself. However, the spell itself enabled her to transcend her own death. And her sacrifice was one man short.”

      “Because you survived.”

      “Yes. Olly refused to kill me. Sabriel went ahead and triggered the spell, but she wasn’t quite able to become a Dark God, ultimate Master of the Tree of Worlds. She needs another ritual sacrifice to make up for it; and because she has to start over, one soul isn’t enough. She needs three, the more powerful and the more innocent, the better. She wants to kill you... and the twins in our Egg, our daughter and Victoria and Troy’s daughter.”

      Bethany squeezed his hands so hard it hurt. Tears spilled over her cheeks.

      Alephander stood up, scooping her into his arms. He kissed her fiercely, then kissed away her tears. “I swear on my immortal soul, I won’t let her hurt you or the babies. But I need you somewhere safe so I can fight her. Do you remember the Final Nullification spell you practiced?”

      “I’ve never been able to do it.”

      “Keep practicing. If I fail, it may be all that saves you.”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander wondered if Sabriel would attack that night, or wait for the Winter Solstice, when all dark powers would peak. To be on the safe side, he cancelled the Halloween Ball. Instead, he assembled all of the Guardians, except for Bethany and Victoria, who had gone with a legion of dragon warriors to the safe house in Vermont.

      The Guardians waited in the empty ballroom. The spooky Halloween decorations, including a giant pumpkin on the stages, looked more forlorn than frightening without any partygoers.

      Alephander heard a siren, inaudible to anyone but him. “Someone entered the Castle,” he said. Troy raised his sword instantly. Before the Guardians could leap into attack mode, Alephander reassured them, “It’s the spy I told you about.”

      Moments later, Lyra Izarra entered the ballroom. Even Alephander was mildly surprised to see that John Helwall was with her.

      Then the puzzle piece snapped into place. A couple... here, belatedly, were the real Guardians of the Tower and the Star, rather than those he’d thought he found in September.

      “Of course,” he murmured aloud.

      Troy, still gripping his weapon, glanced sidelong at him. “Going to share, Magician?”

      “You’ll find out,” said Alephander. Loudly, he greeted the newcomers. “Lyra, we’ve been expecting you. John, you’re presence is an unexpected but welcome Halloween treat.”

      John glowered at him, which amused Alephander.

      “Where’s Raziel?” asked Alephander.

      “Dead,” said John. “He died helping us destroy the Tower.”

      Alephander’s smile flipped into a frown. “That’s not good. He was meant to be a Guardian.”

      “I have something you need to see!” Lyra cried. She rushed to hand him a small, folded paper.

      Alephander read it. His eyes widened. “The enemy has built another Portal—and it’s here, in the Castle! We have to find it before midnight!”
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        * * *

      

      They scoured the Castle, but none of the Guardians could find the Portal. Alephander wondered if the paper had been left for Lyra to find, to mislead them.

      Then the clock struck midnight. Between the first bong and the twelfth, the great pumpkin on the stage shimmered. The plaster and paint transformed into flesh and rind.

      The pumpkin had been so cleverly enchanted that Alephander had missed it. Too late, he caught the whiff of Sabriel’s magic, of sulfur and putrefaction.

      The Guardians faced the pumpkin as the living gourd burst open and an army of demons poured out. The Portal had opened up straight out of Darkpyre.
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        * * *

      

      For hours, the battle raged, throughout the Castle. The Guardians were desperate not to let the demons escape, but the cost...

      ...the cost.

      And in the end, all of them were captured except Alephander. Injured, half dead, he transformed into a fox, crawled into a secret hole in the wall and passed out.

      When he recovered bleary consciousness, in a sticky puddle of his own coagulating blood, he peeked through the slit in the wall. He didn’t have the magic to change back into human form, even if it had been wise to do.

      The demons had slain half the Guardians. The rest were prisoners. As he watched, the Dark Triad themselves emerged from the pumpkin Portal. Xin Glug’ulgros, Belliqas Izbognir and Sabriel Izbognir strutted into the ballroom, the victors.

      Behind them, more demons emerged, dragging two prisoners in chains. The two men had the strong, virile bodies of warriors in their prime, but they had been stripped to rags and tortured. Alephander was surprised to see that they were both former Princes of the Royal Court of Swords: the elven heir, Torqanel and his half-goblin brother, Taredd.

      The remaining Guardians were dragged away through the Portal to Darkpyre—all except Vassily Glug’ulgros and Aaresh Raj.

      The minions of the Dark Triad set up four altars right there. Aaresh was chained in the center. The remaining three altars formed a triangle around him. Torqanel, Taredd, and Vass were strapped down to the altars. Sabriel stood over Torqanel, Belliqas stood over Taredd, and Xin stood over Vass.

      Each member of the Dark Triad would sacrifice his eldest son. Torqanel was Sabriel’s oldest son, begat by Belliqas, but Belliqas had previously sired Taredd on some Goblin woman. Vass was apparently the oldest of Xin’s many spawn.

      Belliqas mocked his sons. “You each had a chance to share in the greatness of our new reign. You could have led the armies that conquered the Guardians! But, alas, you chose treason! And now, my sons, you will pay the price!”

      Taredd cursed with a long string of colorful Goblin invectives. From what the prince said, Alephander concluded that in response to the defiance of the princes, the Dark Triad had wiped out all life in Autumndelle and Winterdom.

      No wonder no Azir or Goblins had fought alongside the demons. The Dark Triad had annihilated their own people rather than risk any challenge to their plan.

      Torqanel only glared at his father. Then his gaze slid to his mother.

      “Mother... please... if the good part of you still exists...”

      Sabriel cackled. “Still weak and stupid. You deserve this fate, Torqanel. I never wanted children, to be honest. I only brought you into this world to die.”

      I can’t let this day stand, thought Alephander.

      Once the Dark Triad started chanting, beginning the ritual that would culminate in a triple homicide, Alephander the Fox slipped out of his hole, unnoticed by the Triad or their demon soldiers.

      Thrusting the agony aside, he forced his broken body to run to the parking lot below the Castle.

      There he found the Chariot of Heaven, disguised as an Aston Martin DBX.

      As he climbed in, he experienced the earthquake and an explosion of intense heat and light.

      The human military just nuked Arcana Glen. He knew that was their back up plan to stop an incursion from other Spheres.

      Poor humans. The nuke destroyed the town and much of the surrounding mountains, but the Dark Triad still stood, untouched, at their altars, chanting, protected by a living pentagram of flying demons.

      Alephander also survived the nuke because he wasn’t completely part of this world.

      The Chariot of Heaven also survived. The fox used telekinesis to open the door and slip inside just in time to avoid the second explosion, one that would have killed even him.

      For the Dark Triad killed their victims, then whisked away through the portal, leaving behind only one living being: Aaresh the Sun Lion.

      The Sun ignited.

      An even larger explosion than the original nuke detonated. The light was so bright that the Chariot automatically transformed and shielded itself, but Alephander knew what had happened.

      All life on Earth had been extinguished—including Bethany, Victoria, and the Egg. No safehouse, no amount of distance, could protect them from the Doomsday Weapon.

      A Tower of superheated earth was all that remained. The Dark Triad had succeeded in building and powering the Tower that would reach up to the highest of the Immortal Spheres.

      No. I won’t let the Darkness win.

      In the Chariot, the fox pushed a red button with a silver hourglass and rewound time.
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        October 31, Halloween (Second Time)

        Arcana Castle, Mundania

      

      

      Alephander stood in his arcanium, his workshop at the top of the tallest tower of Arcana Castle. His mind was on another Tower, however: the explosion of the arcane Sun that had destroyed the Earth and powered the storming of the Immortal Spheres. He could still remember the hours of futile battle, the hurt in his body, his last transformation into a fox, his desperate run to the Chariot.

      “Alephander...” a soft voice whispered his name.

      He whirled around.

      A Spirit floated in the center of the pentagram inscribed on the floor of his arcanium. The Spirit was as beautiful in death as she had been in life, an elegant elven queen with snow white hair, ruby lips, and raven hair. But the whiff of her magic smelled foul, with a hint of rot and decay.

      “Sabriel.” Alephander’s lips twisted. Right on cue.

      Her red lips curled. “I know you already discovered the truth.”

      The Spirit solidified into a flesh and blood woman.

      Alephander steeled himself not to display any of the emotions that roiled inside him.

      “Yes,” she said aloud. “I’ve conquered life and death.”

      “Impressive,” Alephander said. The longer he could keep her talking, the longer he could study her. “Why are you here, Sabriel?”

      “I’m here to make you an offer.” As she had the first time this day played out, she whined about her comrades in the Dark Triad. “I don’t want Belliqas or Xin at my side when I rule the Tree of Worlds. I want you. I’ve always wanted you. I love you.”

      “Ah, Sabriel. You’re as beautiful as always and more powerful than ever. How you tempt me.”

      “I do, don’t I?” She smiled in delight. “I knew your marriage to that bubble-headed girl was just another one of your schemes. I admit, I couldn’t understand what you saw in her, no matter how powerful a Null she is.” Sabriel shot him a sultry look. “Until I found out about the Egg.”

      Alephander inclined his head. “I’m sure you can see the possibilities. A child conceived on April Fool’s Day, of the most powerful wizard and the most powerful Null, wrapped in an orb of Chaos, with a Dragon twin... and due to hatch on the Winter Solstice.”

      “Yes!” she exclaimed. “I couldn’t have described it better myself! You didn’t do any of that by accident, Alephander. You must have had the Great Work in mind! But you don’t have to wait for the Winter Solstice. Tonight is shadow enough, if I stand beside you and we burn this world to light the pyre around the ritual sacrifice.”

      “I had planned to simply kill Bethany,” Alephander said blandly. “I don’t want Mundania destroyed.”

      “We can easily repopulate this and all the other Spheres.”

      “With demons and wandering ghosts?” he scoffed. “Not my style, thanks.  I enjoy my life in Mundania, my prestige, my fame, my fans. I don’t wish to be surrounded by a nuclear wasteland thronged with sniveling spirits.”

      “Details,” she said. “We can find a way to leave Mundania as your playground. If you accept my offer.”

      “Give me time to think about it.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t think you can trick me, Alephander. I have more power than you can imagine. You have until midnight.”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander snapped his fingers to reappear right inside Bethany’s room. She yelped, startled to see him appearing right behind her in the vanity mirror. She had been trying to pull on stockings for her Patchwork Girl costume and she almost tumbled over.

      Alephander caught her before she could fall.

      “Bethany,” he said. “I need you to visit your family in Vermont.”

      He explained what had happened, that Sabriel was still alive and if he didn’t stop her then by tomorrow morning billions of people would be dead across three Spheres and the Dark Triad would ascend into Dark Gods.

      Alephander kissed her fiercely, then kissed away her tears. “I swear on my immortal soul, I won’t let her hurt you or the babies. But I need you somewhere safe so I can fight her. Do you remember the Final Nullification spell you practiced?”

      “I’ve never been able to do it.”

      “Keep practicing. If I fail, it may be all that saves you.”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander examined the plaster pumpkin on the stage. Even now, he couldn’t find the trigger that would turn the human construct into the Pumpkin Portal. Damn Sabriel.

      He needed to travel to Winterdom. Fortunately, he had Portal of his own. Alephander went to the tower where his “safe” sat. He opened the round door, entered the tunnel of light, and then the Temple of the Guardians.  Around the round nave at the center of the room was a square building, with twenty-two Doors. Each Door was a Portal.

      Alephander opened the Door to Winterdom, focusing not on a place, but on a person. It was a trick that had taken him several decades to master but came easily now.

      He found himself in the commander’s office of a military barracks.

      Two men, one tall, pale, and muscular yet lean, the other shorter, stockier and even more muscular, with swarthy, greenish skin, stood bent over a table with a map of the Tree of Worlds.

      Prince Torqanel and Prince Taredd both jerked to face Alephander when he stepped out of thin air into the room.

      Taredd drew a gun, but Torqanel held out a hand to forestall him. “It’s Alephander Guiscard, the Magician.” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you here to kill us, Sarmat?”

      “The effing irony,” muttered Taredd.

      “I don’t suppose,” Torqanel added dryly, “that you would believe me if I told you my brother and I were about to defect to your side.”

      “I would believe you,” said Alephander. “I came to ask you to accept your mission to invade Mundania.”

      Torqanel and Taredd exchanged a glance.

      “You’ve used the Chariot of Heaven before,” Alephander said. “We took it from you when Chetheviel Skolbrayk defected.”

      Torqanel understood the implications. “You’ve seen this day before.”

      “Did our rebellion fail?” demanded Taredd.

      “Yes. You were both killed.”

      “What can we do differently?” asked Torqanel. “Tell me the military mistakes I made...”

      “Torqanel,” Alephander said softly. “Your parents and their demon allies genocided every elf in Winterdom.”

      “But... but... our own people...!”

      “They have no ‘people.’ They care about nothing beyond their own power. There is nothing you can do to defy them directly. They already expect that.”

      “What about Autumndelle?” asked Taredd.

      “Autumndelle, and, if I’m not mistaken, Springvale and Summerland, were also sacrificed. Followed last by Mundania. Five points of a pentagram. Only the demons survived.”

      Taredd cursed. “I told you, Torqanel! Why do you think I refused to help you before! It’s hopeless! No one can stop them!”

      “I can stop them,” said Alephander. He released breath through his teeth. “But even I cannot do it alone. I need you to help me. I need you to play along a bit longer... and rebel only when it will be effective.”
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        * * *

      

      Alephander told the Guardians what to expect, but he insisted the Halloween Ball go forward. “We must not let them know we discovered their plans.”

      Bethany had left, but Victoria stayed. Alephander sent four other Guardians to Devil’s Peak: Chet, Vass, Corazita and Michael.

      “Your task is to save Raziel,” said Alephander. “Tonight, he will turn against Belliqas and help Lyra and John destroy the enemy’s Tower. We need Raziel, Lyra and John alive because all three of them are Called to be Guardians.”

      “Raziel?” Michael asked. “Really?”

      “I’m more surprised by John,” said Vass.

      “Those three would bring us to Twenty-One Guardians,” observed Chet. “Who is the last one? Where in the world is the Guardian of the World?”

      “That is one thing I haven’t figured out yet,” said Alephander. “But Raziel can’t meet the love of his life if he dies tonight, so go save him.”
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        * * *

      

      Throngs of arcanes in costumes filled the ballroom that evening.  The spooky Halloween decorations, including a giant pumpkin on the stages, only looked ominous to Alephander. Everyone else was enjoying the evening. Music blasted while the DJ led lines of partygoers in some silly dance. The words sent a shiver down Alephander’s spine.

      
        
        
        It’s astounding! Time is fleeting!

        Madness takes its toll!

        But listen closely, not for very much longer...

        I’ve got to keep control!

      

      

      

      Alephander heard a siren, inaudible to anyone but him. Lyra and John had arrived. Right on their heels, the team sent to save Raziel arrived as well, carrying the injured angel with them.

      
        
        
        Let’s do the time warp again!

        Let’s do the time warp again!

      

      

      

      Alephander fought every instinct he had to protect the innocent. Instead, he left the partygoers to fend for themselves while he popped over to Vermont and returned with Bethany. They gathered the Guardians, including the newcomers, Lyra and John, to disappear into the Temple of Guardians. The Temple existed in between the Spheres, where not even the armies of darkness could touch them.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra and John proved they were Guardians by entering the Temple. Raziel couldn’t come because he had no true love. However, Michael was able to heal him with a miracle of the Light. Humbled and touched, Raziel vowed to guard the Portal while the Guardians met inside.

      Once inside the Temple, the other Guardians watched in a magic mirror as the invasion started in the ballroom. At first, all went as Alephander had anticipated. Several Guardians had been skeptical that Torqanel and Taredd would keep their word, but the brothers did. The invading armies of Azir, riding giant wolves, and goblins, mounted on spiders or marching on foot, waved their swords, blasted icy winds, and shot guns at the ceiling. They stampeded the terrified guests out of the Castle, but somehow, no one died. The Azir and Goblin armies emptied out of the Castle quickly, to take the rest of the town.  A few adjutants remained behind with the two princes.

      Now arrived the army of demons on black wings, breathing hellfire and hurling curses. The demons fell upon the princes and their guard, overwhelming them.

      In the Temple, watching this unfold, the Guardians gasped.

      Alephander clenched his fists. No. No, they wouldn’t... Not when the princes obeyed them...

      The guards were slaughtered. Altars were built. The demons stripped the princes naked and chained them to the altars. The Demon King ranted against his son, Vass, who was nowhere to be found.

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Sabriel. “You can sacrifice your niece. The fact she isn’t your blood kin doesn’t matter, because of who her parents are, and how young she is. It would be better, in fact, if it were her hatching day, but we can’t wait for the Winter Solstice.”

      Sabriel waved her hand. On her cue, a troop of demons flew forward.

      They had the Egg. Alephander stood up.

      Bethany leaped to her feet, screaming. Victoria stood as well, clasping Bethany by the hand.

      “Alephander, we must—!” Victoria began.

      “No one leaves!” he bellowed. “If we go out there, we die—and they get Aaresh to use as a weapon.”

      “But they can’t...” Aaresh began.

      “They can! They found another way to turn you into a weapon, Aaresh. I’m sorry. I’ve already seen what’s about to happen. Now all of you need to see it, so that you can understand the horror we are facing.”

      Grimly, they watched the ritual sacrifice. Bethany wept into Victoria’s arms.

      The human military nuked the valley.

      The world wasn’t destroyed.

      “As crazy as it seems, this day is still better than its first iteration,” Alephander said. “They didn’t kill everyone. Yet. But they will. And obviously, we can’t let this day stand.”
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        * * *

      

      For hours, they argued. Every plan suggested by one person had flaws identified by the others.

      Chet exchanged a look with Alephander.

      I know, Alephander replied telepathically. We don’t have much time left before I have to activate the Chariot, or we won’t be able to. If more than twenty-four hours passed, the Chariot would be useless.

      Finally, Aaresh, who had been quiet during the arguments, spoke up. “If no one has any new ideas, may I suggest a very old idea? We don’t we give them a gift they can’t resist and at the same time, take the battle to them? A Trojan Horse.”

      “But what is the gift they can’t resist?” asked Troy.

      Alephander knew. He looked upward at the beams of light that streamed through the stained-glass dome over the round table. I hate you.

      Tears stung his eyes. He sat still, waiting until he fought down the lump in his throat. When he tapped the table to catch the attention of the others, his voice was smooth, his face emotionless.

      “The Egg.”

      The Guardians fell silent.

      “We re-do the day,” he said. “None of you will remember agreeing to this. None of you will anticipate the attack, except me. I make a deal with Torqanel, but more importantly, I pretend to accept Sabriel’s offer. I promise them the Egg. And I give them all of you. On one condition: the sacrifice take place on the Winter Solstice, not tonight. We have to delay them. We need time to prepare.”

      “They won’t believe it, Alephander!” said Michael. “If Sabriel has become as powerful as you say, she’ll be able to see the plan in our thoughts.”

      “She may also be able to look directly into your heart and read the truth,” said Kyrah.

      “Sabriel can’t discover the plan in your minds if you don’t remember the plan yourselves,” said Alephander. “And she can’t see the truth in my heart if I have no heart. Now I know why Raziel was Called. He can keep my heart, when the time comes.”

      “But if you give up your heart,” Michael said, “you will be no different than Sabriel. You might do anything. Kill, torture, curse... You’ll be a danger not only to us, but to other innocents. You’ll fight us with all your might, and even if we don’t want to, we’ll have to fight back! You won’t pretend to betray us—you will betray us!”

      Alephander glanced at Kyrah. “Your prophecy. It was me, wasn’t it?”

      “It looked like you,” Kyrah admitted. “Yet I wasn’t sure... because I also saw that we would encounter a Changeling. And earlier today, before all this happened, I had another Vision. I know who the Changeling is. You know her, Alephander. Lorna Smith.”

      Alephander felt shocked. For a man who prided himself on knowing everything, he didn’t like how frequently he’d been taken by surprise. “That can’t be a coincidence...”

      “I beg you not to do this,” said Michael. “If you give up your heart, you’ll have all the genius and power of yourself as you are, without a moral compass. If you do this, you will become the bitterest enemy to Bethany and your own child. What if you are the instrument of the very doom you want to avoid? Tell me I’m wrong, Alephander!”

      “I can’t.” Alephander met Michael’s eyes, then each of them in turn. “I will be your enemy. You will all come to hate me.”

      His gaze came to rest last of all on Bethany. Deep love and sorrow shone from her face. He said, “Yet I must trust you to bring my soul back from the darkness.”
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        October 31, Halloween (Third Time)

        Arcana Castle, Mundania

      

      

      Alephander sat on a mat in his arcanium. His mind was blank. He allowed no thoughts or feelings to disturb the tranquil pool of his meditation.

      “Alephander...” a voice hissed his name.

      A Spirit floated in the center of the pentagram inscribed on the floor of his arcanium.

      “Sabriel.” Alephander raised his eyes to observe her. “You beautiful monster, what timing you have. I was just about to contact you to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      “You planned everything from the start,” Bethany said.

      “Every detail,” Alephander said. “Every possible path into the future, every possible branch on the tree.”

      Bethany realized that if Alephander had planned this from the start, planned everything, even hiding his own heart from himself, then he must’ve anticipated becoming a monster. If he ever really loved her, he would have made certain in his elaborate plans not to hurt her. And he definitely would not have agreed to hurt their child, the child they had fought so hard to protect and ensure would find a way to enter the world despite all the troubles that came from mixing her anti-magic and his extremely powerful magic.

      If he had made his plans out of love, then he would’ve chosen a future with love in it. If he had made his plans without love, then all his dreams of dominating the universe were only going to end in destruction of himself and the entire Tree of Worlds. In his current condition, he couldn’t see that. The darkness of the Infernal Machine, the insatiable beast, did not bring power or victory at all. It led into the void, into nothingness and emptiness.

      But which Alephander had won?

      She took a step closer to him.

      His memories in the mirror had reminded her that she had one weapon she had forgotten: the Final Nullification spell. She had practiced the technique to denude any arcane of all magic. Used against Alephander, who had remade himself into a being of pure magic, it wouldn’t only disarm him, it would annihilate him.

      But the Tree of Worlds—and their Egg—would be saved.

      She took another step closer to him.

      If my choice is Alephander or the children, I must save the children. She had no doubt about that. I must save all the children. All the worlds.

      She took a step closer to him.

      And yet...

      He would have anticipated that she would try to use the Final Nullification against him. He would have anticipated any attack, any stratagem, any countermove.

      What was the one thing he couldn’t anticipate now?

      Something only a Fool would do. No matter how well he knew her, he couldn’t predict her.

      “I trust the heart of you, Alephander,” said Bethany.

      And she stepped away from the Egg.

      Alephander, the physical man in front of her, the man so handsome that it still made her own heart skip a beat, flashed her one inscrutable side eye.

      Then he lifted the Sword of Truth and swung downward to shatter the Egg.
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      The Sword of Truth never landed.

      By its nature, it could not kill any true thing, not true love, and not a true heart. How could he have forgotten that?

      The Egg, nonetheless, cracked open on its own. An intense pecking noise had been growing for some time, but he hadn’t paid any attention to it. Now, however, it was impossible to ignore, for a powerful beak tooth struck the egg from the inside over and over. Then a head lifted the top of the egg shell up, revealing two tiny occupants.

      One was a dragonette. One was a baby human.

      Between them was a sphere of light which leaped into Alephander, reuniting him with his heart.
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Black Ice Fortress, Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Bethany felt light roll into the room. It was coming from the babies. The gleaming golden dragonette was glowing. The human girl wailed, sounding exactly like any newborn.

      Alephander dropped the sword with a clatter. He collapsed to his knees in front of the babies. Tears poured down his cheeks.

      Bethany ran to the Egg. She put her hand on the tiny scales of the dragonette, which chirped at her. Then she lifted out the crying newborn. The baby was naked, sticky, and noisy and the most adorable creature in the universe. She sank into Alephander’s lap. He wrapped his arms around her and the child.

      “You found your heart,” Bethany said.

      “She had it,” he said. His voice broke. “She kept it safe all along.”

      A shadow blocked out the sky, although the glowing golden dragonette still provided plenty of light in the room. A scarlet dragon perched on the broken Tower. The baby chirped. The red dragon squawked back.

      A moment later, Victoria and Troy were both in human form, cuddling their baby.

      Victoria indulged the sweet bonding moment as long as she could before demanding an explanation. Alephander cleared his throat. He explained again.

      “Apparently, my daughter summoned my heart from the iron chest where Raziel had hidden it. Which is... good...” he swallowed, “because by the time I looked for it when I was... ah...”

      “Evil,” supplied Troy.

      “Evil, yes.” Alephander winced. “I was going to remove it and destroy it, as Sabriel once did to hers. It was already gone. Inside the Egg. I couldn’t sense it because the Chaos magic, and the Light from your child shielded it from me.”

      “Well, I guess we can go home now,” Bethany said. “The three original members of the Dark Triad are dead, you have come to your senses, and the egg is hatched. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pooped.”

      “Bethany,” Victoria said, “We can’t go home. There’s still a war going on. There’s a battle raging outside the fortress, and in the halls of this fortress as well. We have unleashed Greek soldiers from within the Trojan Horse, but we still have to find the Trojans and slay them.”

      “Oh. Wow. I was hoping we could avoid bloodshed.”

      “We can still avoid as much as possible,” said Alephander. “But this is a city filled with tens of thousands of bitter and ancient grievances. The privileged class who have benefited from the enslavement of tens of thousands know that their power rests on the backs of those they have oppressed. They will do anything to retain power. We must help the new king tip the balance in his favor.”

      “I want to be with my baby as much as you do, Bethany,” Victoria said, “But the other Guardians are still fighting. We have to help them. Aaresh is still chained to the machine, a hundred stories below us.”

      “Victoria, you guard the babies,” said Alephander. “I’ll take Bethany to Aaresh. Troy, find Torqanel. Help him get the word out that the old king is dead, and the armies of Winterdom have a new master.”
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        December 21

        Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      The Guardians had formed a rough circle facing off against encirclement by enemy forces. King Torqanel had already joined them. A few of others had joined him too, including Warath, his shifter-vampire friend.

      Torqanel was the first to see Alephander and Bethany appear.

      “Watch out!” shouted Torqanel. “It’s the Magician!”

      “It’s okay!” Bethany cried, stepping in front of Alephander. “We found his heart. He’s a good guy again!”

      Torqanel looked skeptical. But Kyrah, Michael and Raziel all nodded their heads and confirmed it.

      “But are you sure?” muttered Moxie. “How can you tell?”

      “I can see it,” said Raziel.

      “Also, he’s... glowing,” murmured Kyrah. “Alephander... you’re a father now!”

      King Torqanel turned to Kyrah. “You once told me that you could hear the cries of the trapped souls in the city,” he said to her. “And you told me that you could free all of them. What do I need to do? If we can free them, they will rise up against the noblemen.” 

      “Sire,” warned Wareth, who stood protectively at the King’s side. “A slave uprising may slaughter the royal family as well. It’s not wise...”

      “If you can awaken them,” King Torqanel told Kyrah, “I give my word that I will grant freedom to every one of them. Let all the curses that keep the slaves in bondage be ended today!”

      “I know how to do it,” said Alephander. “Torqanel, stay here and don’t get killed. Bethany and I will take care of the curses.”
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        * * *

      

      BETHANY

      
        
        December 21

        Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      Alephander apparated again, this time to the place where Aaresh lay. She cried out when she saw him splayed on the altar at the base of the writhing machine. He looked dead.

      “He’s not dead,” Alephander said, answering her fear. “But only you can free him from this machine without triggering an explosion that will destroy this city at best, perhaps this entire Sphere at worst.”

      She walked to the sleeping Sun. With a touch, she freed him. Aaresh awoke from his slumber. He saw her face, saw that his chains were gone, and he smiled.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” Aaresh said, sitting up. “Maverick and I figured out what the plan must have been. I am going to activate the machine and send out a pulse of energy that will blast the entire city.”

      “Won’t that kill everyone?” she asked.

      “No, because you’re going to touch me just as I release the power, turning all of that energy into one huge wave of Nullification. Every cursed, Bonded slave in the city will be freed at once.”

      It looked like Bethany would be using that Final Nullification anti-curse after all, in a manner she could never have anticipated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The entire city shook as if in an earthquake. A flash of light expanded in a rapid circle, followed by a slower ring of white smoke. The bright light and the ripple of smoke didn’t hurt anyone, but everywhere across the city ice begin to melt. Buildings slumped from upper right rectangular shapes into misshapen lumps of melting glacier. The whole city looked like a cake left too long in the sun. The frosting ran and dripped everywhere.

      Out of the melting mess, thousands and thousands of men and women emerged. They were shivering and naked, surprised and confused, but they were free. They rubbed their eyes and stared. Some of them shouted for joy, and others cursed in anger at the ones who had imprison them for so long. Some of them simply stood there and sobbed, unable to believe they were free at last.

      Then the ripple of a gathering crowd pulled in the desperate reborn souls: Those who had only been cursed for a few days or weeks or months, many of them veterans from the war who were loyal to King Torqanel, organized the others and they made their way toward the Black Ice Fortress. They were organized by Duke Chabir and the other loyalists who supported King Torqanel.

      There they congealed around the new king and defended him against the old guard. Bitter battles it took place, swords clashed, and blood mingled with the melting ice.  Explosions and strange lights flashed over some parts of the city. However, as soldiers heard they had a new king, they turned on the hardliners. Armored warriors, Wolf Riders and Dragon Riders joined the growing throne of freed Bonded who streamed into the streets.

      At last, the hardliners fled into mirror Portals that the freed slaves smashed behind them. Compared to the amount of violence that could’ve taken place, the entire transition occurred swiftly.

      The new King of Swords redirected the rage of the people toward rebuilding the future. King Torqanel, dressed in silver, stood upon the steps of the grand city library, where he announced the restoration of the old parliament, manumission of the Bonded Caste, and the end of the war. His people cheered ecstatically, then broke out into song which lasted long into the night.
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        December 22, Dawn

        Izdarq, Winterdom

        Winter Solstice

      

      

      The new king was busy consolidating his hold on Winterdom. Not all of the Guardians trusted King Torqanel. Victoria and Troy were eager to get the children to safety. Alephander for once, stayed in the background and did not argue. He let Victoria and Troy take the lead. He was extremely quiet as the Guardians returned one by one through a magic mirror to the Castle in Arcana Glen.

      The new King of Swords, his brother Prince Taredd, and a cadre of his loyal courtiers and soldiers accompanied the Guardians through the Portal, because Azir and Goblin forces still controlled Arcana Castle. While withdrawing their forces, King Torqanel and his contingent would stay in the Castle—as guests instead of conquerors—to sign a formal Peace Agreement. Elves from the other royal courts would be invited too.

      The peace talks would be kept hush-hush until a formal treaty could be signed. Alephander assured Torqanel that, as the Magician, keeping the secret wouldn’t be hard. Alephander privately knew that he wouldn’t need to hide the bustle of activity at the Castle, only explain it. He could easily explain the arrival and departure of many mysterious persons by assuring everyone in town that it was only preparations for his Christmas Eve Charity Ball.
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        * * *

      

      ALEPHANDER

      
        
        December 22, Thursday Morning

        Arcana Caste, Arcana Glen, Mundania

      

      

      Once they were all back in the Mundane Sphere, the awkwardness that they had been able to ignore in the rush of events came to the fore. At Michael’s suggestion, they all gathered in the Temple of the Guardians. The beauty of the clean, symmetric lines, the polished, shining marble and the light filtered through the basilica soothed their damaged souls. Even the air felt like a tonic.

      They formally tested and found worthy of guardianship the last four Guardians: Lyra and John, Raziel and Trudie.

      Each Guardian reported the events of the last month from his or her perspective, to ensure they shared all pertinent information. Everyone was especially keen to hear how Victoria had defeated Sabriel.

      However, after she finished her tale of triumph, Maverick, the Hermit, who was actually an enchanted robot, stood up.

      “Trudie and her foster daughter gave me a thumb drive that they found in Sabriel’s laboratory. It confirms much of what we’ve already guessed. While she let Belliqas plan most of the Elven War, she herself planned the Massacre of the Guardians, and her own ascension into a dark god. For more than a century Sabriel was planning one thing: to transform herself into an invincible, omniscient, omnipotent immortal being. To that end, she researched every kind of arcane that has some transcendent ability: golems, Changelings, shifters, reapers, angels, demons. She eventually chose a form for herself that she thought was the most highly evolved, which turned out to be one of the oldest lifeforms in existence...”

      “A parasitic worm,” said Alephander. His lips twisted. “How very evolved. And more fitting than she intended.”

      “Not an attractive form,” agreed Maverick gravely. “But she did achieve what she wanted. To hide her guilt as the orchestrator of the Massacre, she let herself be killed along with the rest of the Guardians. Then she simply... grew back. She cannot be killed. Victoria, I am afraid that what you saw was not her demise, but her escape.”

      “But she disintegrated into millions of tiny—”

      “Worms?” asked Maverick. “Exactly. You did kill her. But she will... re-grow.”

      This sank in. Troy stated out loud what they had all glumly concluded. “Then Sabriel may return to fight again.”

      “How long will it take her to recover from her, uh, wormy state?” asked Bethany.

      “It apparently took her ten years to recover from the Massacre,” said Maverick. “I cannot say if it will take her as long this time.”

      No one spoke. They had all hoped that with the end of the war, the worst of their trials were over.

      Finally, when silence grew so thick in the chamber that Alephander could tell one or another of the Guardians would seek any escape possible from it for any flimsy excuse, he stood up and cleared his throat.

      All eyes turned to him. He could see the distrust and accusations that they held back. Some of them were still afraid of him. Others wanted to trust him but could not convince their emotions of what they tried to tell themselves, that he had only done what he had done for the greater good.

      He knew he had lost their trust. And rightly so. Unfortunately, he remembered everything he had said, every atrocity he had either committed or watched without stopping. He remembered every vile thing he had tried to do.

      Alephander cleared his throat once more.

      “Ten years ago, Twenty-One Guardians were massacred. Now Twenty-One new Guardians have been chosen. All of you represent an entirely new Council of Guardians. There is only one remnant of the old guard. And after the events of this month, I understand that I no longer deserve your trust. I betrayed you in unspeakable ways, and some of you suffered in ways that can never be redressed. I cannot even beg your forgiveness, for to ask forgiveness is to promise I would’ve done something differently. You know me well enough to know that I would not have done other than what I did, despite all the suffering inflicted on everyone here.”

      He looked directly at Bethany. “Some of you will forgive me anyway, because that is your nature. But that doesn’t mean I deserve your forgiveness. And it doesn’t mean I deserve to remain on this council.

      “If you wish to press formal charges against me for what I have done, I will submit to whatever judgment you deem fit. If you wish to avoid any formal charges, I will tender my resignation and go into exile.”

      Victoria looked at Kyrah, inviting her to speak. Kyrah shook her head. Therefore, Victoria stood up.

      “Guardians, you have all heard the proposal,” she said in her CEO voice. “All in favor of pressing formal charges or demanding a formal resignation and exile, please vote aye. All against, please vote nay. The votes will be gathered in secret. Present them to me now.”

      A number of little papers fluttered into existence on the table in front of the Empress. She counted them up.

      She looked at Alephander very gravely. “I am very sorry, Alephander, to have to tell you this.”

      He sat straight, his face expressionless.

      Victoria paused and drew a heavy breath. “The Council of Guardians has voted to reject your resignation, 21 to 0. I’m afraid you must stay and continue to serve as the Magician.”

      He looked as though someone had hit him in the stomach with a poleax. Very gruffly, he said, “And here I thought there was only one fool on the Council.”

      A moment of silence followed. The Guardians exchanged glances.

      “Well, what do you know!” said Miles Malone. “The old boy does have a sense of a sense of humor after all.”

      Laughter and cheers filled the room as the tension broke up into unconstrained joy.
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      BETHANY

      
        
        December 22, Thursday Night

        Arcana Caste, Arcana Glen, Mundania

      

      

      Alone in their bedroom, Bethany snuggled against his chest. Alephander (competing for space with a wriggly ball of fluff, her dog Happy), kissed the top of her head. Alephander was pensive.

      Well, she still had questions too. “How did you get your heart inside the Egg? You had to have done it while you, yourself, were heartless and evil, but why would you have? And then, how could you have forgotten?”

      “I didn’t put my heart in the Egg,” he confessed. “Neither my good nor my evil self anticipated that either. Our daughter called it to herself.”

      “Wait, what? So she has magic?!”

      “Evidently so.” He couldn’t hide his pride. “Imagine manifesting her magic even before she’s born! Her talent must be off the charts!”

      Bethany poked him. “You’re going be one of those fathers. Always boasting about his kid’s accomplishments to other parents...”

      “You can bet on it.” Then he sobered. “No, I honestly didn’t know where my heart went. The only thing my good self anticipated was that the Sword of Truth could not destroy the Egg, because Love is True. My evil self knew that my good self had thought that, but of course, my evil self scoffed at the idea of Love, dismissing Love as nothing more than a greeting-card aphorism, used to trick rubes into supporting scam artists. In fact, when I did not have my heart, I even tested the Sword of Truth. I stated the words, ‘I love my wife and daughter,’ and hit them with the Swords. The words shattered.”

      Bethany winced. “Because it was a lie. Without your heart, you couldn’t love.”

      “Correct. But what I couldn’t understand in that state is that love itself is greater than any individual father’s failure, it comes with creation itself, the seed of life. Every birth, every child, is a gift of the Light, born in love no matter what.”

      He caressed her face. “But what about you? Did you know the Sword of Truth could not destroy our child?”

      “No,” Bethany admitted ruefully. “I didn’t work any of that out. I simply trusted in my love of you and yours of us.”

      He shook his head. “Bethany, that was foolish.”

      She kissed him. “Of course, silly.”

      “I love your faith in me,” he admitted. “Even if I don’t deserve it.... but the other Guardians, I thought would be more pragmatic.” Another long pause. Then he asked, sounding agonized, “Why would they do that, Bethany? How can they forgive me? I don’t understand how they can stand to be around me. The things I did in Winterdom keep replaying in my head like a day revisited by Chet’s chariot. I see how I behaved, and I can’t stand myself.”

      “It was terrible,” agreed Bethany. “But I never doubted for a moment that the real you had engineered it all to trick the enemy. And I was right.”

      “Bethany,” he said in a strangled voice, “I killed you.”

      “Yeah, that part sucked. I did make you strip naked in front of Michael, Chet and Raziel, though.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, that part sucked.” But he wouldn’t drop his point. “No matter what the Council says, no one can make me remain a Guardian if I insist I must resign. Tell me you can’t stand the sight of me, and I will leave you alone, Bethany.”

      Across the room, a squawk pealed from the crib. The squawk grew into a wail.

      “Ha,” said Bethany. “Nice try to get out of changing poopy diapers, but no way. If you try to leave me, I will hunt you to the ends of the Seven Spheres and tie you to my arm again.”

      Alephander took her into his arms and kissed her deeply. “I am going to make love to you, with or without a love spell, all night long, as you deserve.” He yawned as he rose to pick up the squawking, kicking bundle of wiggling toes and flailing arms from the crib. “As soon as both of us have had some sleep.”
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          FOR THE TREE & THE EGG

        

      

    

    
      GUARDIANS:

      Bethany Dilly – The Fool – Guardian of the Null Path – Keeper of the Gate of Dreams. A human waitress who works at a dinner theater in Las Vegas.

      

      Alephander Guiscard – The Magician – Guardian of the First Path – Keeper of the Gate of Knowledge. A famous stage Magician who is also the billionaire owner of his own act, theater, and multiple properties, including several casinos and Arcana Castle, a Nineteenth Century castle in the Rocky Mountains. Dark rumors swirl around him, because of the mysterious disappearance of his first six wives.

      

      Kyrah Nestor – The Seeress – Guardian of the Second Path – Keeper of the Gate of the Gate of Wisdom. A human whose mother tried to sell her into marriage to pay off her gambling addiction. Kyrah has always had the ability to see ghosts and have Visions about the past and future when she touches other people, or sometimes, objects.

      

      Michael Lamb, “Pastor Mike” – The Hierophant – Guardian of the Fifth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Service. In his human guise, he is Pastor Mike, minister at Mainstreet Mountain Church in Arcana Glen; but he is also a thousand-year-old Seraph from Lighthaven.

      

      Victoria Long – The Empress – Guardian of the Third Path – Keeper of the Gate of Chaos. Dragon Shifter.

      

      Troy Stern  - The Emperor – Guardian of the Fourth Path – Keeper of the Gate of the Gate of Order. 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.

      

      Corazita Valentino – The Lover – Guardian of the Sixth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Love. The Love Witch, owner of the Ice Rose Wedding & Event Planning and the Ice Castle Park. She is half Azir (Winter Elf) and half Vanir (Spring Elf).

      

      Chetheviel “Chet” Skollbrayk – The Charioteer – Guardian of the Seventh Path – Keeper of the Gate of Victory. A lower-level “mutt” or mixed-breed demon, half Superbian (Pride Demon) and half Irager (Wrath Demon), who owns a car dealership in Arcana Glen. Summoned to fight for the Dark Triad, he achieves the rank of the Warhorde Master of the Third Skull.

      

      Moxie Bridgestone – Strength – Guardian of the Eighth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Perseverance. A Cat/Lioness Shifter and an acrobat.

      

      Maverick Cade – The Hermit – Guardian of the Ninth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Awareness. A hermit who lives alone at a weather station in the mountains.

      

      Owen McGee – Owen McGee – The Wheel of Fortune – Guardian of the Tenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Luck. A manager and “fixer” for the Magician; a Leprechaun

      

      Eleni Bendox – Justice – Guardian of the Eleventh Path – Keeper of the Gate of Dreams. A US District Attorney; a Gorgon.

      

      Miles Malone – The Hanged – Guardian of the Twelfth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Revelation. A human who was mundane until he suffered a near-death incident while on the police force. Unaware of the transformation, he left the police force and became a private investigator in Arcana Glen.

      

      Mercy Wise – Death – Guardian of the Thirteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Transformation. A Valkyrie living in Arcana Glen, who works at the Arcane Veteran’s hospital. Her human job is a nurse, but her arcane position is a reaper of the dead.

      

      Naya Fairchild – Temperance – Guardian of the Fourteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Balance. A Dryad and Healer

      

      Vassily “Vass” Glug’ulgros – Devil – Guardian of the Fifteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Excess. A Gullik (Glutton) Demon Prince, the son of the King of the Gulliks of Darkpyre.

      

      John Helwall – The Tower – Guardian of the Sixteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Destruction. An Ice Giant

      

      Lyra Izarra – The Star – Guardian of the Seventeenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Inspiration. A Laangfa, or Bird Fairy from Springvale.

      

      Dahlia Moon – Moon – Guardian of the Eighteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Illusions. A Bunny Shifter or Yuetu.

      

      Aaresh Raj – Sun – Guardian of the Nineteenth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Enlightenment. A Shamash, a Sun Lion, known as Specimen 219 in the CADABRA laboratory where he was raised in captivity.

      

      Raziel Renaci – Judgment – Guardian of the Twentieth Path – Keeper of the Gate of Ressurection. A Seraph and Nemesis angel.

      

      Gertrude “Trudie” Hill – The World – Guardian of the Twenty-First Path – Keeper of the Gate of Dreams. A Changeling

      THE HOUSE OF IZBOGNIR, COURT OF SWORDS:

      
        	King Belliqas – the Winter Elf (Azir) King of Swords of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Prince Torqanel – the eldest son and heir of the Royal House of Izbognir in Winterdom.

        	Princess Reylanna – the eldest daughter of the House of Izbognir.

        	Prince Vamenor – the thirdborn child of the House of Izbornir. (Appearing but not named in this tale.)

        	Princess Ziratris – the fourth born child of the House of Izbornir.

        	Lord Darcassan – an illegitimate son of Belliqas Izbognir. (Appearing but not named in this tale.)

        	Lady Jorildyn – an illegitimate daughter of Belleqas Izbognir.

        	Lord Jorik – an illegitimate son of Belliqas Izbognir.

        	Lord Taredd – an illegitimate son of Belliqas Izbognir.

        	Lady Ishael – an illegitimate daughter of Belliqas Izbognir. The youngest of the nine children of Izbognir.

      

      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, Valkyries and others.

      THE THREE IMMORTAL SPHERES (THE BLESSED REALMS)

      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. 

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If you enjoyed this book…

          

        

      

    

    
      Please write a review on the site where you bought it. Even a line or two helps indie authors like me continue to bring you more novels to enjoy.

      

      You can also write to me if you would like to tell me which character in this novella you would like to know more about! Several characters who appeared here are certain they will never fall in love, but the Light may have other plans.... Whose story would you love to read?!

      

      If you liked this book, you will also enjoy the other novels and novellas set in Arcana Glen. These are all stand-alone Happily-Ever-After romances set in the Arcana universe, with recurring characters and an ongoing alternate history. Each series has an interconnected overarching story, but still has its own Heroine and Hero and happy, complete ending. Each book, even within a series, can be read and enjoyed independently.

      

      Next up in the Major Arcana series is The Seeress & the Seraph. As with all the Arcana Glen romances, The Seeress & the Seraph is a complete love story, but related to the ongoing quest to find all the new Guardians and the murderer who framed the Magician for the Massacre of the old Guardians.

      

      Also check out The Tarot Reader’s New Year, a holiday novella in the same universe. These shorter holiday-themed novellas in the Arcana Glen Cycle of the Year series can be read any time of year, just like any Arcana Glen novels.

      

      Be sure and grab The Genie & the Gymnast, a stand-alone Prequel sweet paranormal romance to The Major Arcana series.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Arcana Glen Novels and Novellas
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      Be sure to check out the entire Major Arcana series, also set in Arcana Glen, to discover the love stories of the Guardians as each one is Called to power to stop the Dark Triad…
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      The Holiday novellas are stand-alone sweet paranormal romances set in the same magical town with recurring characters. These are short reads with a holiday twist!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Enchanted Christmas

          

          AN ARCANA GLEN HOLIDAY NOVEL
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      Nessie Noll is a Christmas Elf, who has always lived in the safety of Candy Cane Village in the North Pole Sanctuary. But when her father can’t accept a mission into the human world, she goes in his place.

      There’s just one wee, itsy-bitsy problem. She’s never pulled off a Christmas Miracle before. And with a terrible war raging in the magic realms, an a handsome White Wolf Shifter hunting her, she’s going to need a miracle just to survive, never mind figure out how to deliver a Merry Christmas to Arcana Glen.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise

          

          AN ARCANA GLEN HOLIDAY NOVELLA
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      THE TAROT READER

      Tia Chamas moved to Arcana Glen to help her grandmother run her shop, Tea & Tarot. When a handsome stranger turns on New Year Day for a Tarot reading, Tia doesn’t expect her weak magic to be good enough to receive a real prophecy. To her shock, she has a terrible vision that warns her that her mystery guest is an Elf Prince, and his life is in danger. She vows to do whatever she must to save him.

      She didn’t intend to magically bind him to her side!

      

      THE ELF PRINCE

      Delson Norion has been in exile and hiding among mundanes for ten years. He’s come to the small mountain town of Arcana Glen for one reason: To assassinate the murderous Magician who killed Delson’s aunt and helped kill his parents. When Tia, a beautiful witch, traps him with her spell, at first all he wants is to break the binding. Even if he survives his dangerous mission, he is obligated to marry an Elf Princess, not a human Tarot reader.

      But when he realizes that enemies are trying to kill Tia, Delson’s priorities change. Now he has more reason than ever to slay the evil wizard...to protect the woman he can never have.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set in the same town and time as The Magician & the Fool, with some overlapping characters.

      

      Read The Tarot Reader’s New Year Promise.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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!

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ghost on the Stairs
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          BY MATHIYA ADAMS
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      Sally O’Brian didn’t always see ghosts. But when she and her husband were murdered, she discovered that she wasn’t allowed to pass on through the Pearly Gates. She miraculously recovered but her husband is only with her as a ghost.

      She has to find out who had killed her husband…and may still be attempting to kill her.

      Sally also wants to help her young assistant Melody realize that her “fake” boyfriend Alan might have “real” feelings for her. Ghosts aren’t the only thing that Sally notices even when most of those around her are oblivious!

      But then Sally’s neighbor “accidentally” falls down the stairs. The talkative ghost can’t remember exactly what happened, but Sally is convinced that it was no accident.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Arcana Glen Tarot Deck

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you notice that the Arcana Glen universe was inspired by the archetypes of the Tarot?

      If so, you might be interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck!

      It’s not available YET, except in arcane Spheres, but with your help, we can make it manifest in our Mundane Sphere.

      Sign up to find out more about the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck by emailing me, care of: editor@misquepress.com. Put “Arcana Glen Tarot Deck” in the subject line.
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      Every book in the Major Arcana series will bring two new cards. Eventually, I would love to create the whole deck.

      Again, if you’re interested in the Arcana Glen Tarot Deck, please email me care of: editor@misquepress.com.

    

  





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Tara Maya publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-TD-TQFDC

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.
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